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The Fourth Gath

Fortunate is he who saves the life of a colleague, and greatly bl essed are two
who have saved each other's. To themonly is permtted this oath and it shall be
paranount, absolute, and irrevocabl e:

I amyour brother, My life is your life, Your joy is my joy, My honor is your
honor, Your anger is ny anger, My friends are your friends, Your enenies are ny
enem es, My secrets are your secrets, Your oaths are ny oaths, My goods are your
goods, You are ny brother.

BOOK ONE

HOW THE SWORDSVAN RAN AWAY

t

"Quili! Wake up! Priestess!”

Whoever was shouting was al so banging on the outer door. Quili rolled over and
buri ed her head under the blanket. Surely she had just conme to bed?

The outer door squeaked. The bangi ng cane again, now on the planks of the inner
door, nearer and nuch | ouder.

"Apprentice Quili! You nust cone!" Mre banging.

The trouble with summer was that there was never enough night for sleeping, yet
the little roomwas still quite black. The roosters had not started yet... No,
there was one, far away ... She would have to waken. Soneone nust be sick or
dyi ng.

Then the inner door squeal ed open, and a man was wavi ng a rush |ight and
shouting. "Priestess! You nust come—there are swordsnmen, Quili!"

"Swordsmen?" Quili sat up

Sal i nono was a roughhewn, |unbering nan, a fanner of the Third. Normally

i nperturbably placid, he was capabl e on rare occasi ons of becom ng as flustered
as a child. Now one of his great hands was wavi ng the sparking rush |ight al

around, threatening to set fire to his own silver hair, or Quili's straw
mattress, or the ancient shingles of the roof. It scrolled brilliance in the
dark. It flickered on stone walls, and on his haggard face, and in Qili's eyes.
"Swordsmen. .. coning ... Oh! Beg pardon, priestess!" He
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turned around quickly, just as Quili fetl back and pulled the bl anket up to her
chi n.

"Sal'o, you did say 'swordsnen' ?"
"Yes, priestess. In a boat. By the jetty. Piliphanto saw them You hurry,

Quili..." He headed for the door
"Wait!"
Quili wi shed she could take off her head, shake it, and put it back on again.

She had wal ked away npbst of the night with Agol's baby, surely the worst case of
colic in the history of the Peopl e.

Swordsrmen? The rush light was filling the tiny roomw th funes of goose grease.
Piliphanto was not a total idiot. No thinker, but no idiot. He was a keen

fi sherman, which could explain why he had been down on the jetty before dawn.
There would be nore Iight down by the water, and a swordsman's sil houette woul d
be distinctive. It was possible.

"What are you doi ng about thenf"

Standing in the doorway with his back firmy turned, Sali-nmono said, '.'Getting
t he women out, of course!"

"What ! Why?"

"Ach! Swordsnen."

That was wrong. That was all wong. Qili knew little about swordsnen, but she

knew nore about themthan Sal'o did. Hi ding the wonen woul d be the absol ute
worst thing to do.

"You nustn't! It'll be an insult! They'll be furious!"

"But, priestess..."

She was not a priestess. She was only a Second, an apprentice. The tenants
called her priestess as a courtesy because she was all they had, but she was
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only seventeen and Sal'o was a farner of the Third and a grandfather and
Moti podi's deputy, so she could not possibly give himorders, but she was al so
the | ocal expert on swordsmen, and she knew that hiding the woren woul d be a

terrible provocation... She needed tine to think

"Wait outside! Don't let the women leave. I'Il be right there."”

"Yes, Quili," Sal'o said, and the room was dark. Plumes of phantomlight stil
floated on bl ackness in her eyes. The outer door banged, and she heard him
shout i ng.
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Quili threw off the bl anket and shivered herself a coating of goose bunps. The

flags were icy and uneven as she padded across to the w ndow and threw open the
shutter. A faint glow entered, acconpanied by a hiss of rain and dri pping sounds
fromthe roof.

One of her two gowns was nuddy, for yesterday she had been thinning the carrots.
Her other was al nbost as shabby, yet somewhere she still had an old one she had
brought fromthe tenple. It had been her second best then and was better than
her other two now-gardening ruined clothes nuch faster than being an acolyte
did. She found it in the chest, yanked it out, and pulled it over her head in
one long, shivery novenent. It was surprisingly tight. She nust have filled out
nmore than she had thought. What woul d swordsnmen think of a priestess who wore a
tight-fitting gown like this? She funbled for her shoes and a conb at the sane
tinme.

