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PROLOG

The Black Castle of Osaka, though considerably smaller, was scarcely less handsome than the Emperors
palace, and much more ancient. Its massive outer walls were thirteen centuries old, far older than any written
record in Yamato. Within them, of course, the original buildings were long gone, burnt during the Great Plague.
But some of their older replacements, whose jet-black roof tiles gave the castle its name, dated back as far as three
centuries.

High in the residence of its lord, two men sat in a comfortable chamber, with wall panels open to the evening breeze.
The day had been hot, was still hot, and they'd exchanged the formal karm-shimo of the wedding ceremony for light
kimonos. Both were takaidaimyo-lords overlords. One was ArakawaHideo, master of the castle and father of the bride.
The other was Kyushu Tadaki, a maternal uncle of the groom, Ten-no-Suji Terasu.

Even given the groom's ambivalent status with the imperial court, one might have expected a wedding between
such elevated families, traditionally less than fiiendly, to be attended by daimyo and their retainers from numerous
districts. This ceremony, however, had been small, attended mainly by members of Arakawa's immediate family
and senior retainers, and those of Lord Kyushu.

Absently, Kyushu sipped sake from the delicate porcelain bowl he held, then muttered, "It's as if we were
hiding the wedding."

He said it sourly. Arakawa grunted. "What we're doing is dangerous enough already. It is best we made small of
this ceremony."

"Hikari will hear of it soon, nonetheless. And it calls attention to itself by its very smallness."
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True. But it also shows deliberate avoidance of anything resembling imperial ambitions, and thus disarms his
suspicions to a degree. Hikari may be reluctant to act, but he is not a fool And what he lacks in steel is made up
for by the men around him-and by the restrictions his father imposed on us."

Arakawa said this last with distaste. The older man scowled but did not argue. He simply said, "I do not care for
subterfuge or delay. They are foreign to my nature."

"I understand. But if the blood-bath comes to pass before we are ready, it will be our blood, and the blood of our
armies. And our families will be wiped out, root and stock; we will have no second chance."



ONE
Fanns allri nannan som Ynglingen han-
milt som mjok (Onar leene),
stark som storm (men allri rastne),
vis somjodens sélva annen.

A varelse var han, ej dykt.

There was never other like the Youngling,
mild as milk (his eyes smiling),

strong as storm (but never raging),

wise as the spirit of the earth.

And Living man he was, not myth.

Prefatory verse of Thejarnhann Saga,
Kumalo translation
4

Matthew Kumalo didn't wonder why he was playing chauffeur to a Neoviking chieftain. It paid off: the big
barbarian had been their entry into remarkable areas of study. And of course, there was the Northman's charisma: you
tended automatically to do what he wanted.

Besides Matthew and Nils Jarnhann, a woman and two men rode the pinnace, skimming some fifty meters above a
rolling sea of grass. Grass turned tawny by drought and late-summer frost. Waves swept it, the heads of fescue and
deschampsia bending to a fresh breeze.

He flew on manual, guiding on an ancient, overgrown highway, its cuts and Ms still evident. Its pavement,
though, had long since disintegrated and been buried by dust storms. In these times it knew only the hooves of saddle
mounts, the tough splayed feet of pack camels, and the infrequent herds of sheep and cattle being driven to China.

Nils Jamhann watched as if the blank glass eyes in his sockets were functional, then spoke to the pilot in front of him.
"Fly higher," he said. "We'll be there soon."

Matthew Kumalo pulled gently on the control and soared to five kilometers, gaining speed. Ahead, the undulations
became rounded hills. Beyond them, from his new altitude, he could see a broad basin, and on the far side, mountains
high enough that the upper slopes were dark with forest. Moments later, the pinnace left the final rounded hill
behind, and Matthew slowed.

The basin was a broad valley, a river flowing through it in wide looping curves, with groves and strips of
woods along its banks. In the distance westward, a vast dust cloud rose. As seen from the pinnace, it could have
been a great herd of cattle being driven to new pastures, but in fact, the khan's personal #imen was in training
there, 10,000 strong. Much nearer, on the south side of the river, was a large encampment, laid out in orderly
lines and rectangles like a city of the ancients.

"[s that it?" Matthew asked pointing.

"That's it," Nils answered. "That's Urga. Stop above it, and I'll find which is the ger of the khan."

After her husband had parked five kilometers above it, the
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senior ethnologist, Nikko Kumalo, set the viewer on "scan." Then she moved aside to let the eyeless barbarian
operate it. She was still not entirely used to the ease with which Nils .used equipment. Nor did she stop to
wonder why, with his psionic vision, he even bothered with the scanner.

The Buriat encampment was an orderly set of sub-camps distributed over an area several kilometers on a
side. The Northman adjusted the magnification until it occupied almost all the screen. A brief scan showed which ger
was the khan's: the largest-a felt tent a dozen meters across, shaped like an inverted serving bowl. It was
whitewashed like most of the others, but a banner hung from a pole in front of'it.

Nils didn't at once Sock onto it. A little apart from the others, outside their pattern, was another splendid ger scarcely
smaller than the khan's, with other, lesser gert close around it, their arrangement different from that of the
Buriat camp. Nils recognized it as the camp of the Chinese ambassador, though it was larger than when he'd seen it
last. Near it was a paddock a hectare in size, the horses in it notably bigger and finer than the tough Buriat ponies.
Only after several seconds did Nils return his attention to the khan's ger, and lock the viewer on the ground in front
of it.

"There is something wrong here," he said to Matthew. "Take us down to ten doubles,' and I'll hail them."

Pinnace Alpha began a silent descent, accelerating down a gravitic vector that intersected the ground within



meters of the khan's door. There was activity in the camp-women and some older children pursuing duties, other
children playing, and male slaves tending lactating mares in the vicinity-but no one noticed the descending pinnace
till it was within three hundred meters of the ground and slowing. These were not a people who looked upward much,
except when falconing, Then a child saw it, and called out. Others looked up, first children, then their elders, and the
Alpha's sound pickup caught the spreading shouts. People scattered, some ducking into gert, others running
away. Some emerged with bows in hand. At

- 'A double is a length measurement equal to about 1.7 meters. It is called a double because it is two strides long.
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fifty meters the pinnace stopped, and Nils used the loud-hailer, speaking Buriat.

"I am the Northman," he boomed, "come from the sky to find my anda,® Achikh,"

A woman had emerged from the khan's ger with a bow and quiver, a broad heavy woman of perhaps fifty years.
Nils recognized Dokuz, the khan's mother.

"Achikh is not here," she shouted. "Go away!"

He answered her in the formal style: "Then I will speak with his brother Kaidu, the khan. Achikh s brother, the
Great Khan Kaidu, who was my friend. Noble Kaidu, the Great Khan who hosted me and gave me rich gifts, and asked
me to be his shaman."

She didn't answer at once, squinting upward, afraid but brave, her wide mouth slightly open. It wasn't necessary to be a
telepath like Nils to see her mental wheels spinning. "Kaidu is hunting," she called at last, "with a large party of
warriors. Achikh is with him."

"Hunting where?"

"In the Changajn Nuruu, far to the southwest. He will be impossible to find."

"I will be back," Nils answered, then switched off the hailer and turned to Matthew. "Rise and go north."

Ted Baver, the junior ethnologist, spoke then. He knew Buriat, and had understood Dokuz. "North?' he asked. "She
said southwest."

"She lied. He is hunting, all right, but in the mountains southeast of Baikal."

Matthew didn't question. Presumably the Northman had read her mind. Releasing the vector lock, he began to
climb, swinging northward. At 5,000 meters, the planetologist leveled off, called a map onto the screen, then on it set
and locked cross-hairs over the general area Nils had asked for. That done, he set the pinnace on auto-pilot.

Ted Baver looked curiously at the Northman. "Lied? Why?'

"She was afraid for Kaidu. Since we left, Achikh killed Fong,

— “Anda, in the Mongol dialects, means blood brother or soul brother, someone to whom special loyalty is given.
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the Chinese ambassador-drew his sword and cut him down inside the khan's ger, which is a serious violation of the
yassa. The usual punishment for that would be suffocation, or exile in special cases, but Kaidu has made him a slave,
instead, adding the humiliation of wearing a yoke."

The fifth person on board, young Hans Gunnarsson, stared at Nils, his angular juvenile face shocked. "Kaidu did that
to his brother? When he could have exiled him instead? Achikh would much rather be exiled than wear a yoke."

"Fong had long since put a spell on Kaidu," Nils replied. "Also, Kaidu fears the Chinese emperor."

"Just a minute," Nikko said. "The woman you spoke to is Kaidu's mother, right? And Achikh is his brother. Doesn't
that make her ..."

"Dokuz is not Achikh's mother; Kaidu and he are half-brothers. The Buriat do not differentiate."

Matthew held the pinnace to subsonic speed to avoid sonic boom, but even so, in half an hour they were over the
Jablonovyj Chrebet, land claimed by the Yakut-Russ but often encroached upon by Buriat hunting parties. These
were low but intermittently rugged mountains, their forest interspersed with lobes and islands of grassland. The AG
generators raised the pinnace to twelve kilometers then. From there Nils panned the land with the viewer, while the
others watched a monitor. If this failed to find the Buriat hunting party, they could fly a search pattern.

They spotted the camp in an open draw, not far above a broad grassy valley. Seventy or eighty leather shelter tents
had been set up in the orderly rows typical of Mongol hunting camps. A creek ran past it at a little distance. Nils
examined the camp at increasing magnifications; numerous horses grazed in the vicinity, remounts and pack horses.
There were also men, not a lot of them. Slaves they'd be. Some tended fires, and large racks where meat dried and
smoked. Others, perhaps camp keepers, seemed to have little to do. Some fished with spears, and those who worked,
worked leisurely.

One of them wore a yoke. Achikh, Ted decided, though from twelve kilometers, image waver precluded
recognizing the face. "Shall we go down and get him?" he asked.
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Nils shook his head. "We'll wait for Kaidu to return. I don't want to steal Achikh from him. Let him be released
formally. That way, at some future time, Achikh can come home if he'd like."

Nils began to scan the country round about. Soon enough he found a large party of horsemen, slowly
sweeping the length of a steep-sided valley whose grassy bottom contained a brook. Other horsemen, barely
glimpsed, rode through coniferous forest on the slopes. Conifer groves bordered the brook, and he glimpsed
animals trotting through them: elk’ and wild horses.

Not long afterward he found a force of men, five or six hundred of them, mostly on foot. They were perhaps
twenty-five miles from the Buriat camp, hiking along a sparsely forested ridge crest. These were not Mongols of any
tribe; their hair hung in heavy braids. "Yakut-Russ," Ted guessed aloud, and Nils nodded. They carried bows and
quivers, and swords rode at their belts. They seemed to know where the Buriat camp was, at least approximately; the
ridge they were on would lead them near it.

Aboard the Alpha, everyone napped intermittently, but with someone always on the viewer. Hans found another,
seemingly smaller hunting party riding toward camp, pack horses loaded with game, mostly elk. Nikko and Matt
casually discussed projects they might undertake after delivering Nils and Hans back to their clan. Ted suggested
they explore the situation on the Japanese islands. Japanese was one of the languages he'd deep-learned before leaving
New Home, and the history and culture of pre-plague Japan had intrigued him.

The sun was low, coloring the clouds, when the larger party of hunters returned to camp. Matthew turned to Nils.
"Shall we go down?"

"Not now. Take me to Urga, first. There is something there I want to have with me when I meet Kaidu."

-3 The term "elk," as used here, refers to Siberian animals (the Altai maral) of the genus Cervus,
closely related to the European red deer. They are much larger, however, equivalent in size to the North
American Cervus commonly termed elk or wapiti.
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Matt frowned but swung southward, setting the controls for Urga. When they got there, Nils waited till after
nightfall, then had Matthew put him down some four kilometers from the encampment. There was no moon. The
opaqued pinnace, hidden by darkness, sat on the steppe in the shelter of a force shield for more than six hours. After
the first two, Matthew and Nikko had grown increasingly uneasy at Nils's continued absence, but surprisingly, to
them, Ted Baver seemed quite relaxed. Hans had begun the wait a bit sourly; he'd wanted to go with Nils, but the
eyeless giant had refused, saying that in this, stealth was vital, and numbers a disadvantage. But having had a strenuous
and sleepless night, the night before, Hans had soon fallen asleep, curled on the deck like some long angular animal.

When Nils returned, only Matthew was awake. The Northman stood just outside the force shield, and spoke
in Swedish, as if to establish his identity without question. As soon as he was inside, Matt re-formed the domed shield.
Nilcko had wakened, as had Ted; Hans still slept. Nils appeared to have been sprayed with blood, obviously not his
own or he wouldn't be there. He'd taken with him a clear plastic bag. Now he tossed it on the deck. Matthew
looked, and almost threw up.

"T'll need it later tonight," Nils said. "Now I want to go back to Kaidu s hunting camp." He turned to Nikko then; she
looked pale enough to faint. Gesturing at his leather breeches and bare torso, he said, "When I had the chance, I
wiped myself off with grass as well as I could, but it had mostly dried by then."

They were all awake when the autopilot brought them to the coordinates of the khan's hunting camp. Matthew
stopped above it at 1,000 meters. "Now what?" he asked.

"Lower to a hundred doubles, then light all the inside lights, and make the hull one-way transparent.”

That would make the hull opalescent, seen from outside. The Northman warrior, it seemed to Matthew, never
forgot anything he'd seen or heard, assimilating it all as part of his mental universe, ready for use in analysis or action.
And he'd
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shown more than once a mastery of dramatics. Matt nodded. "Right," he said, and began to take the Alpha
down.

Aibek, son of Elbek, stood guard outside Kaidu's tent. Not that the khan was in danger here, for aside from
the double handful of slaves, the men were sworn nokiir to Kaidu. But guards were always set. It was the
latter part of the night, in the time of the new moon, and very dark, so when the light flashed on in the sky,
Aibek looked up immediately in alarm. Overhead, at some uncertain distance, an object shone like a brilliant
oval moon.

His shout came unbidden from his throat, at the same moment as the other guards, and as he stared, it
seemed that the glowing object was slowly lowering. Then two bright fingers of light speared down from it, focusing
on the tent of the khan, and at once Aibek's skin rucked with chills. It was all he could do not to duck inside to



hide. Other shouts followed, as men emerged sleepily from tents and looked upward. They stood transfixed, no
one drawing a sword or stringing a bow, for surely this was a very powerful god, perhaps even great Tengri
himself.

Finally, a short stone cast overhead, it stopped. And spoke! Then Aibek knew fear beyond imagining, his knees
quaking so that he almost fell. He was aware of the khan standing beside him now in his sleeping robe.

"KAIDU!" called the glowing god, much louder than necessary. "I AM THE NORTHMAN, COME TO
SEE MY ANDA, ACHIKH! BRING HIM OUT TO ME!"

Aibek remembered the Northman, a giant wizard, hugely muscled. He'd been impressed then. But now, to
see his true form!...

Kaidu called out that Achikh be brought forth. Haifa minute later, the Mongol veteran stumbled into the light,
impelled by a guard. Achikh's neck was bent from the yoke he wore, and his hands were tied to it, as they always
were at night.

"IS THIS WHAT YOU HAVE DONE TO MY 4ANDA? YOUR BROTHER?"

Kaidu's voice cracked, but he answered. "He drew his sword in ry ger, which is against the yassa, and killed a
man there,
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the Chinese ambassador, which is also against the yassa. The law called for his death. I have spared him."

"YOU LIE TO ME! YOU COULD HAVE EXILED HIM! I WARNED YOU ABOUT THE CHINESE
AMBASSADOR. HE WAS AN EVIL WIZARD, WHOD COME TO YOU ONLY TO BEGIN THE
ENSLAVEMENT OF THE BURIAT. ACHIKH DID THE BURIAT AND ITS KHAN A GREAT FAVOR BY
KILLING HIM, BUT AFTERWARD YOU WELCOMED ANOTHER CHINESE VIPER TO YOUR
BREAST, A NEW AMBASSADOR. DO YOU STILL HOPE TO ALLY YOURSELF WITH THE
EMPEROR?"

Kaidu gathered himself in defiance. Squinting upward against the light, he called, "I have already allied
myself with him."

"AH, KAIDU! MISGUIDED KAIDU! YOUR ALL-POWERFUL ALLY DIED IN HIS PALACE
LAST MORNING AT DAYBREAK, ALONG WITH HIS TROLLS AND MOST OF HIS CIRCLE OF POWER.
THEIR BLOOD SPRAYED THE WALLS, AND RAN ACROSS THE FLOOR LIKE A RIVER!

"NOW! FREE ACHIKH!"

The khan stared a long moment, then turned to the keeper. "Free him," he husked. The man slashed the thongs that
held Achikh's hands, then drew the pins that held his head enyoked. His torso bare, Achikh stood like some mythical
mountain troll, his thick body knotted and sinewy, his neck and back crooked. He had to twist and look sideways to
see the glowing god above them.

"EVERYONE BUT ACHIKH AND KAIDU! FLAT ON YOUR BELLY NOW, THAT YOU DO NOT SEE
THAT WHICH MIGHT BLAST YOUR SOUL FOREVER!"

Aibek dropped on his belly without hesitating, wrapping his arms around his head that no light should get in.
Only Kaidu, with Achikh, remained standing. He'd known the Northman was a powerful wizard, but he'd
never imagined such power as this. The glowing light settled to the ground, and now he could see what form it had. In
shape it was somewhat like an oblong ger, but smooth as steel. It had stubby legs to
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stand on, and a stalk stuck out the top. Two great eyes stood out on shorter stalks; it was from them that the fingers of light
came. It settled on its feet with a hiss.

"Achikh, come here." The voice was softer now, but still not truly human. Kaidu saw Achikh walk toward it, unfaltering,
and wondered if he could have done as well himself. He saw a mouth open in the side-no, a kind of door!-and the giant
Northman stepped out. Perhaps not a god then, but a magical vessel. The Northman helped Achikh into it, then turned and
looked out at the Buriat khan.

"Kaidu," the Northman said loudly, in his own voice now, "I commend you to your people. In most matters you have
been a great khan. Only in the matters of the emperor and Achikh have you seriously erred, and that because the
ambassadors were wizards who laid a spell on you. I now declare you free of'it.

"Meanwhile a strong force of Yakut-Russ is on its way. They can arrive tomorrow; be warned!

"And here! I have brought you a gift from Urga tonight!"

The Northman threw something toward Kaidu that landed almost at the khan's feet, then he disappeared inside the vessel
of light. The door closed behind him. After a moment, the fingers of light went out, and the glowing vessel began to ascend
back into heaven, while around Kaidu, his warriors still lay prostrate. When it had risen a short Way, it paused. One of the
fingers of light reappeared, moved, found the object the Northman had thrown. And the vessel spoke again. "OPEN
YOUR GIFT, KAIDU! THE GIFT OF FREEDOM I BROUGHT TO YOU FROM URGA!"

Kaidu bent and picked it up. It was a bag with something in it, something hard. He found the opening, reached in, and
pulled the object out.



By its blood-encrusted hair. It was the new ambassadors head.

TWO

As the pinnace lifted, Nils seated Achikh cross-legged on the floor. Then he knelt behind him on both knees,
kneading and pummeling his neck and shoulders while Ted Baver watched. "We need to straighten your neck
and back," Nils told him. "As they are, it would be difficult to fight." After a bit, his large powerful fingers and even
his knuckles, began to explore the muscles. Occasionally they dug hard, so that the Buriat winced. It took more than
a little pain to make Achikh wince; Ted knew that from a year of close association. After a while though, Achikhs
spine was straight, and the probing stopped. Nils began to rub again, and Ted could see the residual tension drain from
the Buriat, who got down on the deck and lay slack while the Northman finished the treatment.

By that time they were 450 kilometers above the Earth, parked on the gravitic vector through the hunting
camp. Matthew had turned away from the pilots panel to watch. "Nils," he said at last, "you're familiar with the
sanny. Your friend might enjoy a session in it; it ought to feel good to him. And he may have brought some, uh,
bugs with him. Lice, maybe, or fleas. Have him strip, and you can show him how to use it while I run his breeches
through the cleaning drum. I should probably run your things through, too. You might have picked up some while
you gave him that massage."

Achikh understood Anglic, but not this; key words were unfamiliar. Nils explained, and in a minute, Achikh stood
nude. Then Nils demonstrated the sanny to him, motioned Achikh inside, and closed the door behind him. Ted
Baver waited, curious. It seemed to him the small booth might waken a latent claustrophobia in the Buriat, who was,
after all, a man of the open. A moment later they heard a muffled shout, and some
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thumps against the wall. The spray took him by surprise, Ted thought. But Achikh did not come bursting out. After a
few Buriat oaths and a few more bumps, they heard only the soft hum of the water recycler till the door opened and a
dripping Achikh stepped into the cabin, a grin on his face. Nils shooed him back into the sanny, showed him how to
turn the drier on, and closed the door again.

Then the Northman too stripped, to wait his turn. Matthew handled their clothes at arm's length, tossing them into
the drum and setting it on wash and microwave. It troubled him to have Nils walking unabashedly naked in the pinnace,
certainly more than with Achikh. The Northman was always imposing, almost intimidating in his size and
muscularity, but one got used to #hai. Completely naked though... It occurred to him then that it wouldn't bother
him if Nikko weren't there, even though she sat pointedly facing the windscreen. You're jealous, Matthew Kumalo! he
told himself, and thethought disturbed him. So far as he knew, Nikko never thought of Nils sexually, and surely he'd
know; there'd have been some sign. Or was it a different sort of jealousy? Perhaps he simply didn't want her to see
Nils's-equipment, so much larger than his own, as Nils himself was so much larger. And why should that trouble
him? The course in psychology he'd taken, at the university, had insisted that penis size was not an important factor
with most women. Most women; that meant not all of them. And important? How important did something have to
be, to be important? For that matter, how did the textbook's authors know?

He shook himself out of it when Achikh walked into the cabin and Nils disappeared into the sanny. Matthew
handed Achikh a robe, then took the cap from the bottle of debusing compound, and had him sit on a chair while he
worked the compound into his scalp. To kill any little biters, he explained in Anglic.

By the time Matthew was done, Achikh's breeches were ready. The Buriat showed no sign of the cangue now, the
yoke he'd worn, except for heavy callus on his shoulders. Nils had come out of the sanny while Matthew was finishing the
delousing treatment. Nils and Hans had been deloused the day before,
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when they'd left Miyun, so Nils waited patiently, naked but with his back to the pilots seat. Matthew reddened
slightly; it seemed to him the Northman must have read bis mind earlier. Except that he was sitting with his back to
Nikko, however, Nils acted as if he'd read no thoughts at all. Perhaps he hadn't, Matthew told himself. Perhaps he
tuned people out most of the time.. Otherwise things could get pretty confusing, even for him, at least where there
were a lot of people.

Nikko had glanced over her shoulder just as Nils stepped from the sanny, and her head jerked back to the
windscreen at the sight of himjiaked. An after-image stayed with her for a moment, and irritated, she banished it by
rapping keys on her console. Calling up data: the inventory of their edibles and potables. She looked it over
critically. They were adequate for two or three persons for a while, but wouldn't last long for six. They shouldn't
postpone a return to Varjby or some other supply base, any longer than they needed to.



Iwonder what Nils has in mind for Achikh? she thought, then wondered if Nils had read the question in her mind.
She still didn't know how much of the time he was aware of the thoughts around him, nor did she know him well
enough to read his body language. She wasn't even sure he had body language, he was so different from other
people. Including his own. Similar but different.

She remembered, too, his thoughtfulness that evening in the Neoviking encampment, when new to him and to
Earth, she'd made such a fool of herself. He'd had real eyes then, with pupils, not the opaque eyes of pale blue
glass they'd machined for him on board the Phaeada., after he'd been blinded in Kazi's dungeon.

With Achikh on board, Matthew had felt uncomfortable as they'd lifted. Would the Mongol panic, lose control?
But it had been dark, moonless; he couldn't see the ground receding beneath them. And Nils had been massaging him;
though the Mongol was obviously very strong, Nils could have controlled him.

Still- The planetologist spoke to Nikko, who got up and
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sedated Achikh with a mild morpheate. The Buriat blinked at the spot on his arm where she'd pressed the applicator,
then lay down on a pallet by the boat's side and was asleep in a minute or two. Nils laid out pallets for himself and
Hans, and followed Achikh's example.

"Why don't you sleep, too," Matthew suggested to Nikko, and glanced at the chronometer in one corner of his
screen. "I'll set the wakeup for a little before noon."

"Aren't you going to sleep?"

"In a few minutes."

She opened her sleeping compartment, little more than a cabinet containing a shelf-like bunk with a storage net
above it. Ted opened one of the spares. Matthew rotated the pinnace a hundred and twelve degrees, till east was in front
of him out the wrap-around windscreen. He could see the moon now, a hair-like crescent sitting on the eastern horizon.
From the ground it would be invisible in the morning light. Even from 450 kilometers up, the horizon outshone it,
another silver thread, but broadly curved and scintillant, lit by a sun not yet visible to him, and bordered above by
a band of powder-blue atmosphere.

He became aware of Hans crouched beside him, also looking. "It's beautiful," the boy murmured, then pointed.
"What is that which shines like the sun on a sword edge?"

"It's the curve of the Earth, with the sun shining on it from the other side. If you watch for a minute or two, you
can see the sun rise."

"But-the sky is still dark. It's not dawn yet."

"This high, the sky is always black. The sun will shine like a bright bright moon or a very large star, but the sky stays
black."

Hans said nothing for a moment, staring at the vivid stars. "How high are we?" he asked then.

Matthew touched some keys, converting kilometers to measurements more familiar to the young Northman.
"Two hundred and seventy fusen,” he said, adding, "I brought us so high because it's safe up here. No ores, no trolls,
no storms.

A Neoviking tusen is 1,000 doubles, or about 1,700 meters-roughly 5,580 feet in the old British and American systems.
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And because it gives me-perspective." He doubted the boy knew the Anglic word; he himself didn't know the
Scandinavian word, assuming it had survived the primitive centuries since the plague.

Then the limb of the sun topped the horizon, spilling light across a stretch of sea. He reached, adjusting the
windscreen to filter the sunlight. In a minute or so, the sun's entire disk had risen free of the horizon. In another
minute Hans spoke again, his voice hushed with awe.

" think I should sleep now."

A few minutes later, Matthew locked the controls and got ready for bed himself. Already Hans was asleep,
and the planetologist wondered what his dreams would be like. Achikh, he felt sure, was out for a few more hours at
least, and there was no reason to suspect he'd explore the controls if he woke. But locking them cost nothing.

THREE

The high-pitched beeping of the wake-up drew Matthew from his bunk and Nikko from hers. Ted, he supposed, was
awake but not yet emergent. A blurry-eyed Hans sat up on the deck, where he'd either crawled or rolled ofthis pad in his
sleep. Achikh seemed not to have stirred. Nils had awakened earlier; he sat in a lotus, head upright, eye-lids exposing
uncanny-looking, featureless blue glass. God knows where his mind is, Matthew thought. Matt himself had been



dreaming, Already the threads of it were gone, but it had been about the Northmen. Beyond that, a single word
remained from it in his mind: perspective. If the Northmen had a word for it, Nikko would probably know.

It was his turn to make breakfast: Danish barley and oats ground together in the pinnace's own mill, and pre-
baked. He moistened it with Danish milk, dried and reconstituted in the pinnace's liquids processor, then served it
with Danish cheese on the side, and Danish apples processed into sauce. He'd gotten used to that land of fare-palatable
in an uninspiring way, and most of all nourishing.

When they'd eaten, they talked: Matt, Nikko, Nils, and Ted. Achikh still slept, while Hans gazed rapdy out at the
Earth below. Matthew might have switched the hull to one-way transparent for him, but feared the sight might
panic Achikh when he awoke.

"[ presume you want to take Achikh with us back to the Balkans," he said to Nils.

"Ted Baver would like to visit Jih-pen first."

Matthew blinked, then realized. Japan. "We can go there after we take you home."

"I would like to visit Jih-pen too. There is someone there I'd like to find, someone Jampa Lodro told me about.”
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It was Ted Baver that answered. "It might be hard to find one specific individual in Japan. What's his name?
Where does he live?"

"Jampa called him Chicho-san, and said he usually lives in the mountains."

Ted frowned. Chicho-san. The name meant nothing to him- unless-/'’E bet that's Shisho-san, respected teacher, he
thought, as mispronounced by a Chinese or Tibetan. Not really a name. He became aware of Nils's eyes on him.

"He is also called Ojiisan Tattobu," the Northman added.

Ojiisan Tattobu-Revered Grandfather, more or less. In Japan, a lot of people might be called Respected Teacher, or
Revered Grandfather. And as for living in the mountains-

"Ninety percent-nine parts in ten-of Japan is mountains,”" Ted replied. "Or probably more. And Japan has a lot of islands;
four main islands. Which one of them? Did he say?"

Nils shook his head, answering in Swedish. "Nej, sa ikke."

Ted turned to Matthew. "If we go, I could ask about him. Assuming the language hasn't changed too much. He
could be someone everyone knows about."

Matt felt resistance within himself; he didn't want to go. And recognized the source: He was uncomfortable
with landing at unfamiliar places. Back on New Home he'd fought, so to speak, for his place on the expedition. Then,
when the Phaeacia was due to go home, he'd argued to stay, and won out. Earth was where the excitement was, the
potential for learning.

Yet he was afraid, or perhaps anxious was the word, after the traumas they'd gone through with the orcs, those first
weeks on Earth. But fear wasn't something to give in to. As best you could, you considered its sources in the mind, and the
external factors, consulting with others if need be. Then you acted accordingly.

"What do you think?" he asked his wife.

"Let's do it. Exploring fits our job purpose; it's why we're here."

"Um." Nothing about risks or- But then, there were risks everywhere on Earth. Though they were worse in some places
than others, sometimes much worse. He dismissed the question
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for the time being and dredged his memory. He'd not only been the expeditions senior planetologist; he'd been in
charge of all ground operations. And for years had crammed ancient information about the mother planet, preparing.
Commonly he didn't have to check the computer for geographic information. "Honshu's the main island," he said, "and
along with Kyushu it's closest to the mainland. To Korea, specifically. That makes it a better prospect for finding-" He
paused, groping for the name. "Shisho-san.

"And the Kanto Plain is most likely the major population center," he went on. "It has the biggest concentration of
agricultural land, and the initial flyover found towns and villages there."

No one else had anything to add. "Okay, we'll go. Secure all gear." The map was still on the screen. He set the
controls for a gravitic vector through southeastern Honshu, and when Nikko and Ted had finished securing, they
headed southeastward, gradually losing altitude as they went. Nikko sat in the copilot's seat beside him.

"How do you say perspective in Scandinavian?" Matt asked her.

She looked at him as if wondering what brought that question up. "Pehr-spehk-TEEV," she answered, putting the main
stress on the third syllable and secondary stress on the first.

"Is that old Scandinavian, or modern?"

"Both, but it was Latin originally."

He grunted. So the Scandinavians still had the concept. Surprising, considering the post-plague collapse into



primitivism, nearly eight centuries past.

When they arrived at forty kilometers above southern Honshu, the sky below was almost innocent of
clouds. He stopped above Omori Bay, and took the Alpha down to 10,000 meters. There was no sign at all of the ancient
Tokyo-Kawasaki-Yokahama megalopolis. Matthew traversed the area more closely, with the scanner at
intermediate settings, changing to higher magnification at times, while the ship recorded what he saw. One would
have expected most of the city to have fallen, a victim of weather and molecular decay. The great
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majority of it would have been the disposable, recyclable construction of the period 2015 to 2105. But where older
sections had been retained, he'd expected visible ruins, and there were none. Pre-plague European cities had preserved
neighborhoods of ancient masonry buildings, and after eight centuries, parts of old walls still stood, occasionally even
a shell. But not here. Perhaps Japanese cities had retained little of the old. That and scavenging, and Japans
earthquake frequency, might account for the lack.