Her wooden sol es cl acked on the paving. She opened the squeaky outer door even
as she reached for her cloak, hanging on a peg beside it. The bottom edge of the
sky was brightening bel ow a carpet of black cloud. Mre roosters screaned

wel cone to the dawn. She was still dragging the conmb through her Iong tangles;
her eyes felt puffy and her nouth dry.

On the far side of the pond, four or five of the snoky rush lights hissed anid a
crowd of a dozen adults and sone frightened children. Two or three more people
were heading toward mem Light reflected fuzzily in the rain-pebbled water;
other lights danced in a couple of wi ndows. There was no wi nd, only steady,
relentless drizzle; sumrer rain, not even very cold.

She spl ashed along the trail, around the pond to the group. Rain soaked her hair
and dribbled into her collar. Silence fell at her approach. She was the |oca
expert on swordsnen.

Why woul d swordsnen be comi ng here?

Several voices started to speak, but Salinobno's drowned themout. "Is it safe,
priest ess?"
"It isn't safe to hide the wonen!" Quili said firmy. Kandoru had told stories

about deserted villages being burned. "You'd provoke them No, it's the nen!"
"But they didn't do it!" a wonan wail ed.

"I't wasn't us!" said others. "You know that!"
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"Hush!" she said, and they hushed. They were all ol der than she, even N a, and
yet they hushed. They were alt bigger than she—husky, raw peasant folk, gentle
and bewi | dered and indistinct in the gloom "SaTo, did you send a nessage to her
| adyshi p' 1"

"Pi Powent . "

"I think maybe all the nmen should go..."

There was another terrified chorus of "W didn't do it!"

"Quiet! | knowthat. I'Il testify to that. But | don't think it was reported."
There was a silence. Then Myi's voice grow ed, "How could it be reported?"

There had been no swordsnen | eft to report it to.

Wuld that matter? Qili did not know.

When an assassi nation went unreported, was it all the w tnesses who were equally
guilty, or was there sonme other, even nore horrible formula? Either way, she was
sure that the nen were in danger. Swordsnen rarely killed wonen.

“I'l'l go and greet them They won't hurt me." Quili spoke with as nuch
confidence as she could manage. The priesthood was sacrosanct, wasn't it? "But |
m nk you nen should all go off wood 'cutting or sonething until we know why
they' ve conme. Wonen get food ready. They'll want breakfast. They may go strai ght
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on to the manor, but well try to keep themhere as long as we can, if there
aren't too many... How many of themare there, Sal'o?"

"Don't know. "

"Mell, go and tell Adept Modtipodi. Wod cutting, or land clearing up on the
hill until we find out what they want. Arrange signals. Now, off you go!"

Al the nmen ran. Qili huddl ed her cloak about her. "M ? Prepare sone food.
Meat, if you can find any. And beer."

"What if they ask where the nen are?"

"Tell lies," Qili said. This was a priestess speaking?

"What if they want us to... to go to bed?" That was N a, and her man Hantul a was
al nost as ol d as Kandoru had been

Quili laughed, surprising herself. She was having ni ght mares of bodies and bl ood

all over the ground, and Ni a was
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dreanming of a tussle with some handsone young swordsman. "Do it, if you want to!
Enj oy yoursel f!"

I ncredul ously Nona said, "A married wonan? It's all right?"

Quili paused to drag up nenories of lessons in the tenple. But she was sure.
"Yes. It's quite all right. Not any swordsman, but with a free sword it's al
right. He is on the service of the Goddess and deserves all our hospitality."
Kandoru had always said that it was a great honor for a woman to be chosen by a
free, but when Quili had known himhe had been no | onger a free sword. He had
been a resident swordsman, linmted to one woman, limted by age; linted al so by
failing health, although sonetinmes he had sounded as if that had been her fault.
"Kol'o won't like it," Nona nuttered. She had not been married | ong.

"He should,” Quili said. "If you have a baby within a year, it can have a
swordsman fathermark." She heard themall hiss with sudden excitenent. She was a
city girl and expected to know all these things. She was al so their priestess;

if she said it was all right, then it would be all right. Swordsnmen never raped,
Random had i nsi sted. They never had to.

"Real | y? A whol e year? How soon?"

Quili did not know, but she glanced up at Nona's face. The flicker fromthe
dying rush lights was too blurred to show expression. If she were pregnant, nen
that wasn't showing, either. "Hold on to it for a couple of weeks, and I'|
testify to the facenmarker for you."

Nona bl ushed, and that did show, and the others |aughed. They had little to give
their children, these hunble folk. A swordsman fathermark would be worth nore
man nmuch gold. To a girl it would nmean a high brideprice. To a boy, if he were
ninble, a chance for adm ssion to the craft. Even a young husband woul d swal | ow
his pride for those and tal k of being honored, whatever he truly felt. The | augh
broke the tension. Good! Now they would not flee in terror or unwittingly
provoke vi ol ence.

But Quili had to go and neet the swordsnen. She shivered and cl utched her cloak
tighter yet. Suddenly she realized that
6 THE COM NG OF W SDOM

she had nmet only one swordsman in her whole |ife—Kandoni, her nurdered husband.
The rain mght be faltering. Dawn was certainly cl ose, the® eastern sky

bri ghtening. The roosters were in blatant conpetition now. Leaving the
twittering wonen, Quili splashed off along the road. One way |l ed to the nanor,
the other to the River and the jetty. Beyond Salinono's house and the dam the
track dropped swiftly into a little gorge, and into darkness.

She went slowly, hearing the slap of her shoes in puddles, trying not to inagine
herself tunbling into the streamand arriving at the jetty all covered in nud.
Going to neet swordsnen ... She should have brought one of the rush |ights.

Way woul d swordsnen be com ng here?

They mi ght be coming by chance, but few ships or boats cane downstream because
southward lay the Black Lands—rough water and no inhabitants. It was even |ess
likely that swordsnmen woul d have cone upstream fromthe north, for that way |ay
Ov.

They m ght be coming to avenge Kandoni. Swordsmen were utterly nercil ess agai nst
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assassins, swordsnmen killers. Kandoni had told her so, many tines. She would
have to convince themthat they were | ooking in the wong place. A priest or
priestess nust never tell a lie and was therefore a favored w tness, even if she
had been his wife and not disinterested. And there were a dozen others. The
killers had cone from Ov.

But the assassination had not been reported—er at |east, she did not think it
had been. She did not need to repeat the code of the priesthood to know mat
prevent bl oodshed cane very high on her list of duties to the Goddess.

A pebble rolled under her foot, and she stunmbled. Even in daylight this bend of
the gorge was a tunnel, confined between steep walls and overshadowed by trees.
The stream bubbl ed quietly at her side. The rain had stopped, or could not get
through the canopy. She picked her way carefully, testing every step, stretching
out her hands to feel for branches.

If these swordsnen had conme by chance, then they m ght not
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know about Ov. They night not know that they would soon be in terrible danger

t hensel ves.

O they might have been brought by the Hand of the Goddess. In that case, their

i nterest nust be nore than just one nurdered old warrior. Their objective m ght
be Ov itself—-war! There nmight be a whole arny down by the jetty. That was what
Kandoni had said to the first runors of the nassacre in Ov: "Sorcerers are not

al | oned near the River!"

Then, when the runors had becane nore solid, he had said, The Goddess will not
stand for it. She will sunmon Her swordsnen..."

Two days | ater Kandoni had hi nmsel f been dead, felled before he even had tine to
draw his sword, slain by a single trill of nusic. He had been a good nan, in his
way. He had lived by die code of the swordsnmen, an honorable man, if not a very
under standi ng or exciting husband for a juvenile apprentice priestess. She

wi shed she coul d have hel ped hi m nore. She shoul d have pretended a little

har der .

The | ocal expert... but all she had were vague nenories of the stories Kandon
had told her, ranmbling on for hour upon hour, an old man with nothing but his
menori es of youth and strength, of wenching and killing; an old mart cl asping

his child bride in clanmmy enbrace in a barren bed through endl ess wi nter nights.
She shoul d have listened nore carefully.

Quili stopped suddenly, heart thunping. Had she heard sonethi ng ahead of her? A
twi g snappi ng?

She |istened, hearing only the stream and pattering dripping noises. It nust
have been her imagination. She went on, nore slowy, nore cautiously. She had
been crazy to come without a light, for she knew that her night vision was poor
The priesthood was sacrosanct. No one, not the worst brigand, would harm a
priestess. So they said.

She ought to be rejoicing at the thought of Kandoni being avenged. At fifteen
she had been nmarried; at sixteen a wi dow. At seventeen she found it hard to
mour n, however nuch she reproached hersel f. She coul d perhaps have gone back to
the tenmpl e, when Swordsman Kandoni had no further need for her services, but she
had stayed. The