There was a living town on part of the site; he guessed its population at fifty thousand or more. It was well laid out
along wide streets that were dirt but nearly unrutted, perhaps serving as much for firebreaks as for traffic. He saw no
vehicles beyond handcarts, but pedestrians were numerous, and there were people on horseback. Most of the
buildings seemed classically Japanese, wooden, with shake or tile roofs. Many windows- indeed many whole fronts-
were open to the early autumn air. At one end stood a palace, with gardens and high protective stone walls.

Interesting. He lowered to 5,000 meters and circled more widely over the Kanto Plain, remaining high enough
not to draw attention. If anyone down there happened to examine the sky closely-which was unlikely-the most
they'd see, if they noticed the pinnace at all, they could explain away as a hovering bird too high for its wings to be
seen.

There was extensive farmland on the Kanto Plain, though commonly there were strips of woods and brushland
along its streams and flood channels. Small villages were frequent, and small towns were scattered here and there,
occasionally with a castle by them. And here, at least, agriculture was no longer dominated by rice. In September, rice
paddies would still be green, unharvested, and he did see some. But mostly he saw vegetable crops, stubble fields,
and pastures.”

—- Even in medieval Japan, arable land was in short supply, and rice, though requiring much more
labor, could produce much heavier yields per hectare than barley or wheat. With Yamato's much
smaller population, labor, not land, is in short supply. Thus barley has become the staple grain, and rice
something of a luxury.
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He swung west-southwest then, paralleling the coast. Here the country was mountainous and forested, with
clusters of farms in the larger valleys. And-it struck him then, and he turned to Nikko.

"Who did the overflight here when we first got to Earth?"

"If it wasn't you, it was probably Chan."

Matthew shook his head, wondering how anyone could overfly southern Honshu and not notice, or noticing,
have failed to report it: Fuji, beautiful Mount Fuji, was dead ahead-and utterly changed! Its stately,
symmetrical cone was gone! While Nikko manned the camera, he called up the data on Fuji as it had been
before the plague, then angled downward to examine the mountain more closely, busy with his instruments,
muttering his observations to the computer. The old crater had been 600 meters across; now it was 4,100
meters across, and still nearly circular. Its high point, on the southwest side, stood only 2,350 meters above
mean sea level; the old height had been 3,776. It had blown! Sometime after the plague had ended travel
between Earth and her colony on New Home, Fujiyama had erupted, and the explosion had been stupendous.
Given the various measurements, he had the computer estimate the volume of mountain that had blown off:
approximately 5.9 cubic kilometers! Then he called up what the computer library had on the eruptions of Tamboro
and Krakatoa: This one seemingly had been even greater-the largest, then, in human history. And clearly, from
the asymmetry of the present crater, she'd blown northeastward, in the direction of the Kanto Plain. The
damage from the blast, followed by the meters-thick ashfall, must have been terrific.

Now her flanks were forested again. Even on the northeast slope, the trees were large and old, so it had happened
centuries ago, perhaps not long after the plague. In her cone, a large lake spread marvelously blue, with two small
cones emergent, also forested. Mount Fuyji still was beautiful, but now it spoke not of cool symmetry. Now it said, "See
what I have done, and remember. For I can do it again.”

What effects the event must have had on Japanese culture! A post-plague, sub-technical culture! Certainly the story
would
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have lived on in folk tales. The sound itself would have been cataclysmic. The nineteenth century Krakatoa
eruption in Indonesia had been heard in Japan, 5,800 kilometers away; this would at least have matched it.

And what must worldwide weather have been like, the next year or two? Surely there'd have been no proper
summer; perhaps snow flurries in Paris in June, night frosts in Chicago in July. And crop failures throughout the north
temperate zone- the sort of thing that had followed the great Tamboro eruption of-when had it been? 1815, the computer
told him. Of course, when Fuji had blown, there'd been no Paris or Chicago, not in the pre-plague sense of great
populations. Encampments perhaps, of miners digging through the rubble for metals, and villages with people
numbering in the dozens or possibly hundreds.

From Fuyji they flew on to the sites of old Osaka, and farther west, Hiroshima. There were towns on those old city
sites, too, the new Osaka perhaps half as large as the town near old Tokyo. It occurred to him that a smaller town might
be preferable for their first landing, or the countryside near such a town. He swung back east and north, and after a
time, circled one that he guessed might hold three or four thousand, standing near the mouth of a valley entering
the Kanto Plain. After briefly discussing sites with Nikko, Nils, and Ted, he lowered the Ajpha toward a pasture or hay
meadow about five kilometers east and north from the town, and a few hundred meters south of a small village. On the
road between village and town, perhaps a hundred meters from the landing site, was a farm cottage with a steep
thatched roof.

In an adjacent field, people were at work hoeing weeds from what appeared to be a late crop of some
vegetable. The pinnace reached fifty meters without being noticed, so Matthew, wanting their attention, touched a key on
his console. A horn ululated, an uncanny sound to anyone not familiar with it. The field workers glanced up
toward it, and almost instantly were either prostrate or fleeing wildly.

He settled the last few dozen meters, and put the pinnace down gently on its hydraulic landing feet. Then, with
two key strokes, he generated a force shield.
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It occurred to Matthew that somehow he didn't feel good about this. I'm affaid, he told himself. I've got a tinge of
anxiety. Well, fear can be appropriate sometimes.
FOUR

From-"Yamato,"” by Ndambe Predtechensky. Pages 137-151, In Ethnological Summaries of Earth Cultures at the
Time of First Contact, Heine Katsaros, ed. University Press, A.C. 816.

. . . The huge cultural differences between pre-plague technological Japan, and Imperial
Yamato 770 years later, resulted very largely, of course, from the enormous loss of population
and the virtually total loss of pre-plague technology. More interesting, however, are the striking
cultural parallels between Yamato and pre-technological Japan, most notably with Japan of
the Kamakura period, AD 1185-1333.

in fact, these similarities can easily over-impress the student when first she encounters
them. But on further familiarity, the differences become equally striking. Yamato is no mirror
of a distant past, but a unique culture of its own, whose similarities and also its differences
with the past provide numerous entry points for study, analysis, and insights.

Once they were on the ground, Matthew switched the hull to one-way transparent, which would enable them to
see out in every direction without being seen inside. Ted sat down in the study seat, put on the "student cap," called up
the "cramming program" -the deep-learning program-and did a refresher on the 21st-century Japanese language.
There'd be a wait, probably substantial, before anyone of authority arrived. The review would make good use of the
time.

Presumably some of the farm workers had run to the village and informed the headman, or whatever authority
they had there. The headman, finding the report hard to believe, would come out, presumably soon, perhaps only near
enough to see
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with his own eyes. He in turn would send someone hurrying to the magistrate in town. Then, depending on the
rules of procedure here, the magistrate would either send out an assistant with some constables to investigate, or he'd send
amessenger to the daimyo at the castle. Probably the latter.

Whichever. Someone would be out to investigate. Ted hoped the language wouldn't be too changed for at least
limited understanding-at least enough to enable a computer analysis of the changes, and an update of its Japanese



language memory. The next step, he decided, would be to establish some sort of ambassadorial status for himself.
From that base, he could try for the information Nils wanted, and begin compiling general ethnological data as a basis
for planning research.

While Ted crammed the language refresher, the others ate. Not a lot though: Given the state of the larder, Nikko
didn't put out a lot. The cram took less than an hour, and outside, no one had shown up except a boy of about twelve
years, who'd crept along a shallow ditch that passed within twenty meters, to crouch staring at the pinnace from the
cover of long ditch grass. So Nils got in the chair to begin his first cram in Japanese, or in anything else. An hour later he'd
finished the pronunciation drills at the end of Section One, and still no one in authority had arrived. Several adults
had approached to within fifty or so meters, and dozens more stood where the road passed, a hundred meters off.
The boy in the ditch stepped out of it and seemed about to walk up to the invisible force shield. Then some
woman, no doubt his mother, rushed shouting from the yard of the nearby farmhouse and hauled him away by an
ear. Nils began Section Two.

Matthew began to fidget. Surely the authorities had been notified by now. Were they gathering an armed troop?
They couldn't possibly force their way through the shield, though. He settled himself to wait as long as it took.
Achikh awoke from his drugged sleep, and Hans, speaking Buriat, gave him what Matt assumed was a one-minute
summary of the day so far. It would be interesting, he thought, to understand what was said.

Nils had finished Section Two before anything developed outside. Then, as he began on Section Three, aparty of
mounted
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men turned off the road by the farmhouse and rode slowly across the hay meadow toward the pinnace. The farmers,
seeing them come, scurried to line up facing where the riders would pass, dropping to hands and knees and bowing
their heads, their straw hats like a row of small shields.

Nikko focused the scanner on the horsemen; their expressions ranged from worried to stony. Some carried lances, and
others longbows; sword hilts projected from their sashes. Their helmets were individualized; Nikko, harking back to
her course on Japanese history, guessed they were made of lacquer.

Without being aware of it, Captain Iwatoku Kunio tightened his grip on his lance. The object on the ground ahead
had obviously been crafted by the gods. It shown in the sun like polished steel, but with a subtle shimmer that
suggested it was more. The report was that it had lowered gently from the sky. Which was hard to believe, but how
else could it have come here? Magical.

He spoke tersely to his men, his voice low: "Take no action without my order! Say nothing without my order!"
Then he nudged his horse's barrel with a heel, speeding its pace a bit. It wouldn't do to seem hesitant.

At thirty meters he stopped. The strange object sat without moving. A boat, he told himself, and examined the
thought. A boat with legs? Not legs that walked, surely; they were short and seemed to have no joints. He frowned. It
looked not at all like any boat he'd ever seen, but it felt to him like a boat. From the sky. It had what might be
eyes on short stalks, and from the top what could be a stubby flagpole, though there was no flag on it. Something
transparent-glass perhaps?- curved around the front of it. A window. He glimpsed movement through it, but what had
made the movement was difficult to imagine.

Iwatoku looked down at the kneeling fanners, and reining in his horse, called out sharply. "You! Peasants! Has
anything come out of this object? A person perhaps?"

No one answered for a moment, each waiting for someone else to reply. Then a young man rose on his knees and
spoke apologetically. "Please excuse our ignorance, my lord, but [
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have not seen or heard of anyone or anything coming out of it. But just before it came to the ground, it made a
terrible sound, like ghosts, but very loud! Some of us were in the field there" -he pointed- "hoeing potatoes when it
happened. We all heard it, and were greatly frightened.”

Iwatoku scowled, then touched heels to horse again and rode on to within ten meters of the sky boat. From
there he called out to it: "If anyone is inside, we will be honored, should you be willing to speak to us."

For a long moment there was no answer. Then: "We have come from heaven," said the sky boat, "to see how the
Buddha Amida's people are doing."

The words were human, but the voice-was not. Not quite. And the speech was strange, archaic, like something
written by the scribes of early chiefs. Iwatoku understood it though, and was awed. This was a boat from
Amida's Heaven] . Dismounting promptly, he knelt on all fours, his men following his example as quickly as they could.
Behind them, the peasants too pressed their foreheads to the dirt.

The Heaven Boat bade them rise, and Iwatoku talked with it at length, feeling more and more at ease. It asked
many questions, most of them ordinary. Some of what it asked- most of it-he would have expected Amida to know.
Frequently it was necessary to repeat slowly, and to rephrase things before the Heaven Boat understood. It seemed to



him it was some sort of being he spoke with, not the Heaven Boat itself. At times he discerned what seemed to
be other voices, too faint to understand.

Finally the Heaven Boat said it would now return to Heaven. "We shall come back soon," it added. "Be prepared to
meet us here. There will be things we want of you, mostly knowledge."

With that, its legs withdrew into its body, the boat itself hanging there as if the legs still held it. Then slowly it
rose, its speed increasing smoothly, and within a long minute, it had disappeared into the sky.

Iwatoku stared after it. Why would Amida send a Heaven Boat to Yamato? What did it mean? He shook his
head. The gods had intentions and plans of their own. Well. Lord Matsumura would want to inform the
Emperor at once. As a
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descendant of the Sun Goddess, the Emperor would know best how to deal with a visit from Heaven.

He looked around at the others. "Shigeru!" he ordered. "You, Eiji, and Takumi stay here in case the Heaven Boat
returns before I do.*1 am going to report to Lord Matsumura."

He turned his horse then, leading the rest of his party to the road and back toward town. The peasants dispersed,
some of them returning with their hoes to the potato field. The three samurai left in the hayfield watched Iwatoku and
the others out of sight behind the roadside row of trees.

Izuhama Eiji ground his teeth. This was no time to be left behind. Lord Matsumura and the Emperor would
surely try to profit from this Heavenly visit. It was up to him to inform Lord Arakawa as quickly as possible.
Perhaps if he feigned illness, Shigeru would excuse him and he could return to his quarters. Then he would send
Yasuo to visit his "ailing mother"

-they'd established her fictional condition for contingencies like this-and in six days, Yasuo could be in Osaka, if he
rode hard.

Nikko had set the controls for 15.000 meters. That would take them well out of sight of the ground. Meanwhile
the computer ran a linguistic analysis of the conversation, developing a vocabulary and grammar for 29th century Yamatoan.
Yamatoan because the people here used the ancient name Yamato for their country. Japan had never been more
than a name used by foreigners, borrowed by Europeans from the Chinese. And for whatever reason, the official pre-
plague name "Nippon" seemed to have lost its standing. As they lifted, Ted turned his attention to a terminal,
watching diagrams flash on and off the screen. Linguistic analyses based on sound prints were not simple, and if
the computer gave him a prompt, which was possible, he was there to handle it.

-~ In 'Yamatoan, the strictures on the use of given names such as Shigeru and Eiji are looser than in pre-plague Japan. In
fact, the language as a whole is less formal and stylized, though still considerably more than Anglic.
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Meanwhile, Matt turned to Nils. "Did you read anything interesting in their minds?" he asked.

Nils nodded. "Interesting yes, but nothing urgent. They are warriors, and consider themselves above other people.
Also they're suspicious of foreigners."

"Suspicious of us?"

"Not of us. Concerned, but not suspicious. They believe what Ted Baver told them-that we came from heaven.
And they wonder why Amida sent us."

"And none of them was telepathic, you said." That was something Matthew had asked about earlier, before Ted
ever addressed the samurai. He would never forget the trouble caused by telepaths among the Orcish greeting
pairty at the City of Kazi.

Ted interrupted. the analysis is finished, and the computer is printing out instructions for further questions. Do |
have time to cram the update?"

Matthew nodded. "Sure. Go ahead. Then we'll go down and see what we can learn about Nils's Shisho-san.
And ask the questions the linguistics program wants answered."

FIVE

Dad kom modern hans a grtte
for att han blev klarad frejlos.

"Grater ikke mor," sa Jirnhann,

"de ha jort mej tjcinst, de dom're.

Ja’ har allttd velat att ja’

skulle se vad ligger pd den

sora sidan Jotasjo'n.



Ja’ d ikke fodd att stanna

hem bland dem ja' viixte upp V.
Hellers skaja' vannra éver
Jjoden, trots dfarorfanns ddr.
Sitt' ja’ ikke hem i trygghey.
Farautividdenja' d

tréffer vad de oder ville."

Then his mother came a-grieving

that the ting had named him outlaw.

"Don't cry, mother," Ironhand told her,

"They have served me well, those judges,

1 have always wished to travel

south across the jota Sea and
findwhat's to be seen and done there.

Iwas never born to stay

at home among those I grew up with.

Rather would I wander ‘cross

the world, despite the dangers found there.

1 could never sit in safety.
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Rather travel o'er the world and

meet whatever may confront me.
From-The Jarnhann Saga
Kumalo translation

When Ted was done, Nils asked to cram an update on Sections One and Two of the basic course, and they
stayed at 15,000 meters till he was done. Then they rode the same gravitic vector to the ground. The three Jeft-
behind samurai still waited, watching intently as the pinnace settled. The one named Eiji was more exploratory
than the other two. Casually and on foot, he approached the pinnace, till he bumped into the force shield.
Though first contact was made by a forearm, it was so unexpected, he struck his face against it, and recoiling, fell on
his buttocks, one hand to his nose. His companions laughed uproariously. Eiji scowled first at the pinnace, then
at the other two samurai. The leader, Funakoshi Shigeru, stepped to where the grass was pressed down by the
invisible force, and extending one hand in front of him, felt the unseen shield.

"We apologize for any injury your friend may have suffered," Ted said in his updated Yamatoan. "We overlooked that a
human being cannot see the protection Amida has given the Heaven Boat. Has Captain Iwatoku returned yet?"

"No," said Funakoshi, impressed by the Heaven Boat's courtesy and concern. "And soon it will be dark.
Perhaps he will not return until morning." He gestured at Eiji, who still held his painful nose. "Please excuse our
comrade for colliding unintentionally with your spell of exclusion."

They continued talking for a while. Dusk was settling, and Nikko opaqued not only the hull but the windscreen, in
order to have lights on inside without sacrificing privacy against the locals. The Yamatoans, it turned out, were not
acquainted with the name Shisho-san, but they knew of Ojiisan Tattobu, whom they said was a very holy man. They
did not know where he was, or when he would appear. His comings and goings were unpredictable, and the best
place to hear of him was at the castle. Wandering Zen monks often stopped there when passing through; Lord
Matsumura invited them to meals with him,
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and often talked with them late into the night. If one of them had encountered Ojiisan, or perhaps only heard
about him- where he might be, what he might be doing-they might well have mentioned it.

Ted got the computer s questions answered then, and speaking for Matthew, told the samurai to return to the
castle. After a long several seconds of hesitation, Funakoshi bowed acceptance; clearly, orders from Amida's
emissaries outweighed those of their captain. The three samurai mounted their horses and rode away.

"Now what?" Ted asked.

Briefly Matthew thought about it. "We'll stay on the ground tonight," he replied. "It's possible that a



representative of some other faction, a peasant perhaps, will come out to talk this evening and give us a
different viewpoint Meanwhile, when the linguistics program has finished its new analysis, we can all cram
an update on Yamatoan."

The analysis was done almost before he said it. Nils took the first turn in the chair, and each of them ate a
small supper. By the time all were done, it had been dark out for a while.

"Matthew," Nils said, "I wish to go outside and explore."

"Do you think that's a good idea? You told me yourself they don't trust foreigners, and you certainly look
foreign here."

"I will be cautious."

Nils stepped to the door and waited. He wore the deerskin breeches and shirt he'd sewn the winter before
in the Altai, his sword at his left side. Matthew chewed a lip, hesitating. For the Northman to go out without
some sort of facilitating pre-arrangement with the locals seemed foolhardy. On the other hand, Nils
Jamhann was virtually a force of nature, who came and went as he pleased and had survived repeated dangers.
And hopefully his size-nearly two meters and 118 sinewy kilos- would give potential attackers pause for
thought. But...

"I will go with you!" Hans announced.

"And me!" Achikh said. "We are andat, you and I, and you need someone who can protect your back if
there s a fight."

Nils grinned at them. "It's good to have friends you can rely on, but this time I'll go alone. I'm looking for
information, not a fight. I'll use my psi, not my sword, and stealth, not strength.
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And one alone can be more stealthy than three or two." He turned back to Matthew.

Matt returned his look, then shrugged. It was Nils s own life Nils risked, and he was, after all, a barbarian.
All three of them were. Impulsive, independent-minded barbarians. The odds were that none of the three
would live to middle age.

A smile played around Nils s mouth, and Matt realized the Northman was esping him. Nodding, the
planetologist killed the lights, then touched the latch release on his console. The door slid silently open,
and Nils stepped out. Another touch closed it after him, and Matt turned the lights back on.

The three project personnel and the two remaining barbarians watched on the viewscreen as the
Northman, the yngling of his people, strode away into the night. He made no effort at stealth. Of course,
Matthew told himself, he'd know if anyone was around to see him. It occurred to him then that Nils could
have opened the door himself, using the release beside it, and hadn't. He'd known the lights should best be
out first.

A remarkable man, Matthew thought; he adjusted easily to technical and project considerations, and
easily accepted whatever people might think of him. The planetologist turned to Baver.

"Ted, what was it like, a year traveling with Nils?"

Ted grunted, then smiled. "It was an education. On at least a couple of levels."

That wasn't the kind of answer Matt had been looking for. He wasn't sure what kind he /4ad been
looking for, but that wasn't it. Perhaps it should have been though, because Ted was clearly a much
different man than he'd been before. Ideally I should have debriefed him yesterday morning, then viewed his
cubes, Matt told himself But on Earth, ideally doesn't often apply. I'll debrief him tomorrow, and start setting time
aside to view what he recorded.

Nils moved without uncertainty. Given the way they grew up, the way they lived, Northmen were hard to disorient.
Mostly, any maps they carried, they carried in their heads, and having seen the district from the air, he had a mental
map.

There was no moon at all, nor would there be tonight;
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he knew that from the progression of the phases. But overhead was the Milky Way-what the Yamatoans
called the River of Heaven and his own people the Winter Road. The very different, earthly road that ran from
the village toward town was lined by trees. His psychic vision didn't need the starlight to see them. He
approached them at an angle, bypassing the farmhouse by some fifty meters. His psionic sensitivity told him
that no one was awake close by, except the farm wife who sat barefoot on the floor, weaving a straw mat by the light
of a lamp-a shallow bowl containing oil and a wick.” For just a moment, through her mind, he smelled the
fragrance of its smoke, and watched admiringly the quick deft movements of her hands.

Then he entered the road without hesitation and turned left toward town, moving now at an easy, swinging lope.
The exchange between Ted and the samurai had told him there was a temple in town,” and at least a pair of inns.
Either was likely to provide information.



Just how he'd get that information without drawing a crowd, he'd decide when he got there.

The road he was on ended at a wider road a kilometer eastward-the royal road between the districts castie
town, Momiji-joka, and Miyako, the capital of the Emperor. There was a sake house at the junction, with three
somewhat inebriated farmers and the proprietor. They were talking about the Heaven Boat that had landed in Ushi's
hayfield. The proprietor hadn't seen it, but the farmers had, and they were busy arguing over what the kami inside had
said, and what it all meant.

It seemed to Nils there was little prospect there of information about Ojiisan Tattobu, so he took the right turn and
loped on toward Momiji-joka. This royal road, running east and west, had trees only on the south side, the sun side,
again mostly tall poplars, and again with occasional chestnuts and thick-boled, coniferous sugi. As he neared the town,
he twice met people

-7 Vegetable oils, particularly camellia-seed oil, are used in lamps. ® The Yamatoans have several names for "temple,"
varying with the type. This was a do, a temple for public worship and instruction.
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on the road. Once it was three well-to-do farmers, walking home from the pleasure district. They gave him a wide
berth, stopping and standing aside well off the track. The other time it was two samurai, ronin, also going to Momiji-joka,
but moving less swiftly than Nils. He'd slowed to a walk eighty meters before he caught up to them, and overtook
them with long swinging strides. They weren't aware of him till he was about to pass them, and the nearest one
started aside with a jerk, bumping into his companion, then both stood staring at Nils's back. He felt their momentary
alarm, their confusion and chagrin at having been startled. After a moment, one of them called after him, but he
neither stopped nor turned to look back. He didn't need to turn to see behind him, and it might have been taken as
confrontational. Nor were they displeased that he didn't, for they had never seen so large a man, nor one who felt
so dangerous.

When Nils was fifty meters past them, he was almost out of sight, for the road was shadowed by overhanging
trees. He began to trot again, the same swinging lope as before.

Fifty meters short of town, the trees left off. Ahead was a river, and a bridge built of timbers resting on stone
piers. He stopped at the end of the trees, examining the situation. The town was not walled, as a European town
would have been, but he discerned two guards at the far end of the bridge, unseeable to normal vision in the
darkness. Not far beyond the bridge, the road became a street lined with businesses. A few shops were still open,
lamplight spilling through opened panels to illuminate the thoroughfare. Not far from the bridge, one of the buildings
was larger than the others, and it seemed to him it was an inn.

Nils slipped off across a field of sweet potatoes, tripping once on vines, and approached the river upstream of the
bridge. The bank was riprapped with stone, against erosion, but just now the eighty-meter-wide streambed was
mostly dry, water flowing in a pair of shallow channels ten to fifteen meters wide. Holding his scabbarded sword in front
of him, he waded them without difficulty, then climbed the riprap on the far side.

Here in every direction were minds, thoughts-a mental bumble. In such a confusion, he'd have needed to get
fairly

37

close to one to read it, but there was nothing to mark any of them as especially worth his while. He tumed left in the
direction of Bridge Street, no longer loping, slinking now. Here the street was dark, most of the houses set back behind
gardens and screened by bamboo fences, some of them overgrown with vines. It seemed well to avoid the lights of
Bridge Street, so a block before he came to it, he turned right. He'd approach the inn from behind.

Another block brought him to it, or rather to the yard behind it. It too was fenced, the fence taller than he was, of
stout bamboo woven together with hemp rope. The bamboos had been cut with a slashing stroke that left the tops
sharp as punji stakes. There were outbuildings inside the enclosure; by the smell, one of them was a stable. He
found a gate closed and barred, with a guard asleep inside it, but a dozen meters along the fence grew a young
chestnut tree large enough to take his weight. Carefully he climbed it, till he was higher than the fence. The
chestnut began to bend, and he hung to the side toward the fence as he climbed, until he overhung it. Then, quiet
as a cat, he dropped inside.

Taking advantage of the dark and the drowsing gate guard, he crossed the yard and crouched beside the inn.
Again his mind scouted, selecting, and he crept farther, to a window shuttered against the night air. Inside was a
room with five men, drinking sake and talking,

He crouched there and eavesdropped, paying heed primarily to explicit thoughts, largely ignoring the images,
concepts and beliefs stirred by the conversation. On Earth, perhaps no other telepath could have done what he did, and
even Nils focused mainly on one man at a time. One of them was a samurai, two were local merchants, and one a
sword polisher. The other was a traveling priest devoted to the worship of Amida. The priest was offended by some



of the things the samurai said- things he considered disrespectful to the Buddhas-but he held his tongue. The samurai
seemed at the point, in his drinking, where he might easily be roused to violence. He was, the samurai boasted, in the service
of Lord Fukumori. His father having recently died, he was traveling to his home district near Nagoya, to see to his
inheritance. Actually he lied. He was a ronin, and
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had recently left a robber band which preyed on travelers and backcountry hamlets in the mountains.

The traveling cloth merchant wanted to talk about a boat that was said to have come down from Heaven and
landed near the village of Omugi, not far away. The priest considered it the talk of some drunken peasant, but the
traveling grain merchant entered into the argument, insisting that numerous farmers had seen it, and that a squad
of samurai had gone there from the castle to investigate. They reportedly had found it just as the farmers had said.
The priest declined to argue further then, for it was the merchants who were paying for his drinks.

Nils crouched outside, listening for half an hour without learning much of value, then insinuated a notion
into the priest's mind: that perhaps it would be wise to leave this party, to go to the local temple and request
lodging from its rector. The priest, who was less than sober, took the thought from there: True the two
merchants had invited him to stay with them, but who knew how long they'd sit drinking before they went to
bed. Or what unpleasantness might develop with that surly samurai who considered himself better than any
of them.

With that, Nils had gotten a notion of where the temple was-on the lower slope of the ridge, just above town.
He decided to go there, make himself known, and ask about Ojiisan Tattobu. He turned and slipped through the
darkness toward the gate.

The guard was still dozing, squatting on his haunches with his back against it. Nils considered slipping up and
disabling him, but he might harm the man, who'd done nothing to earn injury from him.

The stable was near the fence; on one side its eaves overhung it. Quietly he went to it, and found a ladder leaning
against the opposite side. Boards and bundles of fresh thatch were stacked by it; apparently workmen had been
repairing its roof. He climbed the ladder carefully, testing each rung with his weight. It held. The roof was too steep
to climb without help, but the help was there-another ladder lay on it, extending all the way to the crest. He
climbed it too, and at its upper
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end, found it secured by large ell-shaped brackets hooked over the ridge pole.

He examined the slope on the other side. He could pull the ladder up, transfer it to the far side, then climb down it
to the eaves and jump into the alley. But the transferred ladder would be a problem to the roofers in the morning, and
he could just as well lie on his back and slide down. Though the slope was steep, it seemed to him he could control his
speed by spreading his arms and digging in his heels. In a few seconds he could be in the alley again, and on his way
to the temple.

He swung his legs across the ridgepole and began his slide- and broke through the roof! For several seconds he hung
half through, feet walking on air, struggling for a firm grip to pull himself back up. Old thatch and pieces of rotten
board rained down on the mare beneath him, the animal snorting and stamping in alarm. Somewhere in the
darkness below, the stable boy wakened, and ran outside shouting: "Help! Help! Someone is stealing the horses!"

This jerked the gateman awake. He blew three piercing blasts on the alarm horn that hung beside his post,
then ran toward the stable, sword in hand. Nils broke the rest of the way through and fell, landing on the mare s
right rump before hitting the dirt floor. The mare, recoiling, whinnied loudly, and a pile-driver hoof caught the back
of Nils s shoulder as he rolled to his knees, propelling him to the middle of the floor. There he got to his feet, and
limping, ran toward the end of the stable opposite the inn.

This end, open like the other, led onto a manure pile that was more bedding straw than animal waste. Beyond
it was the bamboo fence, but the manure pile was too soft a base for jumping from; Nils ran over the pile, turning right
and running through the narrow space between stable and fence, in the direction of the gate.

By now, men were running from the back of the inn, some freshly wakened, some half drunk, several with swords
long or short. Drawing his own sword, he ran to the gate. The running men gave way to him, then two samurai closed in
behind him. The gate opened outward, and he burst through it-to find a street patrol almost upon him, drawn by the
alarm horn.
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With their spiked, barbed staffs they surrounded him, and before he could act, a net was thrown over him. He
did not struggle. He read nothing like blood lust among them, or even brutality. Unlike the street patrol that had
captured him in Pest, that night several years earlier, their intent was to take him unhurt if possible. The samurai
who'd followed Nils through the gate, were kept away from him by the patrolmen, the dos#in in charge warming them off
sharply. Nils found himself being wrapped around by cords, his sword taken from his hand and returned to its



scabbard.

While they worked, the gate guard came panting out with the stable boy in tow. The guard had the boy describe
what had happened, or what he thought had happened, then the doshin asked questions of them both. The
proprietor of the inn was there too, by then, and described thefts that purportedly had taken place recently. The doshin
listened to them intently, then banished them with a wave. People were always ready to dump all recent misdeeds on
the first available miscreant arrested. Matsumura-sarna's magistrates would want proofs or a confession. The
giant's only established misdeed seemed to be trespassing. Probably he'd come to steal a horse, as the stable boy said,
but suspicion was not evidence.

Scowling at the prisoner, the doshin barked an order. The giant s legs had been left free, the net roped around his
waist, while two tethers around his neck were held by men on either side of him. The senior patrolman prodded the
giant with a staff, and the patrol walked him down the alley to Bridge Street, marching him off toward prison. But on
Bridge Street, in the light from a sake shop, one of the patrolmen saw the giant s eyes and gestured urgently to
the doshin. "Excuse me, Hasegawa-san, but the prisoner is blind!"

"What!?" The doshin stopped the procession and stepped around to look at the prisoner from the front. Nils
"stared" at him, eye-lids open wide. The doshin, disbelieving, pushed close to the Northman, being careful not to breathe
on his face-a normal courtesy performed without thought-then stepped back. "Take him into the sake shop," he
muttered, "where the light is better."

Inside, there could be no doubt. The man's eyes were not
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even remotely human. The doshin waved a hand in front of Nils's face, then poked a finger almost into one eye.
And got no flinch, not even a blink. Cautiously he touched one, and still got no response.

"He is blind!" he said.

"Excuse me, Hasegawa-san," said the senior patrolman, "but he is reported to have run around inside the
yard, dodged and threatened people, and then run to the gate, raised the bar..."

Hasegawa stilled the man with a gesture, and turned back to Nils. "What is your name, and where are you from?"

"My name is Tetsu-te. I am from across the sea."

The doshin frowned. The name Tetsu-te-Iron Hand- sounded like something some rough ronin might take on
himself, but this foreigner could not be a ronin or any other land of samurai. It was the words "from across the sea"
that directed the doshin's thoughts now. In his youth he'd traveled to the west coast, and stayed awhile in
Shimonoseki. Several times he'd seen Korean seamen in the harbor, and once a ship from China, driven there by
storm. This man looked nothing at all like any of the sailors, and he spoke Yamatoan, albeit strangely, which the other
foreigners had not.

"What kind of eyes do you have?" he demanded.

"They are eyes given to me by Okuni-nushi."

Okuni-nushi! So important a god! Most of the patrolmen backed away, but the doshin stood his ground. If this
was a kami of some sort, how had they succeeded in capturing it? And why would it have fled from the people
who chased it? At most it could only be a very minor kami.

Unless it had allowed them to capture it. In which case, what could its motive be, and how seriously might it be
offended with them? He decided to take it to his superiors office. The yoriki might criticize him for imposing, for not
handling this himself, but if he mishandled it...

The yoriki questioned first the doshin, then briefly the prisoner. When he was finished, he glowered at the
junior official. "This is obviously not a kami" he said, "but a demon, and in either case is the business of the priests.
Take him to
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the temple and turn him over to the rector. Making sure he does no violence."

The doshin was humiliated at the implied criticism, but at the same time relieved that it hadn't been worse. He
bowed deeply, and marched out with the prisoner. He did not believe this was a demon; it did not behave as a demon. It
was probably a very minor kami, he decided. But in either case, the yoriki was right: the rector was the proper
authority to deal with it. He suspected that propitiation would be the correct handling.

It was nearing the hour of the boar-approaching midnight- when they arrived at the temple. The rector was not
delighted to be wakened, and like the yoriki, snorted at the suggestion that this might be a minor kami sent by
Okuni-nushi.

"It is a demon," he grumped, "one that has lost most of its powers by exposure to some very holy person. The
Abbot of Mamori-no-Tera passed through the district a few weeks ago on his way to Miyako, to report to the Emperor
on Osoroshii-yama. The demon probably saw him passing and was weakened by it."



The doshin kept his eyes on the well-rubbed plank floor. To him, the rectors explanation seemed dubious in the
extreme, though not impossible.

"Tie it to the big sugi in the back garden," the rector went on, "being very sure it cannot get loose. I will dispose
of it in the moming. But be careful not to kill it; it must be killed with proper ritual, in such a way that its spirit cannot
get out of the body and do further damage." He arched an eyebrow. "Very probably it would seek you out and
possess you."

Then he went back to bed.

Borrowing a lantern, the doshin led his men, with the prisoner, to the sugi the rector had spoken of. He continued
skeptical, but took no chances. The net was left on the prisoner, but nooses were slipped through it, drawn tight
over each wrist, and the arms pulled across the body. Then the rope ends were tied behind the thick tree trunk.
Another rope, provided by a temple servant, was wrapped around the prisoner's legs and waist, with spare loops
around his shoulders and neck, tight enough to keep him from moving.
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When they were finished, the doshin looked his prisoner over unhappily. The deerskin breeches were torn on one
leg, and stained somewhat with blood-something that had happened before he'd passed into their hands. "Please
excuse me if you are a kami, " said the doshin. "I have only been obeying orders."

"I excuse you," Nils said slowly, still unpracticed with the language. "But will Okuni-nushi excuse you? If my
body is made dead-executed-bad things will happen to this place- this entire district. The worst will happen to those
responsible.”

The doshin kept his eyes lowered and tumed away. Snapping orders, he left, his men following, carefully not looking
back.

Okuni-nushi\ The rector lay on his thick futon with his eyes closed. He didn't believe in Okuni-nushi, or in most
of the other gods, hadn't believed in them since his youth. Not even Amaterasu-omikami, something he wouldn't admit
to anyone. They were, he told himself, superstitions passed on from ancient times. Not that he'd stand for anyone saying
such a thing to his parishioners; it would shock and upset them needlessly, and if believed, would certainly reduce
income. But in fact there were only two real gods: the Buddha Amida and the Buddha Sakyamuni; the rest were
myths. It was that which made him so certain about the captive demon. It was clearly neither human being nor
Buddha, which left demons as the remaining alternative. For example, "Osoroshii-kami" was a demon instead of a
god, he was reasonably sure.

For a time he lay considering possible deaths for the captive demon. Beheading wouldn't do, nor burning nor
quartering; it would escape from the body. Perhaps the rumen or bladder of a cow could be slipped over its head and
tied tightly around the thick neck. He could even have it suffocated that way. A butcher could supply the rumen, and it
was customary to have a butcher do executions anyway. Only unclean persons were assigned to execute prisoners, and
of unclean persons, butchers were the best qualified.

Then a complication occurred to the rector. The demon would simply escape into the rumen, and if the
rumen ruptured ... He could have the creature hung, of course,
but he'd heard of thick-necked persons surviving after being cut down seemingly dead.

No, he'd have it garroted. The butcher was a powerful man, with stout arms and thick, short-fingered hands. Using a
leather thong, perhaps twisting it tight with a stick to defeat the demon s powerful neck muscles. ..

These were the rector's thoughts as he drifted toward sleep. Then an eerie howl reached his ears, startling him wide
awake. Throwing aside his quilt, he sat bolt upright, eyes wide. It repeated, as much roar as howl now, and it came
from behind the temple. The demon! he thought. Heaving to his feet, he waddled angry and resolute along the hall to
the rear door. There he took down the lantern that hung beside it, and stepped outside. As his feet found his slippers there,
his eyes found the demon. The creature howled again, a great coarse-voiced sound that must have wakened everyone in
the temple. Tight-lipped, the rector hurried down the steps to confront it. The gate guard came running up at the
same time, but the rector sent him back to his post; it wouldn't do to leave the gate unguarded against thieves.
Besides, three ronin who'd been given shelter for the night came out the back door just then, swords in hand.

The rector glared at the demon. "What are you howling for? Have you no manners? People are trying to
sleep!"

"I wanted you to come out and set me free," it said. Its voice was remarkably calm.

"Set you free? You're a demon! Anyone can see that!"

"I am not a demon," the demon answered reasonably. "I am a human, sent by Okuni-nushi to talk with people
here, to see how they live and what they think about."

"There is no-" The rector had almost said there was no Okuni-nushi, right in front of the ronin. "Why would
Okuni-nushi send you?"

"Okuni-nushi rules the invisible, and I am his retainer. He chose me because I had no eyes, having lost mine
defending the good name of the Buddhas. And having no human eyes, I can more easily see the invisible, with the



help of the god's eyes he gave to me.
"It was recommended that I speak with someone known as Ojiisan Tattobu. Perhaps you can tell me where he is."
45

The rector scowled, avoiding the demon's eyes. He disapproved of Ojiisan Tattobu and his troublesome
opinions, and was glad he seemed relatively inactive these days. "Ojiisan does not choose to keep me informed of his
comings and goings. You have not answered my question: Why would Okuni-nushi send you?"

One of the ronin had also brought a lantern, and stepping up beside the rector, raised it to get his own look at the
captive s face. He inhaled sharply at the sight-it was strong-boned, with powerful jaws (from chewing tough meat since
childhood), straw-colored hair and sparse cottony beard. Andblank, pupil-less eyes, their blue as pale as a red-start's

eggs.

"I do not see as you see," the prisoner went on, still speaking to the rector, "but I see things others cannot. I see your
soul, and the spirits in the swords of these samurai. I see your thoughts, and the things you have done. I see you with the
young acolyte, Heimatsu, and with the serving girl..."

"Enough!" the rector shouted, angry at this demon who would expose his private activities before some grinning
ronin. "If you'll be quiet, I won't have you killed in the morning. I'll have you taken to the castle instead, and let Lord
Matsumura decide what to do with you. He is notoriously affable. He will probably have you released."

No sooner had he said it than it struck him that this-thing- might well have seen in his mind the treachery he planned.
For he had no intention of keeping his promise.

The prisoner said nothing for a long moment, but it seemed to the rector he could feel the blank eyes regarding his
soul. "T will be quiet," the prisoner said at last, "and-commune with Okuni-nushi. But the patrolmen tied my wrists
too tighdy. You must first have them loosened. Otherwise my hands will begin to rot, and it will do me little good when
Lord Matsumura frees me."

So. The demon couldn't see into his mind after all, had only been guessing. Lips pursed, he peered at the
demon's hands; they were indeed swollen, and if he didn't loosen them, who knew what he might say to these ronin.
"Excuse me," the rector said to the ronin, for they were samurai, even if currently unattached, and courtesy was owed
them. "If you will loosen
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his wrists, not too much of course, and watch him during the night. . . One of you can watch at a time, while the
others sleep. When you leave in the morning, I will pay each of you five silver chogin."”

A lot of money! thought the senior ronin, then said aloud, "And a jug of sake tonight."

"Ofcourse."

"We will do it then." Without looking at his comrades, the senior ronin examined the prisoner s bonds. Wrapped in
the net as he was, and wound around by rope, there was little danger from him. The ronin loosened and retied the
thick wrists one at a time, then watched the prisoner's face intently. The return of proper circulation in the hands
must sting intensely, he thought, but the prisoner showed no sign of it. The rector looked the work over carefully, then
nodded and turned to leave.

"Hoshin," said the senior ronin to one of his comrades, "please accompany the rector and receive the money for us.
Also the sake."”

The rector turned angrily toward him. "You must watch him through the night first!"

The ronin bobbed a shallow bow. "So sorry for the misunderstanding. The sake tonight, the money in the
morning."

Still angry, the rector nodded stiffly, then walked toward the temple with Hoshin a step behind. The other two
samurai grinned at each other. "Do you wish me to take the first watch?" asked one.

"Thank you for asking, but I will stay awake for a time and speak with this person. Or demon or kami as the case
may be."

"T also, for I have never seen one like him before. But first I will go inside and bring our cloaks. These nights are
getting chilly."

He turned and trotted toward the temple. The senior ronin examined the prisoner thoughtfully, saying nothing,
however, until his companions had come back, one with their traveling cloaks, the other with a jug of sake. They
put the cloaks on and sat down on their feet, close enough together to pass the jug back and forth. Each had a drink.
The sake was not warmed as it should have been, but it was good regardless.
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The senior ronin smacked his lips, then looked at the figure tied to the sugi, and spoke to it. "Do you know
what I think? I think that fat rector was lying. I think he plans to bring up the butcher before breakfast, to loll
you."

"Thank you for the courtesy of telling me. I am quite certain of it. For I did look into his soul, as I said



earlier."

The ronin cocked his head curiously. '"What are you, really?" he asked. "Kami or demon?"

"T am a foreign samurai, one who has wizard sight. But the rector would never believe the truth, so I lied to
him."

The three of them eyed him for several seconds without speaking. That he was foreign was obvious from his
appearance. And certainly he had the assurance of a samurai. As for wizard sight-his eyes were uncanny enough.
"The rector is sure you are a demon."

"The rector sees demons where there are none."

Hoshin spoke then, the ronin who'd gone after the sake. "Please excuse me, but I do not believe a
human being can see into souls, not even a wizard. You must be a demon after all."

"Excuse me for disagreeing, but it is by the grace of Okuni-nushi that I see into souls. He brought me to
Yamato to look into the souls of men and see how they live."

"If you are a demon, that's exactly the sort of thing you would say."

"True. But Okuni-nushi would not send a demon. He sent me also to find a wandering holy man
called Ojiisan Tattobu."

The three inhaled sharply, the sound hissing. "That one is very holy! He can be dangerous to you. If you are
a demon, it would no doubt kill you to look at him."

The prisoner interrupted them. "Is there a wizard in this district? If there is, and if he s powerful enough,
he can look at me and see the truth."

The senior ronin looked at his friends, then back at the prisoner. "We do not know. We are strangers in
this district Some daimyo keep a wizard in their household, but wizards of any real power are very rare."

They passed the jug again.
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"Excuse me if T am imposing on your generosity," the prisoner said, "but may I also have a drink of that?"

The one holding the jug looked at the others, then got to his feet and, lifting it to the prisoner's mouth, tilted it
carefully. The prisoner took a swallow.

"Thank you for your generosity. That is good sake."”

"Please excuse me for disagreeing, but it is quite ordinary sake."”

"Ah. By the standards of your enlightened country, perhaps. In mine it would be considered exceptional."

If this is a demon, the senior ronin told himself, ke is strangely well-spoken. As far as that's concerned, if he's a demon,
why doesn't he put a spell on us and shrivel us all down to vermin? "Y ou said Okuni-nushi brought you to Yamato. Not
sent, but brought. Did you misspeak yourself?"

"Not at all. He brought me."

"From a foreign land? How? In what way did he bring you here?"

"In a Heaven Boat. It still sits in a pasture near the village of Omugi, not an hour s walk from where you sit now.
Lord Matsumura knows of it. He sent a party of samurai to speak with Okuni-nushis retainers who fly it above the
sky."

The three were no longer surprised at anything the prisoner claimed. As for his truthfulness, he no doubt told the
truth when it suited him, but some of the things he said ...

"If one of you climbed the hill to the castle," the prisoner went on, "you would find that what I said about the
Heaven Boat is true. Of course, I could simply know about it, and be lying when I said I came on it. But Lord
Matsumura will want to question me."

The senior ronin looked him over carefully. With someone who looked so foreign, it was difficult to guess what he
was up to. "Excuse me for saying it, but you have told us things that sound very strange."

"True. And as far as you know, all that I said could be lies. But if you were to describe me to Lord Matsumura, I
believe he would want to examine me for himself. And if [ were in fact a demon, would I not have put a spell on
you? And on the rector, who is unworthy to serve the Buddha Amida? All that
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is necessary is that Lard Matsumura's men arrive before the rector brings the butcher up to Ml me in the
morning."

The senior reran didn't answer for a moment, then laughed, his decision made. "You are correct about the rector, at
least. We have heard that he sodomizes his maid servant so that, if anyone accuses him of laying with her, he can
deny it, saying she still has her maidenhead!"

He turned to the others. "I am going to the castle, and tell them what we've seen and heard here. Do not tell the
rector. If the tehon daimyo sends men here to collect this"-he paused- "this person, let the rector think he
learned of him from the yoriki's office. And when you pass the jug, give the prisoner my share. He will get cold, tied
to that tree all night."



The first light of dawn was thinning the darkness when armed men arrived. They were not Lord Matsumura's men,
however, but a street patrol led by a doshin. The ronin had not been let into the castle at so late an hour, nor would
the gate guards disturb their master or his captain with a message from some unknown ronin. So he'd gone to the
yoriki's office. That seemed far better than leaving the prisoner to be strangled by the butcher.

The yoriki knew of the Heaven Boat, and while he didn't believe the prisoner's claim to have arrived on it-the
giant had said nothing about it earlier-he would have him brought to prison and questioned. No doubt they could
inspire him to confess that he was lying. If not, then perhaps he'd send word to Lord Matsumura, asking if he wished to
examine him himself.

The guard let the patrol through the gate, and they went straight to the sugi. The jug was empty on the
ground, and the two ronin on watch lay huddled beneath their cloaks, snoring. The prisoner had been cut free, and lay
beside them, sleeping as if covered with furs.

Once more the doshin's men threw a net over the giant and tied him. Then they led him back down the slope into
town, to the prison compound, where, with lances and swords at the ready, they untied him and fastened a
cangue around his neck, leaving one hand free so he could feed himself Then he was put into a dirty cell with
another prisoner, to await interrogation.

SIX

The first week of August had been dry, and the train of men and horses raised puffs of dust on the mountain
road. Like the other poorer travelers in the caravan, Hidaka Satoru was afoot. But unlike some, for Satoru, hiking was
no hardship. He was tall, even for someone from the Hidaka District- 184 centimeters-with long muscular legs and
arms, tough feet, and a strong and craggy face with bristly brows.

Whereas the other foot-travelers wore broad, nearly flat straw hats, Satoru's head was bare, protected only by a
mane of coarse black hair. All in all, his appearance matched his rough Hokkaido dialect; in another time and
place, he might have been referred to as a jack-pine savage. The others would have treated him as a primitive,
except for the aggressive intelligence behind his features, his eyes. Intelligence and ambition, and something
more. Something indefinable.

By standards on this road, the caravan was sizeable. Thirty-six men rode or trudged in the heat and humidity: six
merchants, eight atmed servants who tended their masters and their master’s horses; thirteen other travelers, all armed,
ten of them afoot; and nine mounted ronin with lances and swords-samurai not currently pledged to anydaimyo.
In addition, there were twenty-four pack horses. Eight carried the merchants' travel equipment-tents, bedding,
clothing, and food. The others carried merchandise.

The ten men afoot slowed the party, but the merchants, all of them frugal, had been unwilling to hire more
ronin. Instead they'd gathered other travelers, expecting that bandits would avoid so large a party, as most
would have. The merchants would provide the other travelers with barley, miso, and bean curds. As well as
weapons-lance-like
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nagmata; who was to know that most of them were totally undrilled with them?

The road wound largely through coniferous forest: usually pine or swgi, but occasionally zsuga or fir. Along exposed
crests and in saddles, there sometimes were meadows, while at lower elevations, beeches, oaks, and other broad-leafed
trees shared space with the conifers. In draws and ravines, mountain streams rushed and tumbled. Seeps and rivulets
were numerous on the slopes along the road, and thirst could usually be quenched without unstoppering a flask or
water skin. Every few miles there were rude log shelters-three walls and a roof-but the small caravan normally
camped where dusk found them, the servants setting up their masters' tents, with help from the unmounted
travelers who were rewarded with a bowl of heated sake after supper.

Especially on the passes, the dog days of August were less oppressive in the mountains than on the coast, but
hiking the sometimes steep road made the sweat ooze from both horses and the men afoot. The "road" was little
more than a broad trail. It had never known a wheel, and a party such as theirs would occasionally travel all day
without meeting other travelers. On most days, though, they met two or three parties, generally smaller than theirs.
Invariably the most important merchant- the one who'd paid for three of the ronin--would ask any travelers they
met whether they'd seen or heard of bandits on the road. For back in Toyama there'd been stories. The reply, though,
had been "no" in every case, and his party felt increasingly relaxed. And when, on the fifth morning, they
met a cavalry patrol, it seemed to them that the danger was indeed slight. The troopers' faces were hard and haughty,
while their fine armor and red laquer helmets signified status and reputation. Besides two swords, each of them
carried a long bow in a boot by his saddle. Surely any bandits would have been intimidated and left the district.

It was only three hours later, not long after eating the midday meal, that Hidaka Satoru sensed danger, an ambush close



ahead. He thought to shout a warning, then didn't, for this was a difficult place from which to escape. The road
sloped down to cross a rowdy creek, after which it climbed sharply; it was
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uphill both ahead and to the rear, and steep on both sides. And he felt something else, something in the future,
beckoning.

So what he did instead was separate himself from the nearest of the mounted escort, watching alertly, and when the
first arrows sliced from the forest's edge, he threw himself flat on the ground.

He didn't hide his head though; he watched. Within two or three seconds, seven of the nine ronin guards had
been shot from their saddles, most with multiple arrows. The other two had dismounted, swords drawn. Satoru could
see numerous bowmen who'd stepped from the concealment of trees.

The travelers made no attempt to counter-attack. Some of the bandits came down onto the road then, to disarm
them, and the party's two remaining ronin fought. Clearly the bandits too were samurai, however, or most were, and
the fight was quickly over, the two guards lying dead in the blood and dust.

After that, the honcho of the robbers came down and demanded to know who was the caravan's leader. The
principal merchant stepped forward, straight-backed but swag-bellied. If the value of loot was sufficient, he was told,
they would all be let free, to hike out of the mountains as best they could. Otherwise they'd be held for ransom, and
killed if the ransom demands weren't met. Satoru read in the soncho’s mind, though, that prisoners and ransom dealings
were a nuisance. Any who made no trouble were to be let go; it was a policy of his chief. To the soncho it made more
sense to kill them.

Meanwhile, bandits were examining cargo packs and saddlebags, while others roughly searched clothing.
All six merchants carried considerable cash on their persons, in silver chogin and gold koban. On the pack
animals were found, among other things, five loads of richly embroidered silk, a small pack of carved ivory, and
three loads of woolen cloth from Korea.

And sewn into his traveling kimono, the senior merchant had a number of pearls of the first water, a small
fortune in themselves.

The bandits tied the saddle horses into the string of pack animals, preparing to lead them away. Then Hidaka
Satoru walked up boldly to the honcho.
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"Excuse me," he said, "but I would like to join you."

The honcho stared for a moment, taking in the long, rugged body, the strong face and intent gaze.

"Are you skilled with weapons?"

" am not a samurai, as you can see," Hidaka answered, "but I am from Hokkaido, and was trained as a militia
man. I am skilled with both naginata and bow. And more important, I was bom a wizard into a family of wizards. I
was brought up in its skills from childhood, and excel in them."

The honcho's brows drew down like dark furry caterpillars, as if in disapproval, but he shrugged. "If you come
with us,” he answered, "you will be required to demonstrate your skills and willingness as a fighting man. And if they are
not satisfactory, our chief will no doubt kill you himself."

Satoru laughed, an act of astonishing audacity for a peasant conversing with a ronin. "There is as little chance of my
failing," he said, "as there is of that body rising to its feet."" He gestured toward a fallen escort, who had an arrow
through one eye and two others through his corselet

The bandit scowled, but instead of drawing his sword, he pointed. "Wait there until I tell you what to do."

Satoru smiled as the soncho walked away. He was a man of destiny, had known it all his life. This encounter with
bandits would prove a major step on his way to wealth and power, he had no doubt at all.

Minutes later the travelers watched their horses and all their goods disappearing up the road with the bandits. They

wondered glumly what they'd eat, and the merchants in particular wondered how their feet and legs would
stand the road, for they were not used to walking.

SEVEN

Not only Matt and Nikko were concerned when Nils had not returned by sunup. Hans fidgeted restlessly, while
Achikh brooded. Matthew told himself that a telepath with a sword, and remarkable skill in its use, was less subject
to harm than the average foreigner. On the other hand, Matt had crammed what the computer had on pre-plague Japan,
including its history. At least during the Tokugawan Period, foreigners had been feared and hated, particularly
Caucasians, and Nils was clearly both. Further, a peculiar and often unreasonable sense of honor had prevailed then,
even more extreme than among the Neovikings, while armed men had beea everywhere, skilled and quick to
fight. And it seemed to Matt that some of them might take offence simply at Nils's size and coloring.

He tried to shake off his concern. Anyone who'd survived the things that Nils had . . . On the other hand, how



long could someone tempt death without paying with his life?

The morning was warm and humid, for mid-September. High clouds had moved in, and the breeze had
freshened. It seemed likely to Matthew that they'd have rain before the day was through.

At 0853, Captain Iwatoku arrived with a smaller party than the day before. Without Nils to monitor the Yamatoans'
minds, Matthew felt ill at ease with them. The expedition's early experiences, including his own, with ore telepaths
and dungeons, had traumatized him. And then the Phaeacia had been parked above the atmosphere to back up the
ground parties. Now there was no backup; he and Nikko and Ted were on their own.

Matthew stayed on the ground only long enough for Ted to ask the questions that they and the computer had listed.
Then,
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at 0937 and with minimal formality, Ted bade goodbye to the small party of samurai. Matthew raised ship to twelve
kilometers, far beyond ordinary telepathic range, and above the landscape of clouds below them. By that time the
computer had completed its analysis of the new Yarnatoan words, and incorporated them into the language bank. They
now had a strong basic Yamatoan vocabulary and grammar which, augmented with 21st century Japanese, should
permit effective communication across a broad spectrum of subjects.

Nikko reinventoried their food and water; they'd need to replenish somewhere, soon, and Matthew didn't want to
do it in Yamato. "We've implied that we're gods," he said. "We can't tell these people we're running out of food and
water."

Nikko shook her head. "Lots of primitive people, maybe most of them, assumed that their gods ate and
drank like everyone else."

"Including the pre-technological Japanese," Ted put in.”’They used to leave offerings of food and sake for the gods. We
could tell them to do that for us, and one of us could sneak out after dark and get it, so they wouldn't see that we're
ordinary humans."

"Or one of us could go out in an EVA suit," Nikko suggested. "Helmet and all. That would certainly impress them."

Normally an image like that would have amused Matthew; now he simply gnawed fretfully on his lip. The
suggestions made sense, but he felt ill at ease with them. What he really wanted to do was return to the
Northmen, to a part of this world where he felt reasonably secure.

Matthew Kumalo, he told himself grimly, you're losing your grip.

But the fact remained that they were running low on food, and were restricting water to drinking and
cooking. There was a limit to what the pinnace's recycler could do with waste water. By making the trip above
the atmosphere, they could be back in Varjby in an hour, dealing with people they knew. Allow an additional hour-
two or three at most- for actually getting what they wanted, and another hour to get back. Meanwhile they could
be cramming the language update while they traveled.

Perhaps Hans and Achikh would even agree to stay behind
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in Varjby, so the Alpha wouldn't be so damned crowded. That would,..

Ted interrupted Matthews thoughts. "Matt," he said, "don't you think we ought to be on the ground? In case Nils
comes back?"

Matthew felt a bit like a football with the air leaking out of it. He nodded reluctantly. "I guess we should." 7'/
send the Yamatoan greeting party home when we get down though, he added to himself. It was the possibility of psi-
snoops that worried him most.

But when they landed, the Yamatoans had already left, all but the peasants working in the field, most of whom only
looked up for a minute or so, this time, before turning their attention back to their work. The Heaven Boat was
becoming old hat.

Ted was the first to cram the Yamatoan language update. Then he turned the student cap over to Nikko.
Matthew sat down with him in the pilots' seats, and began debriefing him on his year-long trek, on foot and
horseback, from the Danube to Mongolia, and thence to China. Lacking the privacy desirable in debriefs, they murmured
in undertones.

When Nikko was done on the deep-learning program, she coached Achikh through a turn on it, and then Hans.
Matthew announced he was ready to return to the Balkans, to the Northman settlers there, to take on supplies,
and found no one else happy with that. Nils might come back while they were gone, they complained, then
wander off again.

"No," Matt said, "if he comes back while we're gone, he'll know enough to stay around. He'll know we wouldn't
abandon him."



"Suppose he arrives with someone chasing him?" Ted asked.
Matt had no answer to that, and reluctantly agreed to stay where they were till the next momning. Nikko and Ted, in
turn, agreed to go willingly back to Varjby then, even if Nils hadn't returned.

The rest of the day went slowly. They ate once, sparingly. Matt, Nikko, and Ted took turns on watch, in case
some Yamatoans showed up again. All that actually happened though,
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was that the peasants left the field, as if driven out by the brief spattering rain shower that swept through just before
they left. Which seemed reasonable; the air did feel as if a storm was coming. The two not on watch watched
Ted's cubes of

the trek. Hans and Achikh watched with them, but neither seemed happy with the waiting. Then Hans took out his
pocket stone and added, if possible, to the razor sharpness of his sword.

As evening began to settle in, Achikh said he was going out and hunt for Nils.

"You have no sword," Hans pointed out.

"You will lend me yours."

Hans shook his head. "I'll need it if T go out."

"Then I will get one out there." The Buriat gestured with his own head.

"The people here aren't used to foreigners," Nikko pointed out.”They probably don't trust them. And they're more
ruled by custom than many people, and quick to take offense."

"Not more than my own people," Achikh said stubbornly.

Matthew tried to get him to wait till near daylight, hoping that Nils might return by then, but the best he could get
from him was agreement to wait till after dark, when he wouldn't be seen coming out of the pinnace. Achikh
squatted beside the door. Hans spoke to him in Mongol, and Achikh replied tersely.

"What did he say?" Matthew asked. :

"He told me he plans to go to the village."

Slowly dusk thickened to twilight, and twilight to full dark, which was dark indeed, given the now thick cloud
cover. By then it was raining again, and the wind had worsened. Matthew let himself hope that, given such weather,
Achikh would change his mind. But shortly the rain paused, and the Buriat got to his feet.

"T will go now," he said.

Matthew nodded, switched off the lights and force shield, and opened the door. Achikh stepped out, and Hans
moved as if to follow him.

"Hans-"" Nikko began, and the tall adolescent turned to
her.

"T will go with him," Hans said. "He may be Nils's anda, but
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it's my duty to write the Jarnhann Saga, so I must find him and stay with him. Besides, Achikh and I shared
hardship and danger for a long time. It would not be right to let him go alone."

With that the boy followed the Buriat warrior, while Matt and Nikko watched. When both Achikh and Hans were
clear, Matt switched the force shield on again and belatedly closed the door. The air that had blown in smelled of
rain.

"At least we've got more room," Matt said. Nikko nodded, glancing at Ted, who looked definitely unhappy, as if
he felt he should have gone with the two barbarians. As much as his cubes and debrief, as much as his performance in the
showdown at Miyun, this told her how greatly the junior ethnologist had changed from the young man ridden by self-
doubts. The timid young man who couldn't relate to the Northmen, or to the other realities of primitive, present-
day Earth.

The storm made it too dark to see the row of trees by the road, and no light shone in the windows of the
farmhouse. But with a barbarian's sense of orientation, Achikh and Hans angled northwestward, to strike the road
on the side toward the village. Hans would have preferred not to cross the potato field; the Star People wouldn't want
human tracks crossing the freshly hoed ground from the sky boat. But Achikh was in no mood to be reasonable, and
there might as well be two sets of tracks as one. Besides, the air felt as if there'd be enough rain tonight to wash their
tracks out.

The road was puddled, and the trees that flanked it, thrashing in the wind now, made it even darker than the field had
been. In the village, they saw only occasional thin cracks of lamplight; the storm shutters had been mounted. They
didn't attempt stealth; it seemed needless. The wind continued to increase, driving intermittent rain. Surely no one
was likely to be out without good reason.



"Where are we going?" Hans asked.
"To some house where there will surely be weapons. A big house; a headman's house."
Hans shrugged. He supposed that was as good a plan as any. An image came to his mind then, the village seen
from
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the air: Its forty or fifty houses were mostly strung out along the road, mostly within twenty meters of it, and typically
nearer. One had been considerably larger than the others, with more and larger outbuildings. The trick would be to
find it in the dark.

Shortly they came to a yard fenced with stout bamboo, more than head high beside the 188-centimeter Hans, and
woven together with rope. This must be it, Hans thought. Ahead, from the other side of the fence, they saw
torch glow, and slowed till they came even with it. There was a gate there, with the torch inside.

Achikh raised the gate latch. Hans felt his scalp prickle. Without a word, the Buriat pushed the gate wide and
pounced in, half crouched. From inside came a shout, and drawing his sword, Hans followed.

He was no sooner clear of the gate than someone kicked it shut, and Hans's eyes darted round. Achikh was
struggling in a net, and three men were trying to subdue him. He was substantially larger than they. One had him
around the knees, while the other two were trying to wrap him with a rope. Two others, swords in hand, faced Hans,
while another ran toward them across the compound. Hans turned and fled, danger lending speed and strength to
his long legs. As he ran, he tossed his sword over the fence beside him, and at the corner leaped, grasping the tops of two
bamboos and vaulting. Pain seered his hands, and he landed in an off-balance crouch, falling. He was on his feet in an
instant, turning back along the outside of the fence. His sword should be about half-way back to the gate.

It was too dark though; he went most of the way to the gate without finding it. And stopped, chagrined. How had
this happened? These people couldn't have been waiting for them. And now he had no sword! He shouldn't have
thrown it. But he couldn't have vaulted with it in his hand, and hadn't dared slow enough to sheath it.

Another rain shower burst upon him, this one harder, its large cold drops pelting like gravel stones. He huddled
against the fence for what protection it gave. What should he do? What could he do? Try to find my sword, he
decided. Without it I'm helpless.
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The possibility of going back to the pinnace never occurred to him; he had to help Achikh.

Three samurai dragged the enwrapped Achikh toward the house. Others came out on the low veranda to question
him. "Who are you?" one of them demanded "Why did you trespass?"'

"T am Achikh, son of Korchi. I came here to ask help."

A fist struck him on the nose, making his eyes water, and he felt the blood start.’Tell the truth! You were sent by
Matsumura to spy on me!"

"T am looking for my friend. My-soul brother. This seemed to be a headman's house, so I came in to ask if you knew
of him."

The fist struck him again, this time in the mouth. "Do not contradict me!"

Another man spoke who'd come out of the house. "Excuse me, Akawashi, but I do not think this man was sent
by Matsumura. He is a foreigner. His clothing is foreign, and he speaks like a foreigner." He turned to Achikh.
"Who is this friend you claim to seek?"

"His name is Tetsu-te Nils. He can be recognized by his very great size; I stand only to his shoulder. And he looks
strange in other respects."

"What did the wretched foreigner say, Takada-san?" asked Akawashi impatiently. "I did not understand all of it."

"That his friend's name is Tetsu-te something, and that he is very tall and foreign-looking."

"He is lying, trying to get us to release him. Then he will go straight to Matsumura. We must kill him. Tetsu-te! That
is no name! It is the sort of thing peasants call each other because their real names carry no honor."

Takada Chiu shook his head. "Iron Hand. It is the sort of name a barbarian might choose. A barbarian like this
one." He turned back to Achikh, whose nose and mouth were bleeding. "This Tetsu-te. Is he a warrior?"

"Among his people, he is a chief, famous both as warrior and wizard. And his hair is the color of sunshine. If
you had seen him, you'd know who I speak of. Also he has wizards eyes."
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Wizard's eyes? Takada regarded this indigestible lump for a moment, then put it aside. "Who are his people?" he
asked.

"They are the Hokkitami."

Northmen ? Takada Chiu had never heard of anyone called Northmen. He turned and said to the others, "That



could be any of various foreign people."

Akawashi Kata grunted disgustedly. "He is making it all up. Matsumura sent him."

Takada looked intently at the captive. Kata could be right, but it seemed to him that this was something more
than lies. This man had secrets, perhaps to do with Matsumura, but also quite possibly of greater matters. "You
are a foreigner. How did you come to Yamato?"

Achikh could have said in the Heaven Boat, but he said-simply, "In a boat."

Takada glowered; this was getting him nowhere. Of course he'd come in a boat; he was a foreigner, after all.
"Why did you come here?" he demanded.

"Nils came here to find a holy wizard who is called Shisho-san. Also called Ojiisan Tattobu. We came here
together, but got lost from each other."

Akawashi broke in then, scornfully. "You say this Tetsu-te is your friend, and a great chief. Yet you do not even
wear a sword."

"I have been a warrior in different lands. I had a sword, but it was taken from me when I was made captive. Nils only
rescued me two nights ago. I've had no chance to get another."

"Made captive by whom?" Takada asked.

"By my brother, who is the chief of the Buriat. Because I slew the emperor's ambassador to him, an evil man."

It struck Achikh then that they might think he spoke of their emperor, yet it seemed to him he could feel the
hostility lessen.

Takada turned to Akawashi, who stood perplexed, as if he'd been cheated. "I believe my business here with you is
complete for now," Takada said, his tone suddenly haughty. "We will leave at once, although the weather is really too
foul for travel." As if to emphasize his comment, thunder rumbled across the sky, and a gust of wind slashed rain at
them beneath the veranda
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roof. "If this storm is the taiju-perhaps even if it isn't-the river will become impassable, and I do not wish to be
caught on this side of it. This one's companion has escaped, and Matsumura s man or not, he may go to him. And
if Matsumura sends a platoon of cavalry here ..."

Akawashi blanched in the torchlight.

"I will take this captive with me," Takada went on. "It is possible that Lord..." He paused. It would not do to
name his lord before these men. Let them think he meant his daimyo brother.” That my lord may wish to question
him. Have road rations packed quickly; we will saddle our own animals." He turned to two of his men. "Bunyji,
watch the prisoner. Yukio, prepare a horse for him; he'll ride it on his belly."

Crawling in the mud, Hans found his sword by feel. Fortunately it was the hilt his hand touched. Both palms
were already sliced by the tops of the bamboo he'd grasped in vaulting over the fence.

There was no torchlight inside the gate now, but he decided against opening it. Instead he explored the perimeter
of the fence, slowly, looking for a way to cross it without farther injuring his hands. Lightning pulsed continually in the east
now, distant enough that most of the thunder was drowned out by the growing wind. He circled it completely, back to the
gate, finding nothing. Perhaps, he thought, he could find something in some other yard nearby, a pole perhaps, long
enough to vault the fence in back.

Before he could leave, though, he heard the sound of men inside, and saw the glow of torches. Quickly he
ran to a front corner of the fence, hid behind it and peered around. A short column of men rode out. At the
moment, the rain was not intense, but the worsening wind threatened to blow the torches out. Still, they gave
enough light that Hans could see a bundle across one of the horses, a horse not part of the short pack string.
Achikh! he thought. He dared think nothing else, for if it was Achikh, there might be a chance to follow, and
rescue him in the dark somewhere, when his captors rested. The last of the horses came through the gate and
turned after the others up the road. Hans followed
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them, jogging, stumbling in the dark, guiding on the torchlight ahead of him.

The road left the village, and shortly after entered woods along the Gara-gara River. It was in the woods he lost sight
of the torchlight. He also lost the road, floundering among poplar trees, stumbling over a fallen branch, headlong into
mud. He stopped then. He knew in which direction the river lay. He could hear it. But where were the horsemen?

The storm had continued to worsen, and the lightning was no longer distant. It strobed the sky in a rapid sequence
of white and black, blinding him altemately with glare and darkness, while its thunder boomed and rolled. The wind
shook the poplars like a mastiff shakes a chicken, and he heard a tree fall. Turning his back on the river sound, he
pushed forward till his feet found the road again. The way the storm raged now, surely the torches had blown out.
Reluctantly he turned left, back toward the village.

Soon he was out of the woods again, and lowering his head, clawed against the wind. The rain no longer simply



poured; it lashed and battered, stinging like hail. Lightning pulsed incessantly now, and the thunder threatened to
burst the world. He first realized he was coming to the village when part of a house blew past him, a flurry of thatch
and matting fleeing the storm. He squinted, and by the storm's strobing thought he glimpsed a shed. Staggering, he
fought his way to it. It was made of rough boards, with a board door leaking light. He opened it and ducked in. A
family was huddled there, with its cats and chickens, its cow and pigs. No one spoke, to welcome or reject him. He went to
a comer by himself, squatted down and began to shiver.

EIGHT
Svdddkunni glodde krytt pd pojkan,
nybdrjan bland de dldra pojkarn,
de somflinte pd den yngste
ldding i d'hela skaran.
Knappt fyllt treton dr d' ungan,
men stod liksom Idng som de
som fylfot sjutton ar i liven.
Lang d jangli, men i kroppen,
stark d vig, mer dn de visste.

Sjefen sdg en ledlos pojke,

trasvard i d' ldnga handen,
pojkuppsynen lugn d munter,

utan iver, ingen mdrke.

Dd rinkte tranaren sin panna.
Ryktbar kjdmpen, hirdad rid'ren,
kjennte vdl vad livsslds 'hovde.
Nikkte sjefen da, d mente,

d'var dragen som kunn' bit

gutts styrke, om man skolte rditt ham.

Matts the Swordwise eyed the novice
standing 'mongst the older boys who
leered at one they all expected t

o make sport of in their training.
Newly turned thirteen, although as
tail as almost any of them.

Long and gangling, looks deceiving,
strong and agile more than seeming.
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The drill chief saw a loose-limbed

boy, whose long hand held a

wooden sword with neither nerves non,

avid hunger. Calm and cheerful.

The scarred brow wrinkled.

Famous warrior, hardened raider,

was to blood and death no stranger,

knew the attributes of heroes.

Calm could be the special strength

of this young boy if he was taught well.
From- Thejarnhann Saga
Kumalo translation

Captain Iwatoku Kunio looked up sharply from the petition he was reading. ““Yes, Shigeru?" he said.

The guard corporal's manner was laconic. "There is uronin who wishes to speak with Lord Matsumura."

"There is always a ronin who wishes to speak with Matsumura-sama. Why do you bother me with this one?"

"He came the night before last, to tell his lordship of a giant, yellow-haired foreigner supposedly held in prison." The
guard thumbed in the direction of Momiji-joka, below the rocky hill on which the castle stood. "He claims that the giant
is a wizard, with wizard eyes, and arrived on the Heaven Boat. Fumio didn't believe him, and sent him away. He



came back yesterday, and Fumio informed me; I sent him away. Now he is here again."

Iwatoku straightened with a grunt. On the Heaven Boat. That makes it my business, I suppose. But yellow
haired? Unlikely. "What does he mean by 'wizard eyes'?' Iwatoku asked.

"Excuse me, Iwatoku-san, but he didn't explain. He insists that the foreigner is also a wizard of considerable skill.
And that he'll leave only after he's spoken to his lordship. If you want me to, I'll have him sent down the road
with as many bruises as necessary."

Iwatoku shook his head. Truly this was an arrogant ronin, but- If he actually knew something about the Heaven
Boat- And Matsumura-sama had given orders that ronin, if they showed proper respect, were to be treated
courteously-after
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all, they were samurai-although all too often they were a nuisance, working angles to get employment With an
expression of distaste, he got to his feet. "And he is now at the gate?"

"Yes, Iwatoku-san."

"I will go down and speak with him."

Jwatoku paused at the door to slip his feet into straw sandals, then walked with the guard down a short hall and
onto an outside walkway. The equinox had nearly arrived, and although the days still were hot, they'd held a welcome
hint of autumn recently. The humidity had been lower than in proper summer weather, and the mornings notably cooler.
Although today the humidity was high again; in this season that could mean a storm coming.

The ronin was waiting, seated in the grass just outside the main gate. Seeing a captain coming with Shigeru, the
man bowed deeply. He had not let himself go, as many ronin did; he was clean-shaven, and his hair was properly
tonsured, with the samurai lock neatly tied. His clothes were dirty, of course, but that was to be expected of
someone who slept where opportunity presented. No doubt beside the road, as often as not.

"Your name?" Iwatoku asked.

"Kamoshika AMra," the ronin answered. "I was in the service of Lord Shimano for five years, until last spring's
required reduction in forces."

Shimano. That was a long way from Momiji-joka. ""You told Corporal Funakoshi of a giant foreigner, a wizard you
said, who'd come to Yamato on the Heaven Boat. How do you know those things are true?"

"Excuse me, your lordship, but I do not know it. But surely he is very strange." He shrugged. "It seemed to me you
should be told."

"Mmm. How large is this giant? Does he appear to be dangerous?"

"He stands about this tall." Kamoshika AMra motioned at arm's length above his head, reaching to perhaps two
meters. "Also he looks very formidable, but he seems remarkably mild-mannered, lacking ferocity. And his eyes are unlike
other men's. They are blank, without any iris, the featureless pale blue of a
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red-starts eggs. He appears blind, yet he sees-through the spirit he claims."

Iwatoku examined the information. Yellow hair. Eyes blue and without irises. Outlandish; he got no mental image
from it at all. Suspicion formed. "Having told me all this," he said, "I suppose you want breakfast now."

The ronin bowed again. "It would be welcome. But before I eat, there is other information I must deliver to
Lord Matsumura."

"What information?"

"Excuse me. I am only an unworthy ronin, and you are an elevated personage. Nonetheless, I do not feel free to tell
anyone but his lordship."

Iwatoku scowled. "I am his lordship's marshal. You will see him only if T decide you should. And if you do not tell
me, I will assume you lack confidence in what you've come to say."

Once more the ronin bowed. "That may be. But I am unwilling to tell anyone except a tehon daimyo like
Lord Matsumura. I can only teE you that it is something I personally saw and heard. And that it has to do with the
imperial family."

Iwatoku looked long and hard at him, then turned to the guard corporal. "Shigeru, send a squad to the prison and
have it bring the foreign giant here, if there is one. Manacled. I will question him." He looked back at the ronin then.
"Wait here. I will see what I think of your giant. Then perhaps I will speak to his lordship about you."

The captain turned back inside, half expecting the ronin to leave, once he was left alone. Certainly his story sounded
unlikely. But the Heaven Boat had been real; perhaps the giant was too. And perhaps he actually had arrived in it.

Standing in Matsumura's audience chamber, the giant was more impressive than Iwatoku had expected. Partly it
was his musculature, and partly the bloody welts left on his back during his day of questioning in prison. It was the sort
of questioning his lordship had never condoned. Withholding food for a few days was one thing, but flogging was
only to be applied after the hearing, as punishment, and never to force confessions.

Lord Matsumura Shinji regarded the foreigner thoughtfully,
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and had him turn so he could better examine his back. The man did an admirable job of ignoring the pain, and the
flies attracted to the raw and seeping surface. The daimyo told himself that someone else would taste that heavy
strap-the jailer, or the yoriki, or possibly both. Whoever was responsible. The emperor himself had forbidden questioning
under torture. Not that an imperial edict could stop such barbarities, where a daimyo allowed it, but it set an example,
and made it easier to discontinue.

When the foreigner had turned to face him again, Matsumura asked: ”Y our name!"

"I am called Tetsu-te Nils, your lordship."

Nissa. A name he'd never encountered before. "And you are a wizard?"

The man stood straight, his expression mild but alert, showing no sign of the abuse he'd suffered. "I have certain small
skills not shared by most men, your lordship. Some persons might consider me a wizard."

"And you came here on the Heaven Boat at Omugi?"

"That is correct, your lordship."

Matsumura looked at the strong young face, its new growth of downy beard white as cotton, its eyes seemingly
blind. The daimyo raised a hand. "What am I doing?' he asked.

"You are holding up three fingers on your left hand."

"Hmh!" Clearly there was something, at least, to the man's claims; he'd give some thought to this, and question
him at length. The daimyo looked at the senior of the guard escort. “Take the foreigner and wash his back. Then hold
him in custody till I call for him again. He is not to be abused. And see that he is well fed."

When the giant was gone, Matsumura turned to the ronin, who'd been brought to him with the foreigner. "What
indication of wizardry did you observe in him?"

Kamoshika Akira bowed. "Your lordship, at the temple he looked into the soul of the rector, and saw things which
seemed accurate to us. Certainly they embarrassed the rector deeply, causing him to speak quickly to forestall
further comments. Also it seemed clear that the giant could see, despite the strangeness of his eyes."
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"Nothing more than that?"

The ronin bowed again. "No, your lordship."

The daimyo's brows drew down in a scowl. A shrewd man with no wizard skills at all might make observations
regarding the rector's character. He himself had. But the eyes... "Captain Iwatoku says you had more to tell me. Some
secret which you refused to speak of to him. What is this secret?"

"This has nothing to do with the foreigner, Matsumura-sama. In the spring, Lord Shimano reduced the
number of his samurai, according to the schedule the emperor had ordered, and I was let go, along with several others. Later
I was employed at the castle of Lord Sumikawa Tomi for a time, breaking horses. While I was there, ayoung samurai came
to the castle, wearing a large mustache and dressed like a hundred-fco&an samurai of ordinary family. With him were
eight others, similarly dressed, but they acted toward him as if he was someone of very high rank. As if his quite
ordinary clothing was intended to fool people.”

He paused, glancing up at the daimyo's wide face, then averted his eyes again, as courtesy required. "On an
occasion four years ago, I traveled with Lord Shimano to Miyako, to the imperial court. While there, I chanced to see
Prince Terasu, a handsome young man of particularly proud carriage. And while I am hardly worthy to say so, I
am sure the youth at Lord Sumikawa s castle was Prince Terasu."

Matsumura opened his mouth as if to speak, perhaps angrily, but Kamoshika Akira continued talking. "The next day I
was with two other ronin at a tea house, when a man came in, a man with flaring eyebrows like a crow's wings. |
recognized him at once as a companion of the handsome young lord. All three of us carried our paired swords, and
wore our hair in the samurai style, and seeing us, the man came over. He ordered sake for us, and asked if we would take
employment with him. When he was asked what we'd be expected to do, he would only say it was difficult and
sometimes dangerous work, but in the long run would bring us honor.

"My two companions agreed, but I did not. For it seemed to me there was something about this job that I
would not like. I told him I was already employed. The man was somewhat
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insulting to me then, implying that I feared danger, but I said nothing about it. His manners were elegant, as if he was
some elevated personage."

Matsumura had sat back listening, eyes intent, no longer on the verge of interrupting. "The next day,"
Kamoshika went on, "the handsome young lord whom I believe is Prince Terasu left with only seven of his
companions, plus my two friends. I did not see them again, but the next day I heard that the stranger with large
eyebrows was still in town, looking for ronin to hire.

"Because you are a tehon daimyo and tenshi-no-kobun? it seemed I should tell you this. I do not know what it
means, but..."



With that he stopped, and Matsumura questioned him no further; the daimyo could add two and two as well as
anyone. Matsumura ordered Iwatoku to have Kamoshika Akira lodged and fed with the guards for the time being.
Iwatoku was also to send for the yoriki who'd been on duty when the foreigner was taken to prison.-Afterward he'd
question the so-called wizard further.

It was afternoon before the daimyo spoke with the yoriki. Afterward the foreign giant was brought to him again.
Deeply worried and chagrined, the yoriki sat in a rear corner of the chamber beside the ronin, Kamoshika Akira, in
case Matsumura-sama had further questions for them. Matsumura spoke to the foreigner. "You claim to have come
here in the Heaven Boat, is that correct?"

"That is correct, your lordship." Then, as if replying to the

—° Tehon daimyo is not to be confused with tkai dainyo. No period in pre-plague Japan had equivalent ranks. Tehon daimyo
("paragons of nobility") had demonstrated their dedication to the emperor, and were assigned rich, non-hereditary fiefs
buffering the vast imperial territory. There they kept four times the number of samurai allowed ordinary dainzyo. They were
expected to shield the imperial territory against possible rebellion.

The title tenshi-no-kobun carries even greater honor. It means "like a son to the emperor."
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daintyo’s unspoken dottbt, he repeated part of the exchange between the Heaven Boat and Captain Iwatoku.

Matsumura looked at Iwatoku. "Did he recite that accurately?"

"As closely as I can recall, your lordship."

Matsumura turned back to the foreigner. "What is your relation to the Heaven People?"

"They are a kind people, a peaceful people, and a people of great knowledge. I had become a guide to them, in my
part of the world. They intended to come here, and I asked if they would bring me with them. In China, a very holy
man, Jampa Lodro, had told me of a great holy man here, whom he called Shisho-san, or Ojiisan Tattobu. I wanted to
meet Ojiisan, and the Star People agreed to bring me with them."

Matsumura frowned. "You are charged with trying to steal a horse. What were you doing in the stable at the inn?"

The giant chuckled. "First I was falling through the roof. Then I was being kicked by a horse. Then I ran out the
back door into a manure pile." He chuckled again, and shrugged. "I had been listening to conversations in the inn,
and found myself in the back yard. Wanting to leave, I climbed onto the roof-there was a ladder there-with the
intention of sliding

down the other side into the alley. It was the only way I could see to get out of the yard without harming the guard,
who was sleeping with his back against the gate."

Matsumura looked at him bemused, and tried to sort his way through the odd set of claims. "Kamoshika said
something about Okuni-nushi, and wizard sight. What is the truth of that?"

"Honorable Kamoshika told the truth about what he heard, but what he heard was not all true." The foreigner
paused to let the daimyo examine and grasp what he'd said. "I spoke the truth about my wizard sight, but lied to the
rector when I said Okuni-nushi had sent me. The rector had already decided I was a demon. He'd had me tied to a
tree, intending to have me strangled in the morning. I hoped to make him change his mind."

Matsumura's gaze had sharpened. "You admit, then, that you lied to the rector!"

"And to the doshin. I hoped to confuse him, make him unsure.
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I preferred to avoid the kind of treatment that came to me anyway."

The daimyo pursed his lips. "You told Kamoshika that you are a wizard. For every real wizard, there is a score or a
hundred who claim to be one. Why should I believe you? A confessed liar."

"A point well taken. But most men lie, now and then. Not all of them admit it." He paused. "What do you see
when you look at my eyes, your lordship?"

"Eyes like no others I've heard of."

Nils raised his unbandaged left hand to his face, and when he lowered it, his eyes were in his palm. "Now what
do you see?" he asked.

Matsumura's breath hissed out. The foreigners lids lay sunken. He got from his seat and stepped forward to peer more
closely. Empty! Beneath those sunken lids could be no eyes, and as if to prove it, the lids opened for a moment. Nils
held out to him the irregular, pale blue orbs of glass he'd worn there. "The people of the Heaven Boat gave them
to me," he said. "In the sight of most people, I was ugly with the sockets empty."

Matsumura looked at the glass eyes, then back at the empty sockets. "If you are blind, then how ..." He stopped.

Nils nodded. "I have wizard sight. I do not need eyes to see."

The daimyo shook his head as if to dislodge a fly. Nils spoke on. "Let me tell you what I see in this room. You,



first of all. You stand this tall" -he gestured- "and are thick chested. Your robe is golden, and the short garment over
it is sleeveless, with wide stiff shoulders. Its color is blue, the shoulders being the darker. Your breeches are golden,
with diamonds outlined in blue, and figures of birds and flowers in various colors. Your mustache is more gray than
black, your hair more black than gray. And from your left hand, you've lost the last joint of your least finger."

Without looking aside at Iwatoku, he went on. "Captain Iwatoku is taller than you but less heavily built. His
face is narrower and shaven, his nose thin and curved, and- And just now you wonder if I can also fight without
eyes. It seems your empire has many excellent swordsmen. I'll be happy to
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fight one of them, if you wish. For I am more than simply a wizard."

He paused. "And yes, it would be well to fight with wooden swords, for my sake as well as the captain's. For
wizardry plays no part in my swordsmanship, except as it allows me to see."

Matsumura stared thoughtfully for another moment, then barked an order to someone waiting outside the
open door, and there was the sound of the person hurrying off. For a long minute none of them spoke, then a
servant entered, carrying two wooden fencing swords-oaken rods made to simulate the weight and balance of steel-
and handed them to Iwatoku.

"Captain," Matsumura said, "it will please me to have you test him. You are as skilled as any swordsman in my
service."

Iwatoku bowed. He had mixed feelings about fighting the -foreign giant-there was something about the man-but
he would not decline. At any rate it would be an interesting experience. He offered the foreigner his choice of
the two training swords. The man simply took one, not examining the other, and handled it, testing its weight and
balance, then stepped back, ready. Iwatoku took the other, slashing the air with it, for its cross-section and
aerodynamics were different from those of the kafana he customarily carried in his sash. It was just a hair less
quick.

"I do not wish you to injure each other," Matsumura said. "If I tell you to stop fighting, you must do so at
once." He paused, looking at them. The foreigner was more than a full head taller than Iwatoku, who was somewhat
tall for a Yamatoan. "Are you ready?" Matsumura asked.

Both swordsmen nodded.

"In that case, please begin!"

Iwatoku used the gyakufu opening, balanced and relaxed, sword poised, leaving his opponent to commit
himself with the first move, which he would then counter. But Nils's opening was like nothing he'd seen before, and in a
moment they were trading slashes and thrusts in what seemed a standoff. The captain then changed his rhythm,
attempting to throw the foreigner off his own, but his opponent adjusted smoothly. Shortly, Matsumura called a
halt, and peered at Iwatoku. "What did you think of him?"
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"Excuse me, your lordship, but I believe he has firdochi- the mind that does not tarry. He did not try as hard
as he might have. Otherwise he would have beaten me, I have no doubt."

The daimyo turned his eyes to the foreigner. The man was facing directly at him. "And you, Tetsu-te Nissa! What
do you say to that?"

"Matsumura-sama wished us to fight in order to learn whether I am able to, without eyes. I have shown that I can."

Matsumura regarded him for several seconds without saying more, then changed the subject: "In addressing me, a
daimyo, you do not fully express all the courtesies appropriate to my rank. Do you not respect rank and authority
in the land you come from?"

"We do, but we show it differently. In many ways my people are different from yours." He paused. "Among a
numerous and wealthy people, you are a tehon daimyo, and a tenshi-no-kobun. My own people are neither
numerous nor wealthy, and we have no ranks comparable to your own. But among them, I am a major personage.

"A long time ago, a young warrior whom they called their yngling, saved the tribes from destroying each other in
war. After his death, they told themselves that, in another time of great danger, he'd reappear, be reborn to them to
save them once again. That time of danger came, and it was I who led them through it. They therefore believe I
am that yngling, and though I am not the leader of any tribe or clan, I am, when I'm with them, their speaker of
the law."

"Umh." Matsumura grunted, then waved to the servant who'd brought the wooden swords. The man moved to reclaim
them, but Nils's was stuck to his right palm, and the servant stared big-eyed at it.

"What is the matter?' Matsumura demanded.

"His hand, your lordship! It is-something is wrong with it!"

Matsumura beckoned preemptorily to Nils, who peeled the sword free and handed it to the servant before stepping
over to the daimyo. He showed his hand. Beneath the thick sword callus, the palm had been a single large blister,
which had
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cracked and leaked during the swordplay. The serum had stuck the hilt to his palm.

"How-did that happen?" asked Matsumura.

"The jailer placed a stone from the fire on it, as punishment. On the magistrate's order; he wanted me to confess that
was trying to steal a horse." Nils chuckled. "It was a lie I was unwilling to tell, which angered him. And because [ am a
foreigner, he considered it no crime to do what he did."

Matsumura's face darkened with anger as he examined the injury more closely. The burn did not seem
dangerously deep, but it might easily become infected, and at any rate, scar tissue could leave the hand curled,
unfit for the sword. The daimyo shot a glare at the yoriki, who tried to wish himself invisible. Raising his voice,
Matsumura called another servant in, and sent him after the physician who dwelt in the castle. He peered up at
the Northman's face then, curiosity replacing anger.

"Such a burn should be very painful. Do wizards not feel pain?"

"Wizards are human beings. We are bom, and sooner or later we die, like anyone else. Some do mostly good,
a few mostly evil. Some are more foolish than wise, others more wise than foolish; some are brave, others
cowardly. Brave or cowardly, if you cut them, they bleed, though some can stem their bleeding, if it's not too severe.
But stab them to the heart, and life departs them.

"As for pain-it's a feeling of the flesh. When the hot stone was laid on my hand, I cried out with pain. Then I was
able to change my mind about it, call it simply a feeling, a strong feeling. Something I could examine in detail. That was
wizardry. But it did not greatly lessen the injury, though it will help it heal much more quickly.

"Had the torturer poured molten lead on it, though, no wizardry of mine could have saved it. Any more than I
could grow new eyes, when those I was born with were punctured by a torturer in a land far from here. Nor could my
mind have stepped away from so great a pain to examine it with calm."

Matsumura stared at the foreigner with respect verging on awe. Then a door slid open in its grooves, and the
physician
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arrived with a straw bag of soft cotton cloths, boiled and dried, and a pot of healing ointment. His apprentice carried
an umn and basin, and soap. Matsumura spoke to the physician, who examined the hand. Tight-lipped and
frowning, he had the apprentice pour water into the basin, then carefully but thoroughly washed the hand,
shaking his head at the burn as if disapproving such a thing. Even more carefully he dabbed the hand dry, then
spread it with ointment and wrapped it loosely. The Northman never winced.

"You must keep it clean!" the physician said emphatically, then turned to Matsumura. "If it doesn't become
infected, and if he flexes it gently from time to time, it should be all right. Otherwise it could draw up like a
claw." With that, he and his apprentice gathered their paraphernalia, bowed to Lord Matsumura, and backed out
of the room.

Matsumura chewed his mustache for a moment, thinking
what he'd say to the magistrate. Certainly the man would have to be discharged and flogged. The jailer too. / should
offer Tetsu-te Mssa the privilege of wielding the strap, he told himself grimly. But wouldn't, for it seemed to him that
punishment and revenge should be separated. It also seemed to him that the giant would decline the offer if he
made it.

He looked at the foreigner again. "What did you say your rank is, among your people? What is it they call you?"

"I am their yngling."

"Ah yes. Inrinu."’ Please sit down, Inrinu-san. I will have tea brought to us, and you will tell us about your land
and people."

Nils Jarnhann talked with the daimyo at length, answering his questions not only about the Northmen and their
homelands old and new, but about the places he'd traveled and people he'd met in those travels. Dusk was settling
when he'd finished, they'd had supper as well as tea, and the fringe of the great storm had arrived, the faifit which
would so drastically affect the Northman's friends this night.

Then servants showed him to a guest room, which Kamoshika Akira would share with him for companionship.

— "Inrinu is an approximation of the word yngling.
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Matsumura Shinji had inspected the feverish storm preparations before retiring, the placing of storm shutters,
and the moving of loose out-of-door objects to shelter.



Now he lay on his futon, thinking against the backdrop of hooting wind, of thunder and snarling rain. But it
wasn't the storm that held his attention, for the buildings had been built of stout timbers, and each of its heavy roof
tiles fastened to the one beneath with a trowel of cement. In Matsmnura's youth, they'd withstood the worst typhoon of
memory, without damage.

Rather it was the foreigner he thought about, the foreigner and his wizard powers. How far did they extend beyond
seeing without eyes, and bearing pain? With the empire restless, and many daimyo unhappy with the Emperor, a
tehon daimyo could be well served by a wizard-by one who was honorable, that is. And in its way, the foreigners
behavior had seemed both honorable and civilized.

Matsumura considered himself a man not susceptible to charm. Honorable men were numerous in Yamato, though
fewer than one might wish. Honorable men who were also civilized. Then why, he wondered, had he been so
impressed with the foreigner, who was after all a barbarian? Was it wizardry? Or character? He reviewed his two
meetings with the man, and what the ronin, Kamoshika Akira, had said of him. None of it really smelled of wizardry, as
one thought of it. Not even when Nissa took the eyes from his face and held them out for inspection.

‘What wizards hadhe known before, to judge by? Real wizards. Ojiisan was said to have strong wizard powers, but he'd
never met the old holy man, whose powers were from Heaven, at any rate. He had seen, indeed talked with Juji
Shiro several times, and surely the famous abbot required wizard powers to commune with the soul of the terrible
mountain.

How did one distinguish wizardry from holiness? By skin color or eyes? Juji Shiro s eyes were the color of ripe
strawberries, almost as uncanny as the nrinu's, but at least they had pupils. The /nrinu had said his eyes had been
crafted for him by people from Heaven, but then-what was wizardry and what craft?
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He brushed the thoughts aside; they would get him nowhere. When the storm was over, he decided, he'd ask the
Inrinu to take him to the Heaven Boat and introduce him to those who * sailed the heavens upon it. If indeed he
was connected to them, and certainly he'd sounded convincing.

With an action decided on, his attention went to the story Kamoshika Akira had told him, of the man who'd
seemed to be Prince Terasu, and the recruitment of ronin by the mans retainer. Why would Terasu recruit 7orun in
Sumikawa, a district backed up against wild mountains? And many days' travel from the states ruled by either his father-
in-law or uncle. Or had it in fact been a matter of mistaken identity? Or had Kamoshika lied?

/ need to ask him more questions, he decided. But it sounded like something the emperor should be told about

The storm was worsening, taking his attention. The faiju, almost surely. Muttering, he got to his feet and padded
down a hallway lit by fragrant lamps, to the windward end of the building. There rain had penetrated between the
storm shutters, wetting the polished planks of the cedar floor. He wanted to see the storm, and considered going
downstairs, out into the courtyard. Everything would be barred though, and who knew what would happen if he
opened a door? If the Wind God got a finger inside, he might pull out a wall. Had the servants set out the paper
birds for the god to take away with him? Of course they had. It was not something they'd forget.

A particular gust shook the shutters. Ho, Susa-no-wol Matsumura thought, and chuckled. You heard me thinking of
you! I can almost see the shutters bow from yourpummeling!

He turned back to his room, his mind cleared by the storm. Tomorrow would be soon enough to worry about
wizards and princes.

Kamoshika Akira lay with his neck on his padded wooden pillow. Thunders rolled, rumbled, and occasionally
banged. The wind roared, shaking the stoutly built building. The taifit beyond a doubt. He was grateful to be inside
the strong walls of Matsumura's mansion.

He turned his head and glanced at the foreigner, Nissa the
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Inrinu. Nissa lay on his stomach to spare his flogged back, and had shoved his pillow aside, cradling his head on an
arm. Kamoshika had never been flogged. Caned a few times as a boy, but nothing that drew blood.

Matsumura-sama had accepted the foreigner with remarkable readiness, though tehon daimyo were supposed to be
especially suspicious, for they were charged with the Emperor’s security. There was something special about this Nissa
that went beyond his size and strength, beyond his swordsmanship. Perhaps beyond even his wizardry. In himself
and in Matsumura-sama, it gave rise to admiration and trust In people like the rector and the jailer, on the other
hand, it gave rise to suspicion and fear.

It would be very good to serve a lord like Matsumura-sama, he told himself. Surely there must be duties here for
another samurai, even if he has all the fighting men allowed him by law. Breaking and training horses, perhaps. It
was he, after all, who'd brought word of Nissa, who might otherwise still be in prison, without food or perhaps even
water, his back festering, and perhaps his hand. Tomorrow he'd say something to remind Iwatoku of that, if he saw
him. Ask the marshal to be his intermediary, and find a position for him here.



The Inrinul That was a story he'd like to hear more of. And what a fighter! With a hand like his was! That by itself
should convince anyone he was a wizard.

By dawnlight, Matsumura Shinji stood in the rain on the castle wall, looking down on Momiji-joka. Or what was
left of Momiji-joka, for most of its buildings had been flattened, their roofs and walls strewn over the landscape.
Including the quarter immediately downhill of the castle, where many of his own people lived: servants, samurai, and
officials. There was much to see to. The Heaven Boat would have to wait for a day or two; then, perhaps, he could
find time to visit it.

NINE

Nils and Kamoshika Akira were invited to remain for a time as guests in the castle of Lord Matsumura Shinji.
Nils had requested that wooden practice swords be brought to their room, and he and Akira had practiced-Nils
with his unburned left hand!-demonstrating and explaining to each other the strategies, tactics, and techniques
of their very different styles.

The serving girl who brought their breakfast could hear their hoarse grunting and the clashing of their swords
as she came down the hall, and was almost afraid to open the door. Fortunately, the rooms on either side and across
from theirs were unoccupied.

Nissa, it seemed, was ambidexterous. Thus, though considerably less practiced with his left hand, he used it
quite well. And it seemed to Akira that had they fought in earnest, this huge foreigner, even fighting left handed,
might well have killed him.

After eating, the same serving girl had brought basins and a pitcher of hot water. They'd washed their hands and
faces, rinsed their mouths, then began scrubbing their teeth with soft sticks rendered brush-like by chewing. A
page boy came to their door and told them they were wanted in Matsumura-sama's audience room when they were
finished.

Three minutes later they were met by Captain Iwatoku in the corridor leading to the audience room. It was
Kamoshika Akira he spoke to. "I believe you are looking for service with a daimyo. 1s that so?"

Akira bowed. "That is my profound desire. And although I am unworthy to be considered, I would particularly

like to serve Lord Matsumura Shinji. Unfortunately there are so many
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abler ronin to be found, it is doubtful that anyone would sponsor me."

Iwatoku looked him over, approving his modesty. "I am willing to sponsor you. Lord Matsumura has already commented
that such an able and honest samurai should not have to wander around the country, sleeping beneath the sky and
wondering where his next meal will come from."

Nik managed not to grin: the conversation was a charade, part of a complex but effective system. Akira knew he
was good, and Iwatoku knew that he knew. Further, Matsumura had told Iwatoku to broach the matter with Akira,
who being familiar with such matters, understood this. Assuming that nothing intervened, Akira would be hired as
soon as a suitable post had been decided on; Iwatoku would work this out with Matsumura.

And once employed, Akira would be committed not only to Matsumura, but to Iwatoku, because if he failed to
satisfy the daimtfo, then Captain Iwatoku, as his sponsor, would be humiliated, greatly intensifying Akira's own
disgrace. Akira bowed deeply; Iwatoku, as marshal, bowed slightly in return. Then Akira and Nils followed him to
Matsumura's door. A guard opened it, admitting the captain, who announced the two guests. They also entered,
Matsumura receiving their bows with a nod.

"Inrinu-san," the daimyo said, "I have just received a message from the magistrate. Not the one who troubled you. He
says a tall foreigner was brought to the prison last night, accused with assault on a samurai." He raised an eyebrow. "A
tall foreigner with red hair! The charge is not as serious as it sounds, because the samurai is also in prison” charged with
public drunkenness, disturbing the peace, and drawing his sword without reasonable cause.

"It has occurred to the new magistrate that, given this foreigner's height and unusual hair color, there might
be a connection between him and yourself."

Nils laughed. "I came on the Heaven Boat with a tall red-haired boy sixteen years old; this must be him. He is a
poets apprentice who has travelled with me for more than a year, sharing my hardships and adventures. His
master assigned
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him to complete my saga-the poem of my life-and give the tribes of Northmen something new to recite on winter
nights."

Now both of Matsumura's eyebrows rose. Was Inrinu-san that important to his people? On a table there lay a



sheaf of rice paper, an ink block, and brush. He had Iwatoku write a -message to the magistrate: This new
foreigner was believed to have come on the Heaven Boat. He was to be brought under guard to the castle and
delivered to the sergeant at arms.

When Iwatoku had written it, Matsumura called a guardsman and gave him the message to deliver. When the man
had left, the daimyo turned again to Nils. "Let me see your injured hand, please."

Nils held it out. He had already peeled and trimmed off some of the dead callus. Matsumura examined it
thoughtfully, then looked up. "It shows remarkable healing."

"There is a procedure for that. Taught me by my wife, who is a powerful healer."

"Your wife? You had not mentioned a wife."

"She has left this world. She has gone with the great heaven ship to its place in the sky."

"Ah!" Matsumuras face closed in a slight frown. He wasn't sure if that had been like dying or more like taking a sea
voyage- whether it called for condolences or not. "Well," he said at last, "I have urgent matters to attend to,
petitions to hear. I will send for you when this red-haired person has been brought to me. And perhaps later today I
will have time to visit the Heaven Boat."

Nils didn't return to his room. Instead, he and Kamoshika Aldra walked to the wall above the gate, to stand in
the sun and talk, and gaze across the battlement for a look at the red-haired foreigner. Nils was describing the events
leading to the first Ore war, when a squad of guardsmen marched into sight from the town, up a road newly cleared of
branches and fallen trees. Nils gestured.”That's Hans they have," he said, but didn't call or wave. The boy's hands
were behind him as if tied or manacled; he was still under arrest. Instead, Nils turned and went down into the
courtyard to wait for him, while Akira hurried off to find Iwatoku and tell him.
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Nils stood grinning as the squad marched up the final length of road and through the gate. "Hans Gunnarsson!" he
called. Hans turned his head at once, breaking step and stumbling. "Nils!" he shouted.

Without waming the jailer with him slugged the side of his jaw, hard, knocking the boy down. It took Nils only half'a
dozen strides to reach them. The man was bent over Hans, pulling him to his feet, when a large hand grabbed the
collar of the jailer's tunic and jerked him backwards. Another hand gripped his arm and jerked it hard, backward
and upward into a hammerlock, while a voice growled in his ear, "I may kill you for that."

Already, a sword or two had slid from their scabbards, then the honcho shouted an order, and they slid back in. Nils
jerked upward just a little harder, and the jailer squealed. "Shall I pull it out of the socket?" Nils asked him. "Or-"
Abruptly he let go the man, who spun away, already drawing his sword. A shortsword, for he was no samurai; the job of
jailer was unclean. A heavy palm struck the side of the man's skull, knocking him sprawling to the cobblestones, head
ringing. With one hand, Nils pulled him to his feet by the hair. The sword lay on the cobbles.

"Why," Nils asked reasonably, "did you strike the boy?"

The man's eyes were wide. He'd never imagined anyone so large as this, so fierce looking; it had to be the giant
whose interrogation had resulted in yesterdays dismissals and floggings. The hand had let go of him again, but now a
sword waved before his face like the head of a snake. "I-" The jailer's voice was hoarse. "He called out. He should not
have!"

Nils's voice was patient. "Why should he not have?"

"I-had not given him leave to."

"Ah. And who gave you leave to hit him for calling out? I am Lord Matsumura's guest, and this is my student..."
"Nissa-san!" The crisp voice that interrupted him was Iwatoku's, and the tone was one of command. "7 will
speak to this creature."

Nils stepped back, and got a lesson in Yamatoan cursing. The drift of it was that Lord Matsumura had ordered,
orally and in writing, more than once, that prisoners not be abused
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while awaiting trial. And this particular prisoner was thought to be someone from the Heaven Boat. "That was
explicit in the message. [ know. I wrote it myself. I presume the magistrate told you?"

The face was in shock. The head nodded.

"Very well. I now take delivery of the prisoner. Return to the prison. I will see to you later."

The jailer turned away, stumbling on the cobbles. "Do not forget your wakizasi!" Twatoku said. Robotically the man
bent, picked up the shortsword and sheathed it before stumbling out the gate.

Nils didn't move to release Hans. He left that to Iwatoku, who cut the rope with a knife like a razor. Then,
grinning, Hans and Nils gripped hands, arms pumping.

"Where is Achikh?" Nils asked, and Hans's face fell. He didn't need to answer, for now Nils could read the
basic fact in his mind: Achikh had been taken away captive by unknown men.

"Come!" Iwatoku said. "We will take him to Matsumura-sama. He will want to see him." Together they



crossed the courtyard to the daimyo's residence, and climbed a long flight of open stairs. As they walked, Nils briefed
Hans in Swedish on Matsumura's rank and character.. At the entrance to the audience room, they were admitted
with the same formality as before. It was Nils who introduced the youth.

The daimyo looked the boy up and down. "Inrinu-san tells me you are sixteen years old. You are already very
tall. Are you still growing?'

"I believe so, your lordship."

"T hope to visit the Heaven Boat today."

Again Hans's face fell.”Your lordship, I regret that it was no longer there, the last I looked. It was there shortly
before the storm, but the next morning it was gone. And it did not come back all day. I know. I was hidden where I
could see if it did."

Matsumura frowned. "Hidden? Where were you during the storm?"
Hans told him the main features of his story, from leaving the pinnace to being thrown in jail. Omitting that he and
Achikh
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had intended to steal a sword. When he'd finished, Matsumura gazed at him intently.

"How many men were there who took your companion away?"

"Eight. I counted them. Exactly eight."

"Eight? Akawashi Kata has only six samurai. And they went west?"

"Yes, Matsumura-sama."

"Westward, the road crosses the Gara-gara River. During the faifi, they could not have crossed."

"It was just beginning to rain hard then."

Matsumura looked hard at him, then nodded thoughtfully.”That may be why they left in the middle of the
night. Otherwise they could not have crossed for at least two days. But to leave in such a storm, and in such
darkness ...

"Yet there were samurai there the next day, you say. Then Akawashi must have had samurai visiting him from
elsewhere. And hardly wandering ronin, if they had horses. Whattraveling party of mounted samurai would visit a
minor functionary of no reputation? And without coming to me first! This is very curious! Very interesting!"

He turned to Iwatoku. "Captain, go at once and bring Akawashi Kata to me. I wish to ask him questions. But do
not tell him what I am interested in. That would give him time to compose lies. Tell him I'm interested in the storm
damage to his village. Which is true, as far as it goes."

Iwatoku bowed, and left the room at once. Matsumura turned again to his guests. "You will wish to bathe," he said.
"After that, return to yaw room. I will order tea sent, and something to eat, all you might wish for. The food in prison is
notoriously poor, and seldom sufficient for a young boy's appetite. I will send for you when Captain Iwatoku arrives
with Akawashi Kata."

The three of them left: Nils, Hans, and Akira. "What will be done with my jailer?" Hans asked in the hall.

Akira chuckled. "Perhaps nothing."

"Nothing?" Hans asked. "It sounded as if he was in trouble with Captain Iwatoku, at least.”

"He insulted Matsumura-sama by treating his orders
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contemptuously. In turn, Iwatoku-sama humiliated him for it, in front of us and a whole squad of guardsmen. And
although he is unclean, it is quite possible he will commit seppuku. "

Hans paled. To a Northman, suicide was a function not of honor, but of insanity. These people were stranger than
he'd realized.

A groom led Iwatoku's horse to the stable, where impressed village labor was helping Akawashi's own people
feplace the roof. The gate guard had hurried to Akawashi when Iwatoku had ridden in, and the bailiff was waiting on
his feet when his visitor entered, conducted by Sergeant Nirasaki, Akawashi's deputy. Akawashi bowed deeply to his
daimyo's marshal.

"Please be seated,” he said. ""You honor my humble residence and my unworthy self with your elevated presence. I will
have tea brought, and ..."

Iwatoku ignored the chair, raising a hand in restraint. "Do not go to so much trouble, Akawashi Kata. I have
come to conduct you to his lordship. He wishes to discuss with you the storm damage to your village, and to the crops
stored here."

Akawashi's heart stuttered. "It is most generous of Matsumura-sama,”" he said, "to think of us in our time of
trouble. But it is hardly necessary to spend his valuable time worrying about our unworthy selves here in Omugi. We will
get by nicely, and the tax will be paid. I will write up a complete report.”

Iwatoku's eyes nailed him. "Matsumura-sama will be interested in your report later. Today he wants to talk



with you personally. I am to bring you with me. Do not keep me waiting."

Akawashi bowed deeply. "Of course, Iwatoku-sama. Let me but wash, and change my clothes." He gestured at
himself. "I have been inspecting construction today, and as you see, my clothing is quite soiled."

Iwatoku nodded curtly. "Quickly, then. I will wait here." His strong jaw clamped shut. Again Akawashi bowed,
then hurried from the room.

In the hall, he motioned urgently to Nirasaki to follow him, and in his room whispered rapidly: "I am leaving with
Iwatoku-sama, to be questioned by his lordship. I have no doubt they
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have learned something of what I've been doing, and wish to confront me with it. When they learn nothing from me,
they will wish to question you, you and the men. Someone is likely to break, and that must not happen. As soon as I
have left with Iwatoku, take the men and cross the river into the mountains. Go to Takada, and report to Chiu.
He will see that you are taken care of."

"The river is high. I am not sure we can cross it."

Akawashi drew himself to his full height. "You must do it. I order you to. Do you understand?"

Nirasaki bowed deeply. "I understand, Akawashi-san. We will cross the river and go to Takada, to Chiu."

Quickly, Akawashi opened a strong box and took from it a purse of silver chogin, enough to feed them and buy
cheap lodging at inns, where there were any. He pushed it into Nirasaki's hands, then hurried from the room,
leaving it for the honcho to close the chest again.

After padlocking the chest, Nirasaki went to the stable, and from there watched until Iwatoku and his three men left
with Akawashi Kata. Akawashi wore his kataginu, appropriate to a serious audience with his lord. Nirasaki gave
them time to ride down the road a short way, then hurried to round up the five other samurai in the bailiffs service.
While they gathered their gear, he'd have the cook pack food for them.

He did not look forward to the next two or three weeks.

As they rode to Momiji-joka, Akawashi twice complained of feeling dizzy and sick to his stomach. Iwatoku
looked at him with little sympathy, considering it the result of a guilty conscience. When they reached the castle gate
and dismounted, Akawashi asked to be allowed to visit a chozuba. "I'm afraid I must relieve my bowel, either wittingly
or not."

There was a chozuba near the gate, for the use of guards and travelers. Iwatoku motioned toward it. "Do not take
long," he said. The bailiff nodded gratefully and disappeared inside. Iwatoku waited impatiently for several minutes,
then followed him into the latrine. Akawashi Kata lay on the floor in his own blood and guts, his hands still half closed
on the handle of his shortsword.
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Matsumura Shinji sat with brush in hand, writing a letter to the Emperor. His eyes scanned what he'd already
written: the evidence that Akawashi had been connected with bandits. As evidence it was hardly compelling, but the
Emperor might have other evidence that would make this more meaningful. For a moment now, Matsumura hesitated,
then wrote on, brush flicking busily.

"Also, a reran in whom I have some confidence, has told me of seeing a man who closely resembles Prince
Terasu at the castle of Lord Shimoda. Please excuse me for writing this, but he believes that this person, who could
hardly be the prince, may have been recruiting bandits among the ronin at Sbimoda-joka."

When the ink was dry, Matsumura folded the letter,sealed it with wax, and impressed the wax with his ring. Not
many would have dared write what he just had, but he was tenshi-no-kobun, it was his responsibility.

TEN

The first two-thirds of the day had been more than eventful, beginning with Hans in jail, continuing with Akawashi's
suicide, and ending with the discovery that the bailiffs men had fled. Then, suddenly, nothing was happening, and the
two Northmen decided to walk to the landing site. Perhaps the Alpha would be there again.

They could have ridden; Lord Matsumura had no shortage of horses. But traditionally, Northmen were hunters,
men of the thick forests, dark swamps and hidden trails of Scandinavia, and they had pride in their range and speed and
tirelessness afoot. Since they'd transplanted themselves to the fire-climax grassland of what once had been Rumania and
Bulgaria, horses had become central in their lives, but old traditions and values still were strong, and they made a point
of foot treks.

Akira could understand their walking by choice. Ronin commonly traveled hundreds of miles afoot, not only



because they had no horses and were searching for suitable employment, but because, being unemployed, they were free
to travel, to explore their homeland. Yamatoans in general might walk long distances on pilgrimages to shrines and
other holy places. To walk was to show greater respect to the kami and the souls of the dead, while being in closer
communion with the earth. Samurai might walk on pilgrimages to old battlefields, and to the birthplaces and death
places of heroes and ancestors.

Nonetheless, today Akira rode behind the two Northmen. Their legs were so long, who knew how fast they might
walk? A squad of Matsumura's household troops rode along too, because Nils and Hans looked very foreign
indeed, and Matsumura didn't want them subjected to possible trouble on the road.
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At first the two Northmen didn't talk a lot. Momiji-joka was a beehive of rebuilding, and there was a lot to
watch as they walked through the town. Hans called to a carpenter at work, framing a building. The man turned, to
stare with open mouth at the red-headed youth, his huge blond companion, and their escort. Waving, Hans
wished him good weather and good building, and the carpenter, suddenly beaming, waved back.

But when they'd crossed the bridge into the countryside, Nils and Hans began to talk at length, mostly in
Swedish for privacy, using Yamatoan words here and there where no Swedish word quite fitted.

"Tell me the rest of what happened after you lost Achikh," Nils said.

Frowning, Hans recalled the eight men on horseback, their torch flames whipping in the wind. Recalled losing
sight of them in the woods, being forced to give up on rescuing Achikh, and finding shelter in the shed at the edge of
Omugi.

The rest of that night had been little better. Hans hadn't been in the shed long before the roof tore off. There
was a hayloft overhead, which gave some protection, but even so, water was quickly trickling on them between the
planks of the loft floor, with no room between the leaks where a person could rest dry.

He'd spent the night shivering, sleeping neither much nor well, and left the shed in the half-light of dawn. It was
still raining steadily but not hard, the rain colder.

After scanning the gray and sodden desolation, he trotted offdown the road. The village around him had been
demolished. Its dwellings had been built for comfort in the hot and muggy summers. Many had had floors raised above
the ground for ventilation; interior walls, and some exteriorwalls, had consisted of movable panels; there'd been large
windows, with storm shutters too frail for the faiju. There'd been "wind eyes" beneath the ridge pole at both ends, open in
summer to let air through and heat out. In some poorer homes, walls had been of woven reeds or split bamboo. In
winter, hempen cloth could be hung inside, to help keep in heat.
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Now all of it was gone, including raised floors, and the debris strewn widely.

Some of the outbuildings had been sturdier, a few of logs, some of planks. But most of their roofs had been thatch,
and no roof had withstood the storm. A few people had already emerged from wherever they'd sheltered, to pick
through the debris while rain fell on the sodden straw rain capes they wore. One man had upended a timber; he
shouldered it now, and began to carry it to where, presumably, his house would take shape again.

Hans trotted through the devastation without stopping, speeding up as he passed the high fence where Achikh
had been captured. On its windward side it was half pushed over. He would go to the pinnace and report what had
happened to Achikh, then try again to find Nils.

Beyond the village, most of the roadside poplars had been damaged: tops broken out, or major branches torn off.
Some had been uprooted and flung down. He left the road before he came to where the farmhouse had been,
picked his way through the debris, and stopped abruptly as if struck. The pinnace was gone! He ran to where it had
been; perhaps there'd be some message, some sign at least. When there wasn't, he straightened, looking first up, then
around. He'd emerged from the shed hungry, and unconsciously had suppressed the discomfort in his belly as
well as in his lacerated hands-a barbarian response. Now, suddenly, he felt the emptiness in his gut.

Without conscious decision, he trotted back to the village. People would have food-some food, anyway. He'd seen
large crocks in the shed where he'd sheltered, as if the family there had carried them from the house. He'd help
them begin reconstruction, and ask to eat when they did.

The property of the bailiff, Akawashi Kata, had also taken heavy damage, but he'd had a special "storm building" in
which he'd sheltered, along with the six samurai in his employ. By the third hour of daylight, the rain had decreased
to light and fitful showers, and the clouds had thinned enough that, standing in the low doorway, Akawashi could see
where the sun was
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hiding. He scowled at his roofless stable and sheds, and the wreckage of his house. Its frame still stood-in that it



had fared better than any other dwelling in the village-but the walls were mostly gone, and the roof.

He went to a roofless shed, where his household staff had sheltered beneath two tents, and rousted them out.
Then he ordered his sergeant to round up twenty villagers, to hunt down shakes from his roof and do other things he
needed done.

Sergeant Nirasaki bowed his salute, called two of his men to him, and left the yard. They would start at the upper
end of the village, he decided, and take one person from every houschold until he had twenty. That would
distribute the burden and lessen the resentment.

Approaching the farthest place, he saw that the occupants had already gathered wreckage into piles, one of
structural timbers, another of boards ... And there, with them, was the tall trespasser of the evening before, the one
who'd jumped over the fence! The sergeant hadn't himself seen the youth, but it had to be him. Yasu had gotten a
good look, and described him. But had the trespasser gotten a good look at Yasu?

He stopped his men, and questioned Yasu to be sure. There could be no doubt of it, Yasu told him. That was the man.
The sergeant murmured instructions then: They were not to kill the youth. Akawashi-san would want him alive,
and able to answer questions. Injure him if they must, but take him alive, and if possible undamaged.

He wished they'd brought bows. The long legs which had jumped the fence last night could surely outrun any of
his men, while strung bows with arrows nocked could stop a fugitive without the bowstring ever being bent. As it was,
subterfuge would have to suffice; subterfuge and surprise.

They walked toward the people then, the sergeant wearing his most affable expression. "Good day!" he called
incongruously.

They straightened from their work. Now they bowed, even the trespasser, though his was delayed and awkward.
Deliberately the sergeant avoided more than a glance at him; anything closer might alarm the youth. But that glance had
shown him more than the red-copper hair. The boy's complexion was very light, and his eyes gray-blue. Foreign

indeed! What might such a
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one be doing here? Who had sent him? More than Matsumura-sama might be behind this.

"Akawashi-san needs one of you to help hunt shingles and rebuild his house," the sergeant said, and turned to the
trespasser. ""You are tall, and a tall person can be most useful, especially if you have carpentry skills. Come with me. You
will be in time to eat, and drink a cup of warm sake, and if you work well, there will no doubt be a few zeni for
you to buy something with."

The family peered furtively without raising their faces discourteously to the sergeants. Hans, who still hadn't
eaten, was unsure what these men had in mind. Nor did he realize what an unlikely scenario the sergeant had
portrayed-breakfast and sakel And coppers to spend! His major questions were: had these men come from the place
he'd fled the night before? If so, had he been or would he be recognized? They'd shown no sign of recognition.
Perhaps the men who'd seen him the night before had left with Achikh.

By then, samurai stood on two sides of him, and closer than he liked. Best he went with them, ready to run if
necessary.

It wasn't until they were passing the bamboo fence, and the lead sarnurai turned in through the now open gate,
that alarm coursed through his limbs. At the same time he heard swords hiss from sheaths, and a strong arm shoved
him roughly through the gate.

He went through without resistance, then broke abruptly into a sprint toward several of the bailiff's servants who
were gathering useful debris. This time he left his sword sheathed. The servants scattered at the approach of this
remarkable apparition, who was taller than anyone they'd ever seen, and had red hair! He snatched up a drying pole
that one of them dropped, and veering, ran toward the fence at the east end of the yard. This time he used the pole to
vault with, sparing his wounded hands further damage from the sharply cut bamboo tops. The last the samurai saw
of him was his back, as he disappeared over the fence again.

The sergeant shouted angrily for his men to get horses and pursue him; never mind saddles, just bridle them and
ride.
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The horses had been removed from the stable, however, and released in the paddock. It took a few moments to first
get bridles, then catch and bridle three of the animals. The sergeant took time to saddle one of them, take a bow, and sling
a quiver of arrows over his shoulder. Then he galloped after his men.

He caught them at the lower edge of the village, looking down at the muddy surface of the road.

"Where is he? Why haven't you caught him?"

"Honcho-san! He ran so fast, he was gone before we could catch sight of him. We cannot find even his tracks."

If he'd stayed in the road, Nirasaki told himself, they could see him even now. Perhaps, screened by trees and
debris, he'd run offacross the field, or-he might be hiding in some wreckage in the village.



He had his men leave the road, picking their way through and over broken tops and fallen branches, to look
beyond the wind-ravaged trees. They saw no one. The wheat stubble offered no cover. Could the trespasser be lying fiat
among the potato plants farther south? It seemed unlikely; the plants had been beaten down by the storm.

He ordered his two men to hunt behind tree trunks, and under the broken tops of poplars. Then, feeling
pessimistic, he rode back into the village to look amongst the wreckage and question villagers.

Had the men he'd left behind looked carefully enough, they might have found where Hans had hidden his sword,
in the once-taE, storm-flattened grass beneath a fallen poplar top. That would have given them a clue. As it was,
they were as pessimistic as their sergeant, and expecting not to find anything, didn't.

ELEVEN

From-The Folklore of Earth: Metaphysical Beliefs at the Time of First Contact, by Jean-ErikApodaca. University Press,
A.C.839.

... Not only did the eruption of Fuji-yama devastate a great area of southern Honshu. It
must also have traumatized severely the primitive, superstitious survivors. Among a people with
a traditional love of nature, Fuji-yama had been the mountain, indeed the natural object, most
beloved by the pre-plague Japanese for more than a millenium. With its near-perfect
symmetry, it had been an object of veneration, and the subject of innumerable poems, wood-
block prints, and ink paintings.

Yet after the eruption, the very name Fuji-yama was lost, suppressed by the enormity of the
explosion, and the earthquake and ash-fall that accompanied and followed it. The mountain, so
greatly altered in appearance and image, was given a new name, Osoroshii-yama--Terrible
Mountain. In fact, in modern Yamatoan, the term osomshi is more intense, symbolic of a
greater fear, than our word "terrible" or any of its synonyms.

The popular Buddhism of Yamato is not the popular Jodo Shinshu sect of pre-plague
Japan. The basic features are similar, and some of the sutras have even survived, but various
animistic elements have been incorporated, some of them survivals from pre-technological
Shinto. Thus it is not surprising that popular belief assigns a soul, a godhood, to Osoroshii-
yama. And a most terrible god it is, for in a moment of wrath it had laid waste a large region,
decimating its population.

The god of the mountain is not clearly differentiated from the geological entity, the great
volcano. In fact the mountain's
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soul, its godhood, is widely thought of as simply an aspect of the mountain. Yet that godhood
is given a name of its own- Osoroshii-kami-when the speaker wishes to emphasize the
mountain's godly aspect.

Various beliefs have formed about Osoroshii-kami. One is that, from its throne in and on the
mountain, it rules eruptions and earthquakes throughout the empire. Not surprisingly, fear and
worship of Osoroshii-yama is strongest on Honshu- especially in the elbow of the island, in the
shadow of the mountain, so to speak. But even on distant Hokkaido it is influential, and when a
sharp temblor shakes the ground there, or some local volcano burps, the prayers to Osoroshii-
kami are many and fervent.

Again not surprisingly, certain rites and practices have grown up to propitiate Osoroshii-
kami. One of these is the planting of a tree species known as sugi, the coniferous
Cryptomeriajaponica, especially along roadsides. Supposedly the sugi-a very handsome tree-is
beloved by Osoroshii-kami, and by planting it, it was believed that the god was less likely to
cause destruction in the vicinity. At one time, reportedly, the lowland roads on Honshu were
lined with sugi."’

The propitiation of Osoroshii-kami tended to grow somewhat lax, however, when volcanic
and seismic activities had been absent or mild for a time. And as individual sugi inevitably died
along the roads, victims of root rot, decay or storm, fast growing poplars (Populus spp.), or
sometimes fruit-bearing chestnuts (Castanea crenata), were planted instead, if for no other
reason than their ease of propagation.

At the time of first contact, no major quakes or eruptions had occured on Honshu for nearly



a century-a calm of unusual duration. And along many roads, only scattered sugi remained.
That would change, of course...

Hans had heard the two samurai who hunted him, but had hardly glimpsed them, for he was high in the top of a
large

--- ' In the mountains, the roads are generally walled with native forest, and there the roadside trees are whatever nature
provides. Stands of sugi are not infrequent, however.
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sugi, the central of three veterans that stood side by side, forty meters tall. Long adjusted to windstorms, and having
healthy root systems, and long crowns that distributed the wind pressure over their entire length, they'd withstood the zaifit s
fifiy-meters-per-second gusts.

The sugi had been pruned to four meters from the ground, to allow summer breezes through to the road; the
Yamatoans, like the ancestral Japanese, did whatever they could to ease the steamy summers. That pruned length,
and diameters of about ninety centimeters, made them highly unlikely candidates for climbing. But Hans, long-limbed
and sinewy, had climbed one anyway, keeping to the side away from the village, and hidden himself in its dense
foliage, three-quarters of the way to the top. Behind and in front, the other two sugi further screened him. A
casual glance would hardly have picked him out; he might even have escaped a diligent examination.

As it was, it occurred to neither samurai to look up. And as hungry as he was from the start, and as thirsty as
he became, he didn't come down till dusk had thickened to near twilight. Then he retrieved his sword and
trotted off toward the castle town, Momiji-joka, staying behind the trees on the east side of the road, ready to
hide at the first sign of anyone.

The sky was clear. There was starlight, and in the west, a pale thread of moon like a silver eye-lash. Thus he
didn't need Nils's psychic vision to spot the guards at the other end of the bridge. The Momiji River
gathered its waters from steep mountain watersheds, which drained quickly, and even now, less than twelve
hours after the rain had stopped, its level and force had begun to fall. Also, though considerably larger than the
Gara-gara, it was less violent here, and seemed swimmable.

He followed the shore upstream, watching for something that would float-something stranded. He'd have swum
for it unaided, had it not been for his sword. After a bit he found a board lodged among shrubs. Using his sword belt,
he tied his

— 2 Approximately 110 miles per hour.
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sword to it, then waded into the river. At once the current swept him off his feet, and he began to swim, holding
on to the board. His progress across the swift current was slow, and he was most of a kilometer below the bridge before
he reached the far shore.

The town was not as ravaged as the village; many buildings had been more strongly built, and their frames had
survived, or in a few cases entire buildings. But even so, the damage was extreme, and in the darkness, people
worked by the light of lamps and torches, piling debris and salvaging goods. Some sites had already been cleared,
and canopies of hemp or cotton set up on 3guyed posts. A few businesses had opened again, and Hans could smell
something cooking, a stew made with beef."> Following his nose, he soon came to a large tent on the site where
a tea house had stood. Its raised floor was still in place, though by what artifice he didn't know. Passersby
could sit on the edge of it to eat, with their feet outside, thus not having to take off their sandals. Or they could
take off their sandals and go in. This evening all the customers were inside.

Hans had never before seen an eating house, but he'd heard of them from Nils and others, while gathering stories
for the The Jamhann Saga. The procedure seemed simple enough: one asked for food and paid for it. He had no
money, of course, but he could pay in services, if the proprietor was willing,

So he went in. Being barefoot, he had no sandals to take off. And while his feet were muddy, the whole town was
muddy from the storm, and the usual strictures relaxed. There were several low tables, and people sat on the floor
with their feet tucked under them. The two tables in the rear had no one sitting at them, and he went to one of
them. He tried sitting as

- " Before the plague, Japanese Buddhist traditionalists declined to eat beef, and many would not eat wild game, other
than fish and birds. By first contact, however, these compunctions had either disappeared or become unusual, probably
because of the contingencies of early post-plague survival. In fact, Yamatoan foods and eating customs differ in various ways
from pre-plague traditions of whatever era.
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the others did, but his ankles weren't used to the strain, so instead he sat crosslegged.

The proprietor came to him, leery of his extreme height and foreign appearance, and asked what he
wanted. Hans's crams had included polite pre-plague usage, andTed had warned him of what the people here
considered proper behavior. Also, his vocabulary and usage updates were strongly influenced by the
speech patterns of Captain Iwatoku, who'd thought he was speaking to heavenly messengers. Thus Hans's
reply was suitably obsequious and self-deprecating.

Without getting up, he bowed as best he could. "I have no money," he said, speaking carefully, "and am
unworthy to ask your esteemed favor. But if you would be so kind, I would like something to eat. I have only
this evening arrived in your excellent town, and have not eaten since before the storm. My poor skills are
nothing, but I would be happy to work for my meal."

The proprietor sized him up, then turned away without speaking. Hans didn't know what that meant,
but a couple of minutes later, a pretty girl about his own age brought him barley and a bowl of miso. It
wasn't beef stew, nor was it enough, but it was food.

Ordinarily, so strange an apparition as Hans would have snagged and held every eye; most people
would have been concerned at his strangeness, and upset at his being there. But their town had been
physically devastated. So much had been lost, and there was very much to do, and somehow this had
weakened the barriers between people. The usual forms of behavior had been loosened, at least for the
day.

Thus, once Hans had seated himself, people's attention had pretty much returned to their eating and
conversations. Most glanced at him only occasionally if at all. Nor were the glances hostile, though some
were unhappy to have an armed giant among them. One who watched him more continually was a
solitary carpentry contractor, who had a good view of him without turning. The remarkably tall foreigner,
with the remarkable hair and skin color, clearly had no concept of proper eating manners; he ignored
his chopsticks, putting his food in his mouth with his fingers. Yet the carpenter enjoyed watching
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him, even felt friendly toward him-he'd had more than a little to drink-and fingers or not, the foreigner's
eating movements were deft and tidy.

He appeared strong, too, as well as tall; although he was slender, his bare arms were sinewy. Thus it occurred
to the carpenter that the strange youth might be very useful on a building crew. There would be jobs which other
men did on a ladder or platform, which the foreigner could do with his feet on the ground. And there'd be very
much work, rebuilding from the storm.

The carpenter beckoned to the proprietor, and when the man came over to him, gestured toward Hans. "It was
very good of you to give the foreigner barley," he said. "Even foreigners must eat. Let me also be generous to
him, for he is clearly very young, and the young are always hungry. Bring him a bowl of your stew, and some pickled
radish. I will pay."

The proprietor bobbed a shallow bow and left. A minute later, as Hans was finishing his miso, the man reappeared
with a steaming bowl of stew and set it in front of him. Hans looked up and began to thank him,; the proprietor shook it
off. "The carpenter sitting there paid for this," he said gesturing. "He ordered me to bring it to you."

Hans looked questioningly at the carpenter, then nodding, smiled his thanks. The carpenter grinned, and while
Hans began to eat, went over to him, squatting to speak. "Excuse me for asking," he said, "but are you looking for
a means of making your living? I am a master carpenter. Perhaps I could employ you on my crew. There is much
building to be done in Momiji-joka before winter."

Hans stared, but the carpenter was not offended. He was usually good natured, and the sake had made him
more so. Besides, the stare felt neither arrogant nor disrespectful.

Behind it, the Northman youth was evaluating his immediate prospects, and the man who'd offered to hire him. If
he was employed here, he could learn about the town, ask questions, and perhaps find Nils.

"Thankyou," he said, the word patterns flowing more easily now from the cram imprints. "You are more than kind.
I am most happy to accept your generous offer, and only wish |
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were worthy of it. I have helped to build houses before, but not the kind you have here. I've helped fit the
corners on buildings made of logs, and put roofs on."

The carpenter laughed. "Good enough! You will do well!" He looked toward the serving girl and got her attention.
"More sakel” he ordered, when she came over. "For me and my helper." He grinned at Hans as she left. "We will
celebrate, you and I, and then we will go to my house. It has lost its walls and roof, but part of the frame still stands,
and I have spread canvas as a shelter.”



That wasn't their last drink together that evening, and the carpenter, who'd had a large head start, soon was
drunk. He wasn't the only one. A ronin came in, walking stiff-legged in an effort to look sober. Having worked that day
on cleanup, he had money. He turned surly when he drank, and had already spent an hour in a sake shop; now
he ordered roast pork with soy sauce, which would have horrified a samurai of the Tokugawa Period, twelve
hundred years earlier. The soy sauce would serve to keep him thirsty, and sharpen his enjoyment of the sake.
While he waited, he had another bowl of sake, and more when the pork came, and more again when that was
gone.

By that time the carpenter had begun to be loud, talking, laughing, and gesticulating, and the proprietor asked
him to leave. Getting to his feet, the carpenter stumbled into the ronin, who rolled over backward, spilling his drink and
swearing.

The carpenter turned to apologize, and seeing it was a samurai he'd knocked over, went pale. The ronin struggled to his
feet, already reaching for his sword hilt. He drew it. By that time Hans too had stood, and drew his own. The ronin never
noticed; he was focused totally on the carpenter.

"On your knees!" he shouted, and the carpenter knelt, sobered now, hoping to be spared. The ronin raised his blade as
if to strike. Then the Neovikmg youth spoke, sharply and loudly.

Touch him and you die!"

The ronin turned and stared, for just an instant astonished. Drunk, he hadn't noticed this remarkable creature
before. This remarkable, non-samurai apparition! Then the enormous
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discourtesy registered, the unbelievable insult. His face contorted, and he stepped to face his challenger.

The proprietor, meanwhile, had shooed a servant into the street with the establishments alarm horn, dented
from the storm but still functional. He could hear it blaring. "Please, kunshi}" he begged."* "Do not kill one
another." He turned his attention to the samurai, though careful to stand out of reach. "Excuse me, my lord, but it
was all an accident. This person" -he gestured toward the carpenter- "has drunk a great deal, and inadvertantly
stumbled. He is anxious to make it up to you. No doubt he has chogin in his purse, and-"

The reran slashed the proprietor with his eyes. "Both of them are common dogs without value. They must die."

During the exchange, Hans had glanced around, sizing up the possibilities. He'd trained with both Nils and Achikh,
during their year together, but he knew his sword skills were far from expert. Nor was fighting his muse. Though not
averse to fighting, he was a poet; spinning words was his special talent. And while the madman in front of him was
considerably drunker than himself, it seemed to him the ronin might very well outmatch him.

Nonetheless he'd committed himself. Now he'd have to make the best of it. "If you are not a coward," he said
calmly, "then you will first fight the man who has.a sword. If you attack my friend first, I will cut you down from behind."
Hans stepped back to the edge of the raised floor. "I will fight you outside," he added, "that the proprietor need not
scrub your blood from his floor."

He hopped out backward then, without taking his eyes from the ronin-who a moment later followed him. It was
dark, and the ronin was drunk, and the floor was two feet above the ground. Hans had expected the man to stagger
on landing, giving him a momentary advantage. Actually the ronin fell, sprawling on all fours. Hans could have
killed him then, and might have, had intended to. But beside him was a pile of salvaged lumber, and without
conscious decision, he lay aside

— " "Kunshi" means gentleman, singular and plural, in the sense of the superior man, one given to self-control and proper
behavior.
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his sword, snatching up a length of five-by-ten-centimeter studding. The samurai was just getting up when Hans
hit him with it, hard, harder than necessary, sending him sprawling sideways to lie still.

Then men came running through the tea house, and jumped out. Patrolmen, One of them stumbled on the fallen
ronin and also fell. A net was thrown over Hans, who did not resist. In no more than a minute his wrists had been tied,
and tethers looped over Ms head. He was led past the teahouse to the street. A number of people were standing
there, among them the carpenter, who looked more than sober now, looked shocked and concerned.

The prison was simply a part of the police station, and had withstood the typhoon when most other buildings had
not. When Hans was brought in, one of the men's cells had five occupants: accused looters. The other was empty.
After the yoriki had questioned him and taken his statement, he had him put in the empty cell. Because he was an
unknown quantity arrested for attacking a samurai, they also chained him by an ankle.

The prison was a holding facility, its prisoners kept there only while awaiting trial. Imprisonment wasn't used as
punishment. Punishments could be a fine, or flogging, or restriction to job and home; more severe crimes could result in
exile, or mutilation such as cutting off an ear or even a nose or hand; and sometimes execution. Sentences were passed by



the magistrate, after a hearing. Sentences of mutilation or execution were reviewed by the daimyo before being
carried out. Lord Matsumurararely approved severe mutilation; a criminal was much likelier to have his head cut off than
his hand.

Hans knew none of this, but assumed something not entirely unlike it, because the Neoviking system was not so
dissimilar. They too didn't punish by imprisonment. Mostly they used fines, and for more severe offenses, sentences of
outlawry which amounted to exile, for an outlaw could be killed by anyone unless he left the country within a
given period. Now and then, blood feuds were approved, and occasionally there was an execution, a beheading.
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Hans had nothing with which to pay a fine. And as alien as he felt here, as unconnected and friendless, it
seemed to him he'd never come out of this alive, unless he was found guiltless.
And he wasn't even sure what his crime had been.

He hadn't been in his cell very long when another prisoner was brought in-the ronin. His head had been bandaged, and
his eyes seemed unfocused. The doshin had him put in the same cell as Hans, but because the two prisoners had
fought, so to speak, the ronin too was chained, where they couldn't get at one another.

The ronin was conscious now, enough that he knew what he was there for. In Lord Matsumura's district, it was
illegal to attack anyone with an edged weapon except in a formal duel, with a public challenge. And these required
seconds, and approval, and a waiting period of at least twelve hours. When the requirements were ignored, as they
typically were, the duel was customarily fought away from town in some more or less secluded place. Not in a tea
house on Bridge Street.

He scowled vaguely at Hans but said nothing. After a bit, both went to sleep.

There was an important part of the night that Hans didn't know about. At the end of his shift, the yoriki had sat
down to write his shift report. When he'd finished, he added a brief note to the new magistrate: Matsumura-
sama placed great value on the giant barbarian, and this new prisoner might well be the foreigner's kinsman or
countryman. Both were remarkably tall and had strangely colored hair, and both spoke with similar accents, using
a mixture of archaic words and phrases. Perhaps his lordship would want to see this prisoner too.

Considering what had happened to Magistrate Fujigawa, it would be wise to assume it, but the yoriki, of course, was
not so ill-mannered as to say so in his report.
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The pinnace wasn't at the landing place this time either. And hadn't been since the typhoon; that was clear by the
lack of imprints of the landing legs and force shield. Briefly, Hans stood with his head tipped back as if expecting it to
show up overhead, settling toward the ground. Then they turned and started back toward Momiji Castle.

TWELVE

Lord Matsumura s apartment had its personal bath, but in a nearby room was a larger one, what might almost be
called a conference bath. There the daimyo could relax with as many as a dozen guests, to discuss whatever they chose.

On this evening, Matsumura had requested Iwatoku, Nils, Hans, and Akira to share it with him. When they'd
stripped, it was the daimyo who, per protocol, first eased himself into the steaming water, looking up at Nils who
followed him. "Naked," he said, "Inrinu-san appears even larger than with clothes on." He laughed as the Northman
sat down. "Women must find you more impressive than swordsmen do. Here, let me see your burn."

Nils held out his right hand for inspection. Matsumura shook his head at it. "I had not imagined that hands could
be so large. All the sword callus will peel off, after a burn like that. You will have to start over again; the new skin will
be soft as a baby's."

He peered curiously at the Northman. "That will be no problem for you though. You do what is necessary,
without stint or quibble. That is the kind of man you are. I can tell." His gaze was direct but relaxed.

Hans had been the last seated in the tub. When he'd first put a foot in the water, he'd very nearly hissed at how
hot it was. You could cook potatoes in it, he'd told himself. But the Others had gotten in and sat down; he'd decided he
could too. Now, up to his neck in it, he felt all the unrecognized tension, all the kinks, going slack, and decided he
liked it.

Matsumura turned his gaze to him. "And you, Hansu, you have already been very useful to me. With the help of
your report, I am rid of a treacherous bailiff."
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Hans remembered his manners. "Thank you, Matsumura-sama, but I am not worthy of your praise."

Matsumura ignored the formal disclaimer. "You were most resourceful, too, in escaping him. Otherwise it would
be you who lay dead now, instead of Akawashi Kata. I only wish we'd caught one or more of his men." He pursed his
wide mouth, frowning. "Even without them, though ..."

Instead of finishing, he looked again at Nils. "You say you wish to find Ojiisan Tattobu. You will have to travel to do
that. And in these times, travel can be dangerous in Yamato, even for so excellent a swordsman. There are numerous
men today who have little regard for the law, or for lives, including their own. Bandits prey on travelers in the
mountains. Groups of 7onin wander, many of them unruly, some little better than the bandits. Especially when they
drink too much sake, which many do whenever they can. In fact, they are more likely to attack a swordsman than
they are a peasant."

"Please excuse me, Matsumura-sama," Iwatoku put in, "but there would be many fewer ruffians on the roads and
in the towns if Tenshi-Kawai" had not required the daimyo to reduce, and reduce again, the number of samurai they
keep. For two reasons: First, the bandits are mostly ronin. And second, with more samurai, the daimyo could mount
more patrols to hunt the bandits down."

Matsumura grunted. "Yamato can better abide bandits and lawless ronin than continuing wars. Bandits may be
more indiscriminate, but wars are more destructive of both the empire and the people, and crops are destroyed or
neglected. No, the reduction of armies is good. We should not complain of its side effects."

For a long minute he seemed to brood on this, then shook free of his mood. "Inrinu-san, do you have a living
father?'

"When last I was at home. He is a smith, and a very strong man. He is likely to live for many more years."

"But he is far away."

"Very far.ﬂ

The daimyo looked appraisingly at Nils for a moment, then

— " Beloved emperor.
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continued. "It would be very useful for you to have a family in Yamato. A fighting man is expected to belong to a family;
he then carries with him its honor and strength. Possible ill-wishers know that there are those who will avenge him if he is
wrongly killed. This is always useful, but especially when one travels."

Nils nodded. "Matsumura-sama is correct, of course."

Again Matsumura sat silent for a few moments, then went on. "I have called you Inrinu-san, but that is very formal.
It is more a title, I believe, than a name. Is that right?"

"That is right"

"Would it be impolite of me to call you Nissa? It has a nice sound, even if it is foreign."

Again Nils nodded. "I would be honored if Matsumura-sama chose to call me Nissa. As I was when you called
me Inrinu-san.”

"Good." Matsumura said nothing more for a long half minute, but no one filled the gap. It was clear to all of them
that he wasn't done talking yet, though only Nils knew what he was thinking. Finally he spoke again. "I'm
considering adopting you, Nissa, makingyou my son. Whatwouldyou think of that?"

Iwatoku was so surprised, his mouth fell open.

Nils looked long at Matsumura, not keeping his eyes averted as good manners would have him do. "I am honored that
you are considering it," he said. "But are you sure I am worthy? As a foreigner susceptible to errors of behavior, I
might easily bring embarrassment on you. Also, excuse me for asking, but what might your son say to this, the son of
your flesh?"

"T am his father. My son does not question my decisions, nor is he unhappy with them."

"Your son is very dutiful. You may find me less so, if you decide to do this. I am a chief among my people, and
while they are not numerous or wealthy, they are notable. Before I completed my twentieth year, I had led them
successfully in battle, and afterward I was the speaker of law to them. I tell you this not to boast, for I disdain
boasting, but so you may know and understand my thoughts on your so generous offer. I would be greatly honored to
be your son, but I must also be what else I am: the master of my life, to use it wisely or foolishly, and eventually lay it
down."
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Matsumura sat without answering, submerged to the chin, his black eyes fixed on the Northman. Finally his gaze
shifted to Hans, and he spoke, changing the subject. "Nissa says you are a poet. Recite poetry to me."

Hans had been puzzled by Matsumura s talk of adopting Nils as his son. That night, before they went to sleep, he



raised himself on an elbow and looked at Nils by the dim light of their lanter.'® "Why is this Yamatske chief thinking
of adopting you when he already has a son?" He spoke Swedish for privacy, not using names which Akira might
recognize.

Nils turned his head toward Hans and grinned, answering in the same tongue. "He asked himself that, earlier today.
And decided we must have been comrades at arms in some earlier life. Also, he likes men who are bold and honest, and
he considers me both. And he finds our foreignness attractive.

"But what weighs most heavily with him is the status and influence of his family. And therefore my size and
strength, and sword skill; he would like to have large strong grandsons by me, preferably with wizard talents. If he
adopts me, he'll try to get me married."

Hans lay back down and gazed at the ceiling. Such thinking was really not so unlike that of his own people. Though
among the Northmen, attention was not on family but clan. And as for having children by Nils Jarnhann-
Normally, girls who became pregnant before marriage were married by whoever was the father, if he was available
and willing. If he wasn't, the girl was laughed at, and usually had to settle for a poor match. But if she had a child by the
Yngling, especially a son, she was honored by her clan, and could expect proposals by good men.

"Nils," he murmured, "would you marry here?"

"Probably. I can give my foster father good grandsons, and they would belong to a good family. And he would be a
very good grandfather."

Hans tried to visualize Matsumura-sama as a grandfather, and decided Nils was right about that. Then another
thought

- " Usually, in Yamato, lanterns contain candles made by processing the fruiting heads of the lac tree, Rhus vernicifera.
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drifted into his mental field. "Where do you think the sky boat went?'he asked. "I never thought the star people would
abandon us. Especially Ted Baver, after traveling across the world with us on foot and horseback, sometimes in
danger, sometimes going hungry. He even fought beside us."

"Perhaps they didn't abandon us," Nils suggested. "Perhaps something happened to them."

"What could happen to them? They have their weapons of power, and the sky boat, and its invisible shield that
nothing can break through."

Nils made no answer, and Hans could think of none for himself. Yet surely Ted-Ted at least-wouldn't simply
abandon them. He wondered then what had happened to their trail companions-to Achikh as well as Ted.

Kamoshika Akira lay listening to the two foreigners murmuring in the lantern light. It was easy to forget
that Tetsu-te Nissa was a wizard, even given his eyes. Mostly he didn't seem like one.

They didn't often speak their own language. It seemed to him they must be discussing Matsumura's offer. It was
intriguing to listen to. He'd long heard that people in other lands didn't know human speech, but he'd never
believed it until he'd been with these two. Still they seemed to get by well enough with their substitute.

Then another thought occurred to Akira. Does Nissa know what I'm thinking? He examined first the question, then
himself. Did it matter, really? After all, what kinds of thoughts did he have? Surely nothing terribly discreditable,
compared to some he must have heard. And besides, he could hardly listen to all the thoughts around him. He'd live in a
virtual mental cacaphony.

It was nothing to be concerned about, he decided, and closing his eyes, invited sleep.

In Yamato, samurai were mostly the sons of samurai. But a daimyo had long had authority to appoint someone a
samurai, to serve him. After the great battle at Gifu, however, the then young Emperor Junichi, father of the present
Emperor Hikari, had set a limit on the number of samurai a dainyo could employ.
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Also, the appointment of a samurai was provisional at first. Permanance depended on the appointee being
interviewed and approved by the Emperor or his representative.

Later, with two reductions in the force adaimyo could keep, and the abundance of masterless samurai who
resulted, appointments became rare.

As a tehon daimyo, however, Matsumura was allowed five times the number of samurai an ordinary daimyo could
keep- one company assigned to the inherited family estate, and four, a full battalion, to the liege estate assigned him
as a tehon daimyo. Furthermore, Matsumura had been made an Emperor's representative for the approval of such
appointments.

Thus, on the day after their talk in the bath, Lord Matsumura Shinji announced the appointment of Tetsu-te
Nissa and Utayomi'’ Hansu as samurai. Their hair was tonsured in the samurai style, they were provided
appropriate clothing, and they began training in Yamatoan courtesy and the Shosen doctrine of the sword.



And a notice was sent to the Emperor of the formal adoption of Tetsu-te Nissa by Lord Matsumura Shinji, as his son.
And also of Utayorni Hansu by Tetsu-te Nissa. Both to be effective in ten days.

When they had sufficiently mastered Yarnatoan courtesy, the two would be ready to go out and seek the old
master, Ojiisan Tattobu.

— tayomi" is Yamatoan for poet.

THIRTEEN

The thunder crack was nearly simultaneous with the blinding flash, the combination stunning Matthew Kumalo for a
moment. One of the trees by the road, he thought. Probably shattered to the stump.

The wind snarled around the air intake on the back of the pinnace. He'd tumed off the force shield when the storm
arrived; it would attract lightning. He'd have lifted above the storm, except for the thought that Nils, or Hans or
Achikh, might come back and find the pinnace gone. Hopefully it would blow over shortly, a squall, but the
thought was unavoidable that this could be more. As a planetologist, he was aware that typhoons could visit these
islands in this season.

The pinnace, heavy as it was and as low as it sat to the ground, shuddered at a gust, and the lightnings irregular strobing
showed him Nikko's silhouette beside him.

"Maybe we ought to lift," Ted said from behind him. "It's getting worse, and I don't think anyone's going to come
back till it's over. I don't think anyone could even find us, the way it is out there."

"What do you think, Nikk?" Matthew asked.

" think- Suppose this tums into a typhoon. Could a typhoon wind damage us?"

"Strictly speaking, no. But typhoons spawn tornadoes, and if..."

He paused. The voice of the storm had changed, the sound now like nothing they'd heard before, like some pre-
plague express train approaching. "Shit!" One hand reached, touched the glowing light switch in front of him,
illuminating the control panel, and a finger jabbed the AG switch. He couldn't hear its hum through the storm noise, but
after a moment, a red light
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turned green. Again the finger jabbed. The Alpha lifted, abruptly enough that they felt the acceleration sharply. As they
lifted, he touched the commast retract key. Then the twister gripped the pinnace, jerked it tilting and spinning off its
gravitic vector. Matthew kept his seat with an effort, grabbing the manual flight control, which fortunately hadn't
been activated.

"Hold on!" he shouted. The pinnace whirled as if gripped in some enormous centrifuge, and something hard struck
them multiple blows, perhaps a building timber or piece of tree trunk. Seconds later the twister spit them out.

Alpha continued accelerating upward, lifting into clouds that pulsed with light and made their hair stand up. A
long minute later, they were above them and still climbing, A winking red light on the screen called attention to an
accompanying readout: the portside landing legs had been damaged. As had the commast, and in trying to retract it,
the motor had burned itself out. On top of that, they'd lost hull integrity. Matt parked close above the storm clouds.
Even at 14,000 meters, the rate of air loss seemed insignificant. The possibility of repairs was uncertain, and at any rate
would have to be done on the ground.

All three expedition members slumped in their seats, feeling drained and saying little. Mostly they sat
napping and waking intermittently until, at 0417 hours, an alarm began to blare: internal air pressure was down
to 700 millibars. Muzzy-headed, Matthew generated the force shield to reduce the pressure gradient, and bled
in some air from the backup tanks. Then he sat back and dipped in and out of sleep again until the limb of the
sun broke the horizon, and morning lit the clouds below them. Which weren't as high as before; the typhoon
had passed.

With the hull on transparent, they examined their landing gear from inside. It was apparent now to Matthew
that the legs wouldn't support the pinnaces weight, and belatedly he saw another problem. Switching the force shield
off, he lowered the pinnace to 8,000 meters, then read the remaining power charge.

"We're up that legendary creek without oars," he said grimly.

Ted stared at him. "What do you mean?" .
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"I mean we can't land. The AG grid has to be clear of the ground. If we sit down on it, we'll damage it, and
then we can't take off again.”
"Do we really need to land again? Can't we hover at thirty centimeters-something like that?'



Matthew shook his head. "The power reticulum only recharges with our weight on the ground."

Ted stared at him uncertainly.

"Think, man! You had basic pilot's training!" Matthew's uncharacteristic flash of anger surprised both of them,
and he continued more moderately. "We can't recharge if we can't land. And the AG generator draws more heavily
when hovering within the interface zone, right? With the drain increasing exponentially downward. Even at two
meters, hovering uses a lot more power than flying." He paused, shaking his head.”The force shield eats it up pretty
heavily, too, and besides all that, we depend on the reticulum to recharge the power slugs for every tool we have."

He asked the computer for the charge remaining. When it answered, his lips thinned to a slash. "We don't even
have the option of abandoning Nils and company and flying back to Varjby. We couldn't even reach the Caspian
with the charge we have left."

"So what do we do?" Ted asked.

Matthew didn't answer at once. Finally he said, "First we find a remote mountain meadow. Then Nikk lets
you and me out without landing. We fell a couple of trees, cut a pair of logs out of them, and pry them around
so I can land on them and still have the generator clear of the ground. Then we sit there long enough to recharge
the reticulum; twenty minutes ought to do it. After that we do what we talked about doing before, but this
time we do it. We go back to Varjby. The Northmen are the nearest thing we have to a reliable and friendly
supply base. We fly to Varjby, let you off without sitting her on the ground, and you'll have them lay down a
pair of logs to land on there. So I can do what's necessary to strengthen the landing legs. We've got a welding
torch, and Varjby's got a smithy with odds and ends of steel. The result won't be pretty, but it'll serve
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and won't take long. At the same time we'll refill the water tanks and replenish the food locker."

"We're going down and check the contact site here before we leave, aren't we?" Ted asked. "In case Nils or the
others are there?"

"We'll check, but we can't wait around. We'll check, then leave, with or without him. Or them. And come back
later."

They stopped six meters above the landing site. Though the storm was past, it was still raining. No one was in
sight- not even the residents of the demolished farmhouse. Ted wondered if they'd fled or been killed.

For a moment, none of the expedition said anything. Then Matthew raised the Alpha to 2,000 meters, and they
flew northwest over mountains, watching on the screen for a meadow that was level enough, and away from any sign of
human activity. Before very long, Matthew was circling one surrounded by old pine forest, at the head of a little
draw. The trees seemed mostly about forty to eighty centimeters in diameter; sixty would be plenty.

He chose a spot near an upper corner of the meadow, then settled to about ten meters-effectively above the
interface zone. "Here's what we'll do," he said pointing. "We'll cut two trees along that side, felling them crossways of
the slope. After we cut the branches off, we'll cut a log out of each and roll them where we want them. We can cut
a couple of stout pry poles to roll them with. Then we'll jimmy them around till the spacing's right, and set down on
them. Shouldn't take long."

Ted nodded. He'd already gotten the pinnace's laser saw from the tool locker and checked the power slug. Nikko
lowered the Alpha to half a meter, and the two men hopped out. The rain had dwindled, and the wind had fallen to
a moderate breeze, only occasionally gusting more strongly.

Matthew wielded the saw. He'd grown up a farm boy, and had felled trees before, though he wasn't any expert. He
chose an old veteran pine about eighty centimeters in diameter, cut a neat notch in the direction he wanted it to fall,
then began the backcut. About three-quarters of the way through, he stopped and swore.
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"What's the matter?"

"Its weight is wrong, or actually the breeze is. It wants to fall downhill instead of out where we want it. The cut's
closed, and I don't have any wedges."

"What do we do?"

"Cut a different tree."

He chose another, which fell nicely where intended, and then another. Wading through the wet grass, he cut a
stout, five-meter log from each trunk, careful to stand on the uphill side in case it rolled when it fell free. There was
enough slope that the logs did roll downhill a short distance on their own, to where the slope flattened a bit. He cut
two pry-poles then, and with considerable effort, they got the logs positioned suitably to land the Alpha on.

Matthew straightened, grinning with satisfaction. Nothing to it! he told himself. More slope than 1 wanted, but
we're not going to be here more than half an hour. He tumed and waved for Nikko to bring the pinnace down. At a
meter's height she stopped, and with hand signals, he guided her until the A/pha sat nicely on the two logs, the AG
generator safely clear of the ground.

"Nice work!" Nikko said as the two men climbed aboard. "I hadn't realized I'd married a logger." She spoke



instructions to the computer then, and the reticulum began recharging. A readout started to roll on the screen.
Looking at the two men, she added, ""You're soaked to the hips from the wet grass. You ought to change clothes and
throw those in the drier. Your boots too."

Matthew grinned. "Yes, mom." He sat down, and had just begun removing a boot when something struck the
pinnace violently from above. The vessel lurched, sliding along the logs and partly off, coming to a halt canted
about ten degrees to one side.

"What the hell!" Ted swore, picking himself off the deck. "What happened?"

Matthew didn't have to look; he'd realized as soon as it happened. "It's the tree I cut mostly off the stump," he
said. "The wind gusted, and pushed it hard enough to break it off. And it was tall enough that the top reached us."
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All three got out to look. The treetop, where it had struck the pinnace, was only twelve or fifteen centimeters in
diameter, but it had had a lot of momentum, a lot of force. The ship-metal hull had resisted caving in or even
denting, but two landing legs had collapsed. The AG grid had hung up on a log, jammed there by the combined
weight of the tree and the pinnace. They stared without speaking, almost without breathing. Then Matthew
climbed back aboard and asked the computer for a status report, glowering at what it gave him.

"Shit!"

Nikko, just climbing in the door, knew it was bad without asking; Matthew rarely swore. "What?" she asked.

"The AG's inop; we can't fly. And structural integrity's further reduced, not that that makes much difference now.
And the commast not only won't retract; it's smashed. We don't have radio, except for our commsets. No good for
monitoring broad wave bands. The good news is, the reticulum's still charging."

Ted peered over his shoulder at the screen. And remembered his winter with Nils and Achikh, and Bans, north of the
Altai Range in Siberia. They'd lived in a lean-to in the autumn snow, while with axes they'd built a crude and drafty log
hut. This wasn't half as bad. Here they had shelter and heat and even a kitchen, and didn't have to breathe smoke
from a fire pit.

"Well," he said, "in the meantime maybe we ought to get that tree off our roof."

They spent the next forty minutes cutting up the windfallen tree, rolling the upper trunk off the pinnace, and lopping
down the tops of all three pines. Every time Matthew looked at the Alpha, his guts knotted; they really were
stranded. Come on Phaeacia, he thought. Get here!

When they'd finished, they climbed back into the pinnace and changed into dry clothes. Nikko prepared brunch,
splurging a bit. Matt needs it, she told herself. As the in-charge, he worries more than Ted and I. Not that he needs to.

When they'd eaten, they sat back and relaxed over a mug of hot spruce tea, from buds obtained from the
Northmen- a little bitter, but relaxing. "Nice lunch," said Ted. "Let me volunteer to go to market."

Matthew looked at him wryly.

118

'We can hunt, I suppose,” Ted continued. "But I saw fields, farm fields I mean, in the valley on this side of the
mountain, before we put down here."

Matt's expression changed. He'd known the new Ted Baver was different, but even so, he hadn't expected this
level of observation and initiative from him. "You used to be afraid of getting lost," he said. "Are you sure you want to
do this?"

"I'm still leary of getting lost. I certainly don't have the built-in homing system that Nils and Hans have, and
Achikh. But I can handle a short-range trip like this. And someone needs to go. If you'd rather?" he finished.

Matthew shook his head. "You'll probably do better than I would, and I'm sure you're in better shape for mountain
hiking than [ am."

Ted nodded. "We need to scout the area anyway. 'l follow the draw; it grows into a sort of shallow ravine farther
down, as I recall. There's probably a brook in it we can get water from. It's bound to come to a valley before too far.
Then I'll go downstream till I come to some farms, and see what the possibilities are for buying food." He
looked around. "What can we spare that I can use to trade with?"

"Gold and silver," Nikko said promptly. "Danish coins we had for buying supplies in Denmark and Germany. I
can't imagine anyone objecting to King JOrgen's face on them." She turned to her husband. "What's the matter, Matt?"

After a moment he answered. "These-Yamatoans can be a violent people, judging from the castles we've seen. And"
- he looked at Ted, who sat intent but calm- "you'll be going down there alone. With nothing we can do to bail you
out, if anything happens. So you'll go prepared. And I want you to be careful.”

"Sure, Matt. I'm no Nils; I'll be as careful as I can. And I'll be armed. Just the sound of a slug thrower should be
enough to stop these people. If not-" He shrugged. "I can always shoot someone in the leg or shoulder, I suppose.
But nothing's goingto happen. Even the Kazakhs could be talked to, bargained with. And this-" He gestured at his jumpsuit.
"They've never seen anything like it. What they'll be is curious, maybe a little awed. Probably the way I talk will help,
too."
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Half an hour later, Ted was ready. He'd declined to take a sleeping bag; it would cut down on the amount of food he
could bring back. He'd sleep in some farmhouse or hay shed. They'd agreed he wouldn't tell anyone about the pinnace, and
wouldn't bring anyone back with him. If he could, he'd avoid being followed, even if he had to ambush a follower
and lay him low with the stunner on his belt. His commset was in a pocket, along with extra magazines for the pistol. And
for extreme emergencies, he had one of the Alphas few grenades clipped on his belt, a concussion grenade made in the
Phaeacids machine shop, after the Northmen had pre-empted their supply of fragmentation grenades for the Orc war.
For producing casualties, it was inferior to a fragmentation grenade, but it could kill, especially up close. And just as
important, it seemed to him it would scare hell out of people. In the unlikely event he needed it.

On his back, covered by a poncho, was a willow pack frame with a large, woven willow basket lashed on it,
provided by the Northmen two years earlier, and used by Matthew for bringing supplies to the pinnace on research
trips. Ted climbed out, then turned to them and waved-grinning!-before he strode off downhill, and out of sight into
the forest.

"Well," said Matthew, "the new Ted! I'd pretty much given up on him ever being worth much, back before he
took off with Nils last year."

Nikko nodded. "And we haven't adjusted to the changes yet. You know, before we came down this moming, you
talked to him as if he was a fool. You almost never speak to anyone like that."

He sipped his tea ruefully. "I suppose it was partly because of the magnitude of the situation. And partly because I
hadn't realized what it meant till just then; I should have known right away. So I took it out on him. Apparently it
didn't bruise him though."

Matt shifted mental gears, putting the subject aside. "Meanwhile we're stranded in the mountains a long way
from Varjby and the Northmen. We'll just have to sit tight until the Phaeacia arrives back from New Home,
whenever that is. It could easily be a year or more. Even two or three."

JohnDdmas
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"It shouldn't take them long to find us when they do," Nikko said. "As long as the electrical system functions and
we can keep the reticulum charged. I realize the commast is inop, but it's not as if we have to monitor for them.
The first thing they'll do is scan for us, and their instruments can pick up our beam, commast or no."

Matthew pursed his lips thoughtfully. "They'll find us all right. If we stay with the Alpha.”

Nikko's eyebrows raised. "Why would we leave it?"

"Good question. Probably we won't. But I can think of two or three scenarios, more or less unlikely, that could force
us to leave." And there are probably others, he added to himself, that wouldn't occur to me.

He wished then that he hadn't said anything about it. Nikko's expression had turned troubled, and there'd been no
point in worrying her, when it was all hypothetical and there was nothing they could do about any of'it.

FOURTEEN

Not fifty meters below the meadow was a large seep, giving birth to a rivulet. Ted wasn't sure whether it ran
constantly, or only when there'd been a lot of rain. Within the next hundred meters, however, more seeps enlarged
the rivulet to a small brook, which surely, he thought, must run all the time, though no doubt it would shrink
somewhat with a week or two of clear weather. After a little, the draw became a small ravine, which eventually
fed into a larger, with a fall-fledged creek three meters wide. It must have been swollen by the typhoon, but its water
was clear nonetheless. Using his pocket comm, he informed Matthew, then made a small cairn, actually a stack of three
rocks, so he'd recognize the junction when he came back. When he'd finished, he started downstream. Travel was
slowed by tangled patches of fresh blowdown, but not as much as he thought it might be. It was as if the structural
integrity of the stand, along with protection by the terrain, had saved it from severe wind damage. He saw several
ancient trees that had been riven by lightning, freshly scarred from crown to bottom and with pieces of top
scattered about, attesting to the electrical violence that had come with the wind.

After several kilometers, the ravine opened into the valley. He paused to mark the place with five pieces of dead
wood, set up like a miniature teepee frame and tied at the top with a length of snowberry vine. Then he checked in
with the pinnace to update them. The valley bottom was forested there, and a swollen and powerful stream surged
through it; Ted hoped he wouldn't have to cross it. Paralleling the stream was a wide trail, or perhaps a rough and
narrow road; he wasn't sure which concept applied best here, in a land where there seemed to be almost no wheeled
traffic. Along the trail or road, blowdown
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had been severe. It was as if the stream gap had served as an entry point, funneling the wind, which had reaped the
streamside forest like a scythe, windrowing the trees.

Ted paralleled the road, keeping well back from the river to avoid the worst of the blowdown. After four or
five laborious kilometers, he came to a hayfield. Again he informed the A/pha.

In the forest, the trees had been dripping. It wasn't till now that he realized the rain had stopped entirely. Perhaps
for the day, because the clouds had thinned enough that dimly he could see his shadow. The hay had been cut, and
cocked over racks that looked like segments of tall rail fences, but much of it had blown away. What remained stuck
like soggy green-gray mats on the windward side of the few surviving racks. About a kilometer ahead, he could see
the remains of a hamlet, with people moving around amidst the debris. As he walked toward it, keeping to the road
now, he came to what he recognized as a potato field, its plants flattened by wind and beating rain. Presumably
they were mature enough that the potatoes themselves could be harvested. He wondered how things had gone
with their other crops. It occurred to him that the people here might not have any surplus they'd care to sell him.

No one noticed him till he was about a hundred and fifty meters from the hamlet. By that time he'd
distinguished two sorts of people ahead. Some were working; others were sitting or squatting, talking. It was the
latter who reacted to him. They got to their feet, and he saw they were armed, holding bows, stringing them.
Soldiers, he thought, then revised his impression to bandits, because they weren't uniformed. And it struck him with
a jolt that they could easily reach him with a flight of arrows, leave him dead. His slug thrower, on the other hand,
had a practical range of perhaps forty meters. He'd had some training with it, and some time on a target range,
but beyond forty meters, to hit something man-sized would be luck, not skill. Taking them all out with it, before
being skewered with arrows, seemed impossible beyond a dozen meters.

He threw the poncho back off his shoulders.
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Haifa dozen of the armed men walked partway out to meet him. Close the gap to a dozen meters, he told
himself, and kept walking, his right hand reaching across to his pistol and loosening the holster flap, then finding
the grenade. A dozen meters, he repeated, then stop and talk, see what develops. Somehow, though, he doubted
they'd be interested in conversation, and wished he'd thought this through before he'd started out. He should, it
seemed to him now, have skirted the fields through the forest fringe, where they wouldn't have seen him. Scouted the
place before he showed himself.

But on the other hand, there'd been no reason to expect bandits.

He took his commset out of its pocket, switched it on, and clipped it to the front of his jumpsuit. "Alpha, Alpha, this
is Ted," he said. "I've encountered what looks like either bandits or local militia. About fifty meters away. They've strung
their bows and have arrows nocked. Wish me luck. Ted out."

It seemed obvious now that his greeting party had no intention of shooting him out of hand. They stood eyeing him,
talking amongst themselves, seemingly not worried but watchful. A little nervous, perhaps, because of his jumpsuit
and poncho. Their clothes were rough and dirty, and they wore short rain capes made of straw. At twenty meters, one
of them called out to him.

"StOp!"

He took two more strides and stopped, pistol in one hand, grenade in the other. The grenade could be activated by
thumb pressure; an impact then would set it off.

"Who are you?' the man asked. "What are you doing here?"

Ted raised his arms as if blessing them, each hand holding a weapon. His bowels felt as if he had diarrhea, as if he
could soil his shorts right there, but his mind was clear. "I come from Heaven," he said. "I am sent by Amaterasu-
omikami."® She has a demand to make of this village, and I will speak with its headman. Take me to him. Now!"

— "® "Heaven-shining Great Deity," or Sun Goddess, who in the religion of present-day
Yamato, shares the central godhood with the Buddha Amida.
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No one had raised their bowyet. The jumpsuit had stopped them, Ted thought, that and his brazen
claim. After an uncertain moment, the man who'd spoken bowed, just a little; others followed his
example, some more" deeply. "Please be so kind as to follow me," the man said. As he turned away,
Ted felt an urge to shoot him, then empty his magazine into the others, now, when they were off
guard. But he didn't. There were others watching, some on their feet, and besides, if they were militia
mstead of bandits, it would be an act of murder, a canker on his conscience, and make enemies of the
people here.

And then it was too late, for some of the group fell in behind him as he followed their spokesman into
the demolished hamlet. Bandits, definitely, he decided now, and there were at least twenty of them.



They seemed to be samurai, though they looked shaggy and unkempt; most wore two swords
scabbarded in their sashes. The people who worked carried no weapons; those who didn't were
armed. He wondered if, given a chance, the farmers would fight.

Ted had assumed the man he'd spoken with was the leader. Now it was clear he wasn't, for he stopped
and bowed before an open-sided, straw-mat shelter. Its occupant sat on a log like a scowling
bullfrog, while the other reprised what had been said out in the field.

The bandit leader turned his gaze to Ted, eyes like obsidian marbles, and seemed to turn him inside
out for inspection. Then, "Make him captive!" the man barked.

Ted surprised himself perhaps as much as he did the bandits: He shot the leader in the middle of the
forehead, then turning, dropped to one knee and continued pulling the trigger, nearly emptying the
magazine before he stopped. Six bandits lay wounded or dead, while the others had prostrated
themselves or knelt with their faces in the dirt, hands beside their heads.

"Which of you is the leader now?" Ted asked. "Let him receive my orders!"

One answered, his forehead on the ground. "I am that unworthy person," he said. "It is clear that
you are what you claim to be. It is yours to order, ours to obey."

"Good. What is your name?"

"I am called Yorigifu, your holiness."
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Ted grunted. "Get up," he said, and gestured at the others with his pistol. "Have these pig-like non-humans pile
their bows and swords on the ground in front of me. Now!" They got up, milled around briefly getting into a line,
then filed past him, eyes on his slug thrower, to pile their weapons, each man bowing when he'd done so. Itseemed to
Ted they wouldn't have been so docile, even in the face of the slug thrower, if they hadn't bought his claim now to
having come from the goddess.

"Stand over there," he said when they were done, gesturing with the pistol again. They gathered in a watchful
clump.

"Now get on your knees, all of you. Or the power of Amaterasu-omikami will destroy you as it did those
others."

They knelt. I could Ml them all with the grenade now, he told himself, but didn't. Instead he turned to the farmers,
who had also prostrated themselves. "You! Farmers! Which of you is the leader? Come to me now!"

An aging former got to his feet and started over, hat in his hands, eyes on the ground. About four meters in front of
Ted, he got down on his knees again and bowed his forehead to the dirt.

"You are the leader of these people?" Ted asked.

"Excuse me, yes, your reverence. [ am not worthy of it, but they insist."

"Good. Stand up."

Hesitantly the man stood, his eyes on his work-gnarled hands.

"Tell me what these others, these bandits, have been doing here."

The farmer told a story of plundering, vandalism, rape and murder-told it not only to led but to the commset
clipped to the jumpsuit, though he didn't know it.

'"Thank you. Have some of your men come to me. Have them bring strong ropes, and-" Not knowing the word
for machete, he groped, then improvised. "And chopping knives."

The farmer turned without hesitating, calling names and an order. Within a few minutes, the bandits' hands were
tied. Then Ted had them roped together by the neck and walked to the nearby forest edge, where he supervised
tying them to windbroken tree stubs. When he returned to the hamlet,
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someone had cut the heads off the wounded and dead bandits. Ted looked at the results distastefully.

"Now," he told the old man, "have the bodies disposed of. I must go apart from you and speak with the
goddess. Later I'll tell you something else to do."

He walked about fifty meters back up the road then, and squatted. He'd gotten good at squatting,
during his year with the Northmen. "Alpha” he said, "this is Ted Alpha, this is Ted. I guess you
heard it all."

"We heard, Ted. How many people did you shoot?"

"S]'_X."

Matthew didn't say anything for several seconds, then asked, "What's being done for the wounded?"

"The locals hacked their heads off with machetes, while I was having the captives tied to trees."

There was another long pause, then a sigh that Ted could hear over the radio. "Well, I guess I can
understand that."

Ted took over the conversation. "It's too late to start back," he said. "It was slow hiking, even downbhill,



with the blowdown in the woods, especially here in the valley. And going back, I hope to be carrying a load
of food. Mostly uphill. I'll spend the night in the hamlet. They've got some log sheds here they've been
more or less roofing. I'll get food from them in the morning- grain if I can, otherwise probably potatoes-
and start back."

He felt suddenly all used up, and began to shake. A response to the killing, he realized. He stayed where
he was till it stopped, then went back to the hamlet.

Fires had been made, and bedding hung on makeshift racks to dry. Makeshift. It occurred to Ted that
primitive people were good at makeshift-clever and resourceful. They fed him, and while he ate, his
commset came to life. The voice was Nikko's, speaking Anglic. The people near him backed away,
alarmed and awed.

"Ted, this is Alpha. Ted this is Alpha. We have a tiger outside. Repeat, a tiger outside. A great big thing,
Matthew saw it, and switched on the force shield. It just bumped its nose on it, and didn't like it....
Now it's trying to climb the- It slid off." There was a pause. "Now it's circling. Ted's loading an assault
rifle; we can't have it hanging around here."
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There was nothing then for a long minute. She's getting ready to switch off the shield, Ted thought,
and raised his bowl to his mouth again, shoving mush in with chopsticks. A shot banged, then a short
burst of them, and another, sounding strange over the commset. He put down his bowl in alarm.
Had Matt missed? Haifa minute later, Nikko spoke again.

The tiger jumped when the shield switched off, as if it felt it, and Matt missed his first shot. Then
it took off running. Another shot made it's hindquarters go down, then it was up and running again.
The third one sent it down entirely, but it got away into the forest. He's going out now to see if he can
find it and finish it off."

"Which way did it run?"

"Downhill."

Oh great. A wounded tiger between here and there. "Tell him to be careful.”

"He will be. I'll let you know whether he kills it or not. It must be pretty badly hit though, to have gone down."

We'll hope.

An hour later, Matthew called. "Ted, I didn't find him. I'm really sorry about this. Apparently he took
off and kept going. I expect he'll be very cautious about humans now, but be alert coming back. Alert as
you can be."

"You can bet on it." Ted paused, thinking, remembering the wild bull he'd shot, back in the
Balkans. A slug thrower didn't have a lot of authority against large animals. "What do you think of a
stunner, against a tiger? On full strength and close up, it might work better than a slug thrower, don't
you think?'

Matthews reply came slowly. "You may be right about that. Stunner on full, with a semi-broad
beam. That way you're sure to hit it, and any kind of hit should put it down, out to maybe six or
eight meters."

The planetologist had sounded worried, unhappy. "Okay," Ted answered. "Sounds right to me."

When they were finished, Ted considered taking a local along with him, to watch to the rear. But
that would jeopardize the pinnace; the man would go back and tell what he saw. No,
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he'd have to go alone. And Matt was right: the tiger would probably steer clear of humans now.

Or if it didn't, surely it would be gun-shy. Pistol first, Ted told himself, if I have time. Then the stunner if it keeps
coming. Then a bullet in the brain, to finalize things.

He wasn't very happy with the situation, though.

FIFTEEN

When Ted lay down in the shed to sleep, that evening, he kept his web belt on, with his bolstered pistol
attached. His stunner and commset he laid under the edge of the woven straw mat he'd been given to sleep on,
where his hands could find them easily in the dark. The stunner was set on medium-beam low-sufficient to stun, to
paralyze someone at close range. For convenience, the commset was on Crisscross.

He hadn't been asleep long when someone, two someones, came into the shed and grabbed him, jerking him to his
feet, their strength surprising. A torch flickered weakly from the doorway. He struggled, kicking, throwing his



weight around. A blow in the belly drove the wind from him, and a fist struck his face twice, hard, like being kicked
by a horse. The world went black.

Kirisaki Hoshin had arrived with his men not long after dark. Arrived tired and surly and late. They'd hoped to
arrive the evening before, but the ambush had gone sour. He'd lost several men and most of his horses, and made
off with little more than one captive, a high-born girl, daughter of a lord.

Then the faifit had struck, and they'd spent a wet and utterly miserable night huddled in the forest. In spite of the
storm, that stupid Mitsuya had tried to rape the girl in the night, and he'd had to cut his head off. What kind of human
would try to rape a samurai's daughter? Disgraceful! Some of these ronin!/ With dawnlight they'd set out up the road,
on foot in the rain, leading the few horses they had left, struggling around blowdown all the way. At one point they'd
seen human bodies in the river-headless bodies!-caught in the branches of a fallen tree. It had made him more
cautious than he might otherwise
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-have been. It seemed to Kirisaki one of the worst days he'd ever lived through.

The farmers, not knowing of them, had posted no sentries. Hoshin had expected sentries-One-son's sentries-and
not being challenged as he approached the hamlet, he'd stopped before entering. What could be wrong? He'd sent
men to scout the hamlet's perimeter, and they'd found some of Ono-san's men tied to trees! They'd cut them loose
and brought them to him. One of them had been Yorigiiu, who told him all that had happened. It explained the
headless bodies,

Kirisaki slapped the peasant woman on the rump and sent her back out of the shelter with her clothes in her
hands. She hadn't been much good, but in a place like this, after a day like his had been... He pulled on his
clothes, and by the light of a candle fastened the web belt around his waist.

Yorigifu insisted that the small iron club scabbarded on it was a terribly deadly weapon. Kirisaki found it hard to
believe. Certainly it hadn't produced thunder and lightning for him. It didn't even have a sharp edge! In the morning,
he told himself, the foreigner will have recovered from the beating Seiichi gave him. I mil question him about it
then. Meanwhile the belt and its appendages looked and felt good on his waist.

The peasants gave them breakfast, and loaded the horses with barley, beans, and sweet potatoes. The barley was
somewhat wet, but he'd take a couple of village boys and they could spread it on a canvas in the sun, when they
stopped for rest.

While preparations were being made, Kirisaki had the foreigner brought to him, and looked him up and
down. The foreigner’s clothing was very strange; he'd never seen so many pockets, nor any pocket at all that opened
and closed in such a marvelous way. It almost made one believe the man's story. But surely no one from the Goddess
would stand before him with his hands tied and his face swollen and discolored.

Kirisaki began to unzip pockets, till he found in one of them a purse with gold and silver coins. The bandit put it
inside his shirt, under his sash, then drew the iron club from its scabbard.

"What is this?'he asked.

"My teppo," said the foreigner.
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"Teppo? What is teppo?"

"4 magic weapon given to me by Amaterasu-omikami."

Kirisaki slapped the man's face, hard, rocking his head to one side. It irritated him that a foreigner would claim
such a thing, Besides, there was a certain fear that the man might be speaking the truth.”Tell me how it works," he
ordered-

The foreigner stretched forth a hand, as if Kirisaki was to band it to him. Again Kirisaki slapped the swollen face,
even harder this time, to teach him respect, so the man settled for telling him: one pressed back on the little lever.
(He didn't mention the safety.) When nothing happened, no thunder and lightning, Kirisaki slapped the foreigner again,
leaving the imprint of his palm on the man's face.

The foreigner then explained that the kami had given it only a limited blessing, sufficient only for himseE
Perhaps prayer by some sufficiently exalted personage-the emperor for example-might exalt it sufficiently that it
would work for him. Otherwise it was only an ordinary club.

When they left the hamlet, the foreigner left with them, a leather rope around his neck, a tether. They also took
several of the hamlet's women to cook for and entertain them. They'd send them back before they left the valley.
Kashira would want to examine the foreigner and his iron club. Perhaps he could even make it roar.



Shortly after the bandits left, one of the farm wives heard a muffled voice coming from the shed the foreigner had
slept in. She looked inside timidly and saw no one, but the voice continued.

She hurried off to tell the headman. Hesitantly he went to the shed and looked inside. Just as he looked, the voice
spoke again. Frowning he stepped in, then raised the straw mat the foreigner had slept on. There beneath it was a
magic amulet, which spoke in some unintelligible tongue, perhaps that of the gods.

He stepped back, suppressing his fright, and watched the amulet until it stopped.

There was another object with it, but it said nothing.
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He sent the woman, his daughter, for a piece of silk that had been salvaged from his demolished house. When
she'd brought it, he carefully wrapped the commset and stunner in it and buried them reverently next to the little
chapel where the hamlet worshiped Amida, marking the spot widi a round stone the size of his head. When there
was time, he'd have a more suitable marker made.

Matt and Nikko had been getting ready for bed, the evening before, when the ship's comm had picked up sounds of
angry voices, one of them certainly Ted's, muffled and unintelligible. Matthew's first impulse had been to call and
ask what was going on. Then the noise had stopped, and he'd decided to leave well enough alone. There was
nothing he could do to help, if help was needed. It seemed best to remain unknown, and let Ted call him when he
had the chance.

But when the sun was well up and he'd heard nothing further, he decided to call and see if Ted answered. He didn't,
and it seemed to Matt that something bad had happened. He tried again from time to time, without much hope. It
seemed to him the bandits must have gotten loose and captured Ted. And considering what Ted had done to six
of them earlier, Matt didn't expect to see the young ethnologist alive again.

Prove mewrong, Ted, and I'll be the happiest man on Earth, he told himself.

Meanwhile they had about three days food for the two of them. He supposed he'd have to go to the village
sooner or later and try to get some. Hopefully the bandits weren't settling in there for the winter. For now, though,
he'd stay with the Alpha, just in case Ted called after all, laying his fears to rest

They stretched their three days' food for five. On the sixth, Matthew rose early, and with an assault rifle in his
hands, and pistol and stunner on his belt, hiked to the valley. There he skirted the field, staying within the forest edge,
and approaching the village, heard screams. His heart almost spasmed in his chest, and he hurried forward, rifle
ready.

He only had to go partway. The tiger came trotting from the hamlet with a child in its jaws, feet dragging.
Matthew
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aimed, squeezed the trigger, and this time the cat collapsed, while the gunshot echoed through the
valley. He ran to it then, ready to shoot again, and to his surprise found the child alive, her eyes wide and
vague, chest and shoulder pierced by the big cat's fangs. The tiger was dead; the bullet had struck it
behind the shoulder, piercing the heart. There were two older bullet wounds, one through the hips, the
other scoring the tail hump.

Two women came running and crying. They paid almost no attention to Matthew, but helped the
child to her feet. When her legs wouldn't hold her, the younger of the. women hoisted her in strong
arms and began to carry her back toward the hamlet. Several other women and men had come running
after, and it was these who descended on Matt, dropping to their knees before him, thanking him.

By midday he was on his way back to the pinnace with the pack basket Ted had left, full of barley,
potatoes, and a jar of something the locals called "miso."

And with the story of what had happened to Ted Baver. So far as he could see, there was nothing he
could do about it, nothing at all.

SIXTEEN

Achikh had spent perhaps fifteen percent of his total living hours on horseback, but never before lying across one
on his belly, tied in place and gagged, the gag threatening to dislocate his jaw. The saddle was simply a straw mat. Rain
beat on him- not cold, as rains go, but it soaked the heat from his body nonetheless, and he had spells of violent
shivering.

At one point, early on, he knew by the splashing that they were crossing a stream. If it was the same one he'd
noticed from the pinnace, it had been a braided set of small and shallow watercourses sharing an otherwise dry
riverbed. Now it was already receiving the beginnings of storm runoff.



Wind blasted and howled; thunder rumbled and banged and crackled. Having the usual Mongol fear of electrical
storms, he kept his eyes tightly shut, but the almost constant lightning flickered through his lids.

Soon after the river crossing, they began to climb. The road passed through forest now, Achikh knew, for the
wind only plucked at them now and then, though it roared through the treetops. Too, the rain no longer slashed.
It simply poured.

The sound of trees falling became an increasing counterpoint to the wind and thunder. After the time it takes to ride a
league on level ground-half a league or less, climbing the mountain road-they stopped, perhaps to rest the horses. Then
he heard the one called Takada talking to the others, shouting to be heard above the storm, and sounding
impossibly cheerful: "It is the taifis,” he said.”’There is no doubt of it. Very soon the river will be impassable
behind us; there can be no pursuit. We will shelter at the inn on Hibari Pass, and continue in the moming."
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Moments later they went on. Achikh hoped that Hibari Pass
was not too far away.

It was far enough. In places the road was blocked by fallen trees. Some of these they dragged out of the way,
men and horses straining. Mostly, though, they picked their way around them, on treacherous side slopes through
pitch-black forest, the riders on foot, groping, swearing, leading their horses. Achikh was sure it was midnight when they
rode into the open. There the wind struck like the fists of God, buffeting and grabbing at him, while the rain was
like a whip, threatening to flay the skin off his exposed neck. His horse staggered at a gust.

Finally they stopped, and he opened his eyes, twisting his head in an effort to see. Little enough was visible; the
wind had long since snatched the torch flames into oblivion. But the almost constant lightning let him glimpse a
building of logs, as a sort of after-image. Then someone untied him from the horse, and hands set him on his feet.
They let go too soon, and he fell. Someone kicked him. Someone else hauled him to his feet again-two someones-
and held him upright till he could stand alone, then led him through a door.

It was a large stable they entered, lit by several oil lamps. Besides horses, it sheltered more than a dozen
people, not including Achikh and his captors. They lay on pads of woven straw, or squatted on the dirt floor. The
innkeeper hurried over and talked with Takada Chiu. The stable was his strongest building. The inn itself had been
losing panels to the wind well before the storm hit its stride. By now, who knew what was left? Surely not the
roof, on this exposed saddle and with wall panels gone.

With nine new travelers, the inn-keeper sent most of his staff to sleep in a shed. The logs of its walls were not
wind-tight, and rain could blow in, but clients must have priority, certainly samurai clients. The stable roof too had
developed numerous leaks through which water trickled to muddy the floor. A small wood fire, now little more
than coals, glowed between two mud patches; above it, apot steamed on a tripod. Elsewhere, a brazier held burning
charcoal. A new fire, located away from major leaks, was built for Takada's company, and
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they sat around it, their clothes steaming. Achikh lay on the floor behind Takada. Quickly enough, they were eating
barley noodles with miso and shavings offish, and pickled giant radish, all but Achikh, whose gag was still in his
mouth. Sake had been warmed on the brazier, and bowls were poured for them.

Four ronin were sheltered there, uncouth looking, long unshaven and with their hair wild, not at all in proper
samurai style. Their clothing looked as if they hadn't taken it off for a month or more, let alone washed it.
Takada's lieutenant murmured in his leader's ear: "Excuse me for bringing it up, Takada-san, but I don't like the
look of those ronin. Would you like me to question them?"

Takada Chiu lowered his head and looked at them briefly from beneath his brows. "Ignore them," he murmured.
"It is true they look like malcontents, but four are too few to make trouble for us. And in the long run, malcontents
are likelier to be on our side than on that of the Emperor."

After a little, the innkeeper asked if Takada wanted his captive to be given food or water. The samurai looked coldly
at the man. "Do not trouble about him. He is my concern, not yours. He is a foreigner, and without caste."

The innkeeper bowed deeply and went back to the brazier. Servants unrolled pads on the floor for the
newcomers, all but Achikh, and soon they were asleep, even the Buriat, though he woke often, once with leg cramps
that almost made him cry out around his gag. Being bound and gagged as he was, was worse than the cangue.

At daylight, Takada and his lieutenant stepped to the door and looked outside. The great wind had passed, and
the rain had diminished to a light but steady fall. Nothing was left of the inn itself but the floor posts, as someone
had guessed. The roofs were gone from most of the log outbuildings.

Takada said the obvious: "Every stream is in flood; even creeks must be impassable. We will wait here. If the rain



stops soon, tomorrow the smaller streams may be fordable." He stepped back in, closing the door.”Take the
foreigner outside to relieve himself," he murmured, "then give him food and drink and gag him again. We cannot
have him talking in here."
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The day passed slowly. Most of the travelers spent it drinking and napping. By midmorming the rain had stopped
and the sun shone sporadically. Soon the leaks stopped dripping.

The next day dawned clear and bright. When Takada awoke, the four 7onin had already left. It was a good sign as well
as a welcome departure; they'd apparently decided the road was passable. If they were going southeastward toward
Momiji-joka, Takada had no doubt they were wrong. But northwestward- He sent two men ahead to the next
stream; they were to come back and tell him if it was passable. Less than an hour later they were back. It was
passable; one of them had crossed it to make sure.

An hour later they'd eaten, and servants of the inn had saddled the horses. This time they put Achikh upright on his,
though his hands were still tied and he wore a rope around his neck. When they were away from the stable, the gag
was removed from his mouth.

They crossed the first stream, and not much later reached the second. While they were fording it, arrows flashed
out of the forest. The targets had been deliberately chosen. All of Takada's party were wounded or killed except
himself and his prisoner. Takada, his sword gripped in both hands, refused to surrender, so he was beaten down by
lance shafts, and bound. His wounded men were killed. Then their assailants led them off the road and up a shallow

draw to a trail along the ridge crest.
SEVENTEEN

The line of bandits rode their horses through the forest. Mostly not following what had been the trail, because
mostly the trail had run along the crest. And the crest, exposed to the fall force of the typhoon, was a chaos of heaped
and tangled blowdowns. So they picked their slow way along the leeside, where windfalls were far fewer.
Occasionally the blowdown pattern allowed them to follow a hoofwom road.

They'd untied Achikh. It was, he thought, as if having been Chiu's prisoner had given him a certain status. He rode
freely, though he was kept in the middle of the string of horsemen.

If he didn't know who his new captors were, at least he knew from things they said to each other that they were
bandits. Among them were ihe four ronin who'd been at the inn on the pass. The others were the same sort of men,
wearing worn and dirty clothes, their beards wild and unkempt, their hair grown out. In their sashes, however, they
wore the paired swords of samurai.

He might quite possibly have escaped, and he considered it. His horse was as good as theirs, and the country was wild.
Had he picked his time and place well-a place where speed was possible, and a situation in which he couldn't readily be
cut off-it was questionable whether they could have caught him or even shot him. Yamatoans were good horsemen, by
most standards, as good as the Polish and German knight she'd fought half a world away, but it seemed clear to him that
they weren't as good on horseback as his own people, nor were they as good in the wildemess as he. True the
Buriats were basically a steppe tribe, but they also hunted and traveled and raided in forested mountains-the
Jablonovyj Chrebet, the Altai Shan, and lesser ranges that interrupted the Mongolian steppe.
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So escape seemed possible, with a little luck. But escape to where? He decided to remain with the bandits, travel
with them, learning more about these Yamatoans, and something of the geography here.

On one occassion, when a deer watched them from across a small meadow, Achikh borrowed a bow and two arrows
from one of bandits. It was a considerably longer bow than he was used to, though not as stiff, and he didn't expect a
hit. It was simply an opportunity to evaluate the weapon. His first arrow took the deer in the throat at some hundred
paces, and the second wasn't necessary. Achikh concealed his surprise. After that they spoke to him now and then,
beyond simple orders, as if his foreignness was no longer such a barrier.

They rode for three and a half days, more or less northwestward, zigzagging as necessary to accommodate the
terrain, or to seek a crossing of some still-dangerous mountain stream. On the fourth day they reached the main bandit
camp, in a high meadow where the bandits grazed their horse herd. Near the upper end were two longhouses, low-
roofed and made of crudely chinked logs. At that elevation, it seemed to Achikh that in winter, deep snows would
build up, and the bandits would hardly overwinter there. Especially since their horses had already overgrazed the
meadow; the animals would surely starve.

Most of each longhouse was one long narrow common room with many pallets for sleeping-thirty or more, Achikh



reckoned. Together, the longhouses would easily sleep sixty, a hundred with crowding, but until the raiding party
arrived, there were only fifteen or twenty there. The chief, called simply Kashira, had a separate room at one end of a
longhouse, next to the storeroom. One of his men had reported the raiding party's .approach, and Kashira was
waiting for them in the common room. Achikh and Chiu were taken to him there.

Kashira sat uprighton a keg, legs splayed, hands on knees, a husky man all angles in his sitting posture, and watched
them enter. He scarcely noticed Achikh; his attention was on Chiu. Chiu's hands were tied, and his face swollen and
discolored worse than Achikh's. The sergeant who'd led the party bowed low.
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"So, Fujishige," Kashira said, "what have you brought me?"

'"Twelve packhorses of goods, and two prisoners. One is a foreigner, and the other an emperor's courier."

"Indeed!" He indicated Chiu with a hand. "How do you know he is an emperor's courier?"

"Watanabe heard him talking."

"Mm-m. Watanabe, please step forward!"

Watanabe stepped up without enthusiasm. He sensed that something was wrong here. "How did you know this
man was an imperial courier?" Kashira asked.

"During the taiju,” Watanabe said, "we stayed in the stable on Hibari Pass. This man" -he indicated Chiu-
"entered with his party. I positioned myself near him, and overheard what he said to the innkeeper. It was clear to
me then that he was an imperial courier who might have valuable information."

Chiu said nothing, but his eyes glittered with cold passion. Kashira stood up and punched Watanabe in the face,
knocking him down. "Tie him!" he said to Fujishige. Fujishige positioned himself above Watanabe, sword in hand, and
barked an order to one of his men. The man hurried into the supply room and came out withalengthofleatherthong.
Fujishige thenpersonally bound Watanabe.

"I have distrusted you for some time," Kashira said to the bound man. "Now I know you for a liar." He gestured
toward Chiu. "Untie him. He is Takada Chiu, a friend of mine, and a younger brother of Lord Takada Keizo.
Certainly no friend or courier of the emperor." He looked again at Fujishige. "What person struck my friend, that his
face is swollen?"

Fujishige bowed low.”That too was Watanabe."

"Hmm. Well. We must see him properly punished." He looked at Achikh now. "And this one?'

Fujishige looked worriedly at the Buriat. "He was a prisoner of Takada-sama."

Kashira turned to Chiu, questioningly. Chiu nodded. "He was caught trespassing in the compound of Akawashi
Kata, and was unable to explain himself convincingly. Akawashi wished to kill him. I decided instead to take him with me,
and question him at my leisure." He shrugged. "I have since seen enough of him to know he is no agent of the emperor,
nor of Matsumura,
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Kata's lord. He is a simple barbarian, just as he appears to be. He is tough, though. Perhaps he has the skills
necessary to serve you here."

Fujishige then described Achikh's archery. Kashira looked the Buriat over more thoroughly. "Let us go
outdoors," the bandit chief said. "I will examine his swordsmanship."

Outside, Achikh was handed a wooden practice sword, and ordered to demonstrate his drill. He obliged, the sword
whirling and hissing. When he was done, Kashira grunted. "Interesting. Wherever he comes from, they do not teach the
Shosen School. But he will do." His hard eyes fixed the Buriat. "Will you swear to serve me loyally?"

"I swear it," Achikh lied, and his face, his eyes, showed no sign of it. He'd stay with these men a while and learn
what he could, then pick his way back to where the sky boat had been, and see if he could find his anda.

That evening, Watanabe was executed. Chiu had the privilege of deciding the means. The bandit was tied to a length of
pole, and fed into a campfire feet first, a little at a time. His screams could be heard for the better part of a kilometer.
The bandits stood by and watched, some laughing and joking, some thoughtfully, and some with concealed
distaste. Achikh, hardened though he was by his years under Kazi the Undying, considered the spectacle one of the
most disgusting he'd ever seen.

As he watched, one of the bandits sidled up to him, a tall, rough-looking man. When the screaming had stopped,
and the victim was pushed the rest of the way into the fire, the bandits turned back to the longhouses. Then the tall
man spoke to Achikh. "Excuse me if I am intruding," he said. "You are a newcomer and a foreigner. Perhaps you
could use a friend here. My name is Hidaka Satoru. What is yours?"

Achikh looked at him neutrally. "Achikh," he answered.

Satoru repeated it, mispronouncing. "Achika. Where do you come from, Achika?"

This Hidaka Satoru seemed friendly, but there was something about him that roused Achikh's distrust. "From the Buriat
lands," he answered tersely, "across the sea. Broad grasslands."
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"That's very interesting. How did you come to Yamato?’

"On aboat."

The man chuckled. "Excuse me for asking such a foolish question. Of course you came by boat. There is no other
way. Have you chosen a sleeping place? There is one unoccupied beside mine, and I am interested in the stories a
foreigner can tell."

Achikh eyed him without replying. The Yamatoan went on: "You and I have something in common: Both of us
became bandits by chance, not intent. I was in a caravan which they attacked and robbed, and volunteered to
join them." He shrugged. "It was better than being left without food or money, in a place far from any village. And we
are both from distant places: I'm from Hokkaido, myself. We are more natural there than people on Honshu-not so
formal."

Still Achikh made no comment, and the Hokkaido "wizard born'into a family of wizards" spoke no more just
then. He was listening to Achikh's thoughts, and learning. Interesting, interesting! A sky boat! It was hard to believe,
but the texture of the foreigners memories compelled it. Satoru had already eavesdropped on the thoughts of Kashira
and Chiu. Elements of a possible plan moved in his mind as he and Achikh strolled with the others toward the
longhouses.

They arrived at the longhouse where Fujishige's section was housed. The crippled samurai who cooked for the
longhouse served them barley and boiled meat with bean paste. Most of the men took their food outside, away from the
trapped smoke, to eat sitting on logs that served as benches. A few stayed inside, and when they'd eaten, played
knucklebones beside the fire pit. Outside, some talked, while others practiced their sword drills. Achikh watched the
swordwork, analysing,

Shortly afterward, Satoru came out and squatted beside him. He looked intently at the Buriat "Tell me about
your trip across the sea," he said. "Were there storms?'

Achikh shook his head. "No storms. Nothing like the zifit.” And said no more about it. He didn't trust Hidaka Satoru,
and Satoru didn't pursue the conversation. Shortly, as the September evening cooled, Achikh got up and went inside,
going to the sleeping place he'd chosen, well apart from where he'd seen
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Satoru go. He unrolled the pallet he'd been issued and lay down on it, covering himself with the
tattered quilt he'd been given.

If they have noihing warmer than this, he told himself, then clearly they don't plan to stay here till winter.
Meanwhile he wasn't sleepy at all, and lay staring up toward the dark-shrouded roof, reviewing the span of
a week or more since arriving in Yamato, and considering the future. Being a bandit was agrecable
enough to his venturesome nature. He'd been worse. And when they left the mountains, he'd find
his anda, Nils, if he hadn't flown away by then. Also, he'd find the man called Akawashi, and
shorten him by the length of his head.

For now though... I'm feeling sleepy after all. Sleepy. So sleepy. Surprising, when only a few minutes ago...
Light and sleepy. It's as if this pallet was a cloud, soft cloud, and I'm sinking down into it. Down. Down,
Sinking deeper-and deeper-and deeper. So restful. Very very restful. And my lids are heavy, heavy.... They're
sliding shut. They're closed, and I don't want to open them. Can't open them. Couldn't open them if [ wanted to,
and 1 don't want to. It feels so comfortable to lie here, sinking into the cloud. Sinking deeper, deeper and deeper.
Deeeper. Deeeper...,

That Hidaka's not so bad, really. Not bad at all. Not at all. I'm getting to like him. I like him. Yes. And he knows
how things are done here. I'U do whatever he teKs me, andeverything will work out right. I can trust him. Just do what
Hidaka teOs me....

After some minutes, Hidaka Satoru instructed Achikh to waken on a count of five, remembering
none of it, then whispered the count into the Buriat's hypnotized mind. On the count, he withdrew
from it and lay grinning. He had him now; the man was his. He'd be able to trance him with a brief
command, almost at will, and by skilful questioning, learn anything he knew.

Hidaka chuckled softly in the darkness, and an expansive optimism swelled him. He could be what
he wished, do what he wished, have what he wished. He need only decide.

Despite his characteristic impatience, he would not rush.
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Take a step at a time, he told himself. Wealth, power, possibly an empire is therefor you. A step at a time.
Then he sat on his feet in the Yamatoan style, and began to create in the other world, through the window to the
spirits. He needed to be prepared in advance. He'd make his move the next evening, if the weather was suitable.



EIGHTEEN

Hidaka Satoru's grandfather was a village shaman and herbalist. In Yamato, a shaman traditionally restricts his
powers to curing. In fact, among peasants, especially on Hokkaido, to practice wizardry outside of curing, or to be
thought to, was risky for any but a priest; one could be murdered for it. That Satoru's grandfather went well beyond
curing, therefore, was his closely guarded secret.

At age seven, Satoru went to work for the old man as errand boy and herb collector. Eventually his
grandfather made him his apprentice, and taught him hypnotism, useful both to shamans and wizards. He'd been
fourteen then, a precocious fourteen, and had promptly used his new skill to get under the skirts of the
prettiest girl in the village. Fortunately it wasn't her father or brother that caught them, but his own grandfather,
who proceeded to thrash him. Hypnotism was not to be used in ways that exposed its non-curative potentials. The
family was prosperous, and therefore widely envied, and if the villagers became aware of the family's powers,
bad things would surely happen. The example his grandfather used was, their house might be burned-with
them inside it, bound hand and foot.

Young though he was, Satoru had recognized the truth of that, but it was a hard lesson to heed, for someone
young and willful and often impatient.

Now, in a bandit camp on Honshu, he lay too pleased with himself to sleep. Lay thinking of the old man,
and his apprenticeship. When he'd matured somewhat, his grandfather had worked with him to open his telepathy,
unscreen it. Telepathy was one of their three major secrets-their most useful secret, the old man had told him.
Through it and covert
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hypnosis, his grandfather had become the district's richest peasant.

Actually, neither the old man nor his apprentice developed deep telepathy. They sensed emotions activated and
impulses felt, and "read" the flow of thought. But were not sensitive to what lay beneath and gave birth to those
thoughts-the latent emotions and impulses, and the unexpressed body of concept and image.

Hypnotism was the old man's principal too!-along with his wits-but telepathy made it far more effective than it
would otherwise have been. Generally, people could be hypnotized only with their cooperation. But a telepath
could eavesdrop on a person's mind, and with experience could rather easily slip his own thoughts in with theirs
without discovery. Thus cooperation wasn't necessary. By no means was everyone susceptible-you had to have
at least some ktent telepathic sensitivity to receive hypnotic commands telepathically-but many were susceptible.
Probably most.

Unlike the rest of Yamato, on Hokkaido, village militias still were legal, and as a son of a free-holding family,
Satoru had been enrolled at age fifteen, and trained as a spearman. Large and strong, he quickly thought of himself as
a grown man. At age nineteen, his troop marched with Lord Yoshite to the Congress of Western Hokkaido, at
Sapporo, and there he'd gotten a sense of the world outside his own district.

So at age twenty, he left the village of Nikawa. His grandfather, for all his skills, had been content to live there all his life.
Nikawa was large and relatively prosperous, for a Hokkaido village, but to Satoru it had come to seem dull and
generally inadequate. Taking with him little more than his skills, he hiked to the market and port town of
Tomakomai, where he worked for a cloth merchant, testing his wizard skills while concealing them. He prospered.

Besides teaching him the "useful secrets," his grandfather had made him aware of the alpha-matrix, which the old
man thought of as the window to the spirits. Satoru had been left to find a use for it himself. It was something they

sensed only vaguely, like movement seen through a screen of oiled paper, and although it had seemed to Satoru that
there must be some
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use he could make of it, there'd been no psychic fulcrum with which to piy it open for study.

In Nikawa, the priest had taught the young children of freeholders to "meditate." Mostly this served to keep
them quiet for a little, now and then. Nothing more. But Satoru's grandfather had told him it was a means to power,
and worked with him on technique.

In Tomakomai, he'd done more than work in the dry goods business. On days off, he took a lunch and walked
into the countryside, where he concealed himself in a thick woods to sit in meditation, contemplating the window to
the spirits, and experimenting. Gradually he began to perceive it more clearly and sense it more deeply. At length he
learned to manipulate some of what he found there, though his understanding was very limited and distorted.

Meanwhile, using telepathy and covert hypnosis, he got money from merchants, had covert affairs with their
daughters, and had slept with his employer's pretty young wife, after bewitching both her and her husband.

Finally, as a personal challenge, he'd bedded the bailiff's youngest daughter, and been caught in the act by her



mother. Pursued by the woman's shrieks and the father's guardsmen, he'd fled Tomakomai with only the clothes
he'd worn that evening-carrying them under his arm-and the money in his purse. Hiding in a canebrake, he
discovered that, despite the nearly fatal experience, he was enormously pleased with himself: he'd been stimulated
by the excitement, and would like more of it. He decided it was time to go to Honshu and undertake bigger things.

From Tomakomai, he'd hiked and worked his waytoMuroran. There he'd gotten employment as a seaman and cargo
handler on a junk which crossed Sugaru Strait and traded its slow way down Honshu's west coast. The sea agreed with
him, though the labor didn't Sometimes they spent the night tied to a quay at some small port, but more often they
spent it at sea. Mostly the weather was fair, and at night, he was given to sitting on his feet beneath stars or moon or
overcast, learning to do what had daunted his grandfather: leaming to communicate through the window to the spirits,
and create in it.
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It was a window, and there were spirits on the other side. And more than spirits. There was "stuff' there, ethereal
stuff. He perceived it as a difficult clay, and his intentions as hands; with sufficient care, sufficient concentration, he
could mold it, and will it into the reality he lived in. Thus the helmsman, more than once, saw a lovely woman
ahead, floating above the water, beckoning, a woman who appeared definitely to be there, but in fact was not.

As for spirits-most paid him no heed, as if he were some innocuous moth and they had esoteric affairs of their
own to deal with. But there were those that did pay him heed. He'd first come to know them and test their nature
in the forest outside Tomakomai. Of these, only one kind interested Satoru: the kind that could be used. Though he
didn't realize it, these were souls who'd greatly degraded themselves during their last previous life on Earth,
degraded themselves with evil, to the point that even in the "astral" zone, they had not yet confronted their
karma. Thus they had not yet entered life again to pay their debts, and in their degradation they could be ordered,
though their reliability was poor.

He quit ship at Toyama, and attached himself to a cloth merchant planning to travel cross-country to Miyako.
It was on that trip he met with the bandits and joined them.

Early the next day, Achikh went out as part of a detail sent hunting; another raiding party was expected back
soon, and more meat was needed. About midday they spotted a band of’ mara" in a mountain meadow, and killed two of
them. Achikh's skill and quickness in field dressing the carcasses impressed the Yamatoans, especially the sergeant
who led the detail. They were back in camp well before dusk. The meat was cut into strips, and hung on racks used
for drying and smoking it. After dark, most of the men, well fed on fresh venison, sat on then-feet or squatted, gazing
at the drying fires. From the upwind side, to avoid getting smoke in their eyes.

Hidaka Satoru stood up before them then, Achikh beside him, and got their attention. "When I joined you,"
Satoru said loudly, "I told Kashira-san I was a wizard. Some of you heard me, and did not believe. Some
of you have ridiculed me for it. Now I will show you some wizardry that all of you can see.

"Look! Above the fire! Do you see the demon?'

More than two dozen pairs of eyes squinted into the thin smoke. It seemed perhaps that something might be
there, but- Then one of the bandits laughed loudly, artificially, in scom. "Ha ha ha ha ha! There is nothing there but
smoke!" he called. "You are a fraud!"

"Fraud!" others echoed, and "we should beat him for that!"

— % A very large deer native to central Asia, introduced into wildlife parks in pre-plague Japan and
naturalized there. Mature bulls average more than 300 kilograms, and occasionally large bulls exceed 400.
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Most of the ronin-turned-bandits resented the few who were not of the samurai class.

Satoru barked a return laugh, and his voice, when he spoke, was commanding, compelling. "I see it is
necessary to make it more solid! Look again!"

Now, without doubt, above the fire stood-something. Something that appeared very real, very
solid. Something four meters tall and vaguely anthropoid, with a giant baboon-like fece, great jaws
with curved, boar-like fangs, and four spidery arms ending in great hooked claws. Its torso was bright
green, its limbs and face turquoise, its eyes like ruby beacons. From its shoulders spread rubbery black
wings that seemed far too small to keep it aloft. As it looked at them, Satoru laughed again, a loud
and thoroughly sham laugh: "Ha ha ha ha ha ha!"

The wings thrust, and it launched itself across the fire and the drying racks. The bandits broke and
ran, most of them toward the longhouses. Only four stayed behind, two of them dead. One was the
man who'd taunted Satoru; the flesh on his face and torso was deeply furrowed, torn and bloody, as if



by great claws. Another had hadacoronary seizure. The other two were Satoru and Achikh. They
watched the demon fly to the longhouses, where it alternately hopped and flew back and forth in
front of their doors, its wing-beats small thunders. It glowed with a light of its own. Achikh took a
scabbarded sword from one of the dead samurai, along with the man's sash to wear it in. Satoru
looted the other, then led to the edge of the woods. He'd stashed two bows and two quivers of arrows
there, and handed one of each to Achikh while keeping the others. Then they trotted to the paddock,
which made up most of the meadow.

The horses were milling wild-eyed; they too saw the monster, which was no illusion. So Satoru, with a
thought, sent it flying out of sight beyond the trees. Achikh had not been frightened by it, nor had he
wondered why not. Satoru had prepared him subliminally. He went into the tack shed and got
bridles, then went among the horses, speaking to them in Mongol. They calmed as if they
understood, and he bridled four of them, tying the reins to a hitching rail. Then he and Satoru
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saddled them, and with two trailing behind on tethers, they rode off down the trail toward the road, half a dozen
kilometers away. The last thing Satoru did before they left was to return the monster to its beat in front of the
longhouses.

"How long will it stay there?' Achikh asked.

"As long as [ will it to."

Lake most wizards and other primitive technologists, Satoru had little notion of the physics behind his practices,
but he knew more than he told Achikh. The creation would soon disintegrate, cease to be. It required his
continuous attention, or an input of intense fear from onlookers. And at any rate, when the demon ensouling it felt
sufficiently gratified, it would withdraw into the window to the spirits.

Nor did he tell Achikh that it wasn't truly physical, although as close to physical as he could manage. He'd created the
quasi-physical aspect of it the night before, the precursor, the object matrix, then had brought it to the verge of
visibility, there by the fire. It had needed only to be occupied by a demon to give it the semblance of physical reality. The
ravaged bandit's wounds had not been produced by physical claws. They were akin to the spontaneous stigmata of some
religious fanatics, only more extreme. In this case they were inspired not by religious fervor, but by sight of the monster,
by the "astral wind" of its beating wings, and by old superstitions that few in Yamato truly believed, but which most had
not entirely rejected, either.

TWENTY

On the second day after Satoru and Achikh had deserted, a raiding party returned to camp somewhat
fewer than it had left. Kashira was not pleased at the casualties.

It brought with it two captives, one a strangely dressed foreigner responsible for half a dozen of the
deaths. The other was a young woman of rank and wealth; that was evident from her clothing, despite its being
rumpled and dirty. Kirisaki, in command of the detachment, had considered her worth Kashira's attention: she
might be a means of leverage, or if her father was wealthy enough, of sufficient ransom to make her worthwhile.

She was of noble family, obviously, and a female of the samurai class, whether noble or not, was not to be
raped. It was, if not unthinkable, at least not something a samurai of any honor at all would actually do. So
aside from being tired and saddle sore, she was not in poor condition.

Ransom. Kirisaki couldn't know that the wealth gained by these raids was secondary. All the men
realized, of course, that this banditry was in some way political, though they hadn't been told just how. But
they assumed that money was at least as important as whatever the political motive might be. And it was not
unimportant; simply incidental. It made the operation possible, feeding and paying the ronin and others who
filled its ranks, holding their interest and loyalty.

Actually, having the woman there was a nuisance. But there she was. Kashira had his room in one of the
longhouses; he took her there and questioned her brusquely but not harshly. Her father, he discovered, was
Lord Iwato, an indifferent supporter of the Emperor. He would send a courier to Takada, he decided, with a
sealed message to be forwarded to Lord Arakawa, who would decide what to do with her.
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When he'd finished questioning her, he sent her to the storeroom, which would be her bedroom, and had the
foreigner brought in. He looked him over intently; the man was tall, like the departed Hokkaido wizard. Just now
his face looked , lopsided, his eyes were discolored, and his lips purple-black, swollen and split Several teeth had



been broken or knocked out, and he held himself as if he had broken ribs. Clearly, Kirisald had been angry with
him for the men he'd killed.

Roughly, Kashira gripped the man's chin with his left hand and shook the damaged face. "Who are you?" he
asked. The foreigner barely winced.

"Tam called Ted," he mumbled. His damaged mouth made enunciation difficult.

"Tedu." Kashira tasted the strange name, and wondered if the man had selected it because he was formgn
"Where are you from?'

Peering through swollen slits, Ted tried to evaluate his new captor. He'd prepared for this questioning, had thought
it out. Kirisald had given him his worse beating when he'd claimed to come from Amaterasu-omikami. "From across
the sea," he said, "from the land of the Hokkitami."*' He didn't mention the plnnace When the Phaeacia had first
arrived, with the full expedition, the orcs had taken several of its members hostage, in an attempt to get control of the
pinnaces. He would not subject Matthew and Nikko to that kind of pressure.

Kashira frowned, and turmed the foreigner's face from side to side. His speech reminded him somewhat of the
other foreigners, the one who'd run away with the wizard from Hokkaido. It wasn't the pronunciation-his
mouth was too damaged to evaluate that-but already he'd used archaic words. He doesn 't look like him though, Kashira
told himself. Not at all. Perhaps all foreigners speak like that. He pursed his lips thoughtfully. Hmm. A4 foreigner
might say "Hokkitami" to refer to someone from Hokkaido. Could there be a connection?"Why did you come to
Yamato?" he asked.

"My people are peaceful," the foreigner mumbled. "They

- "Tedy is Yamatoan for "distant." > Yamatoan for men from the north.
154

do not believe in killing. When I killed a man, they declared me an outlaw, and drove me away."

Kirisaki had given Kashira the foreigner's weapon. He examined it again. It didn't look like much-an iron dub,
short and crooked-but according to Yorigifu and his squad, it struck men down with thunder and lightning. Kirisaki had
been unable to make it repeat its performance. "Tell me how it is used," Kashira said.

Put the small end in your mouth and puU the trigger, Ted thought. But better this man in charge than Kirisaki, so
instead he said, "Point the small end at a breastplate or cuirass. That will show you what it can do."

Frowning, Kashira looked at his own cuirass, hanging from a peg on the wall, but left it there and herded Ted out
into the large common room. The crippled cook had a breastplate, hanging on a peg above his pallet. Kashira
walked over to it, Ted following, and at a range of about a meter, pointed the slug thrower at it. "Now what?"
Kashira asked.

"There is a ring with a small lever inside. You make the weapon-do what it does-by putting your finger inside
the ring and squeezing the lever. But first there is a small object beside the ring. You must push it forward before you
squeeze the lever."

Kashira examined the weapon carefully, then released the safety. "Now," Ted said, "point it at the breastplate and
SqueeZﬁ.”

Despite what he'd been told, the noise and recoil surprised Kashira, And the other bandits inside at the time;
their conversations stilled abruptly, and all eyes were on him. He stared first at the pistol in his hand, then at the
breastplate, which now had a sizeable hole in it. He swung it aside and looked at the wall behind it; there was a hole
of indeterminate depth in the log. On an impulse he turned and pointed the gun at Ted; Ted closed his eyes. Click!
the hammer snapped. Ted opened them again. Kashira was frowning at the pistol; he checked the safety and tried
again. Click.

"Will it not harm you?"'

Empty, Ted thought, and shook his head. The beginning of a plan was beginning to form in his mind. "That's not
it," he said.”’The god who gave it to me provided only a limited blessing,
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It seems to be used up now, and won't work again until it's re-blessed."

"Can you bless it?"

"Excuse me, but I'm not able to. I'm only a human being,"

Kashira scowled first at Ted, then at the pistol, and moved as if to throw it into the embers of the nearly dead
cooking fire. Ted held his breath. But Kashira changed his mind, and tucked it into his sash. Perfaps LordArakawa
will wish to see it, he told himself, or Prince Terasu.

Over the next quarter hour, he satisfied his curiosity about the foreigner's fighting skills. The man was so inept
with the bow that he succeeded in taking the skin off his left wrist when he released the bowstring. The bandits laughed
uproariously. Next he was given a practice sword and told to show them his drill. For a long several seconds he
stood silent, looking chagrined, then began to hack and chop. For a moment the men stared at the spectacle



unbelieving, then fell apart with mirth, laughing with tears in their eyes, slapping their thighs and each other.
"Are you completely worthless, then?' Kashira asked. He looked around. "Atsushi!"
- The smallest of the samurai, hiccuping from laughter, straightened abruptly. ""Yes, Kashira-san!"

Kashira had drawn his shortsword. With a casual twitch, he freed the captive s wrists without marking the skin. 7 will
keep him alive, he decided. Lord Amkawa may want to see him. "Fight him!" he said to Atsushi, "but do not kill
hj_m! "

Atsushi, not an accomplished karateka, stared uncertainly at the foreigner, who was much larger than himself.
Then he pushed the uncertainty away. "Yes, Kashira-san!"

Ted was a decent boxer, but (he strategy he'd decided OH was to seem completely harmless. He raised his arms as
ifto fend off an attack. The bandit moved toward him, hands raised. It occurred to Ted that he could be truly injured
here. His attention was fixed on Atsushi's hands when the bandit's left foot struck him. Fortunately, Atsushi hadn't
practiced for some time, and his flexibility and precision were less than he thought. His heel struck Ted a somewhat
glancing blow on the upper thigh. Having intended a groin kick, Atsushi's following punch
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missed the nose and struck Ted under the chin instead, hard, snapping his head backward. He fell like a stone, partly
from the effect of the punch and partly deliberately, Atsushi stepped back, and turning, bowed to Kashira.

Again the bandit spectators howled with laughter. Kashira gave orders, and one of the men trotted into the
longhouse. Before Ted had gotten to his feet, the man was back with leg shackles on the ends of a 50-centimeter
length of chain. It would allow the captive to walk with short steps, but running was impossible, and crosscountry
travel in the forest impractical. He could be of use around the camp until it was time to leave for the coast.

One spectator hadn't laughed at Ted's performances. Emiko, the female captive, had peered from her storeroom
refuge after the gunshot, then moved to the doorway when the last of the bandits had gone outside to watch. The
doorway didn't provide a good view, but she saw enough. She'd seen the foreigner beaten before, and had
winced at his injuries. Now she winced again. And when she saw him get to his knees, then his feet, and walk with
his chain, she promised herself to help him in every way she could.

TWENTY-ONE

The Gara-gara River ran eastward past Omugi to join its waters with the Momiji, some kilometers east of Momiji-
joka. After two weeks of pleasant weather, it still carried somewhat more water than before the typhoon, but it was
tame, easily forded on foot or horseback.

The village of Omugi existed again, and promised to look much as it had. Its peasants had known disaster before,
had a tradition of disasters, of persistence and rebuilding. When Satoru and Achikh rode through it on an early autumn
afternoon, few people were about. Most were in the fields, or busy indoors. Achikh paid little attention to the bailiffs
house, except to loosen bis longsword in its scabbard.

Satoru had told him what he wanted. They left the road through a gap between two ravaged poplars-and the sky
boat wasn't there. Achikh wasn't surprised. He wasn't even disappointed; his memories of Nils had been hidden
from him hypnotically by Satoru, almost as if they had never been. The Hokkaidoan questioned the farm wife, who
said the Heaven Boat hadn't been there for weeks; she thought it must have gone back to be with Amida again.

They rode to the landing site anyway, where Satoru sat in the saddle staring upward, considering. The Heaven
Boat had been his object of preference; if he could travel in it through the heavens, and use its weapons... But it
seemed it was not to be. He would settle for joining the conspiracy he'd learned of by eavesdropping on Kashira, and
make himself indispensible to the new Emperor as his personal wizard. Then he'd enslave the Emperor, as he had this
foreigner, and rule from behind the throne. Do and have whatever he wanted.

It was as well that the sky boat had left, he decided, and
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turned to Achikh. The Buriat was thinking about it, and wondering, which was
undesirable. When they stopped for their midday nap, he'd hide all memory of it, too. It
was no longer useful to him. "Come," he said. "We will ride to Miyako, sell our horses, and buy
comfortable passage on a ship to Osaka. My fortune awaits me there."

TWENTY-TWO



... hdj a valsam vixte daskmoln,
brej d svart d' stod i himmlen.
Afijikk glodde pa kohsen,

pekte pdd sa d' ritta,

"d' d ikke vanli sjybrott,
Jja' har hort om sdna forre,
finns en mdkti jodspdk has att
sla Stenklivare, sin hammar,"”
Palwi rask var hosier ddirom,
spredde brej att stormen ikke
skutte dojdsld attihopa

md en enkel valsam blixhugg.

D vi liiggde oss pa marken,
platt som majli ddrfor att vi

ikke bli sa goa mdler

for jodspokens brakne blixslag.
Léiggd vi oss md nds'i grdset.
Atta utom Jngling’ liggd sej.
Eakt stod han d sdg pa stormen,
d forente sej md jodspok’,

héll jodspok' md milda sinnen,
kjennte ham i annen ddrfor

att vi skuUe sldppa ddjdslag...
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... the thunderhead grew tall and mighty,
broad and dark stood in the heavens.
Achikh stared at the colossus,
pointed and observed correctly,

"That is not a common storm cloud,
1 have known of others like it,

dwells therein an elemental,

bursting hammer poised to strike us.

Quickly picketed our horses,
scattered broadly so the storm-soul
could not kitt them alltogether

with a single stroke of lightning.

Then we lay down on the prairie,

low and flat so that we wouldn't

be good targets for the lightning,

Jor the ax blows of the storm-soul.
Embraced the ground as close as lovers.

All lay flat except the Youngling.
Straight he stood and watched the storm
approach, joined spirits with the storm-soul,
embraced in love the elemental,

that we might be spared its death strokes.

From-The Jarnhann Saga
Kumalo translation

Matsumura Shinji had sent a courier to his son, Matsumura Harujo, who occupied and managed the family's
hereditary estate. The message was a long one, but basically it told Harujo of his fathers plan to adopt a foreigner,
Tetsu-te Nissa, as his basshi, his youngest son. At the same time, Nissa would adopt a son of his own people, providing



Harujo with a new nephew, and Matsumura Shinji with another grandson.

It pointed out that as the eldest son, Harujo would inherit the estate, of course, and the title of daimyo. And
that his sister was well provided for: Eight years past, the family had married her to another tehon daimyo, Lord
Ibaraki, sending her to him with an outstanding dowry. Tetsu-te Nissa would
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receive from the family a basshi's income, which it could very easily afford, and enjoy the status and protection of
family membership.

He gave the date of Nissas formal reception into the family, to be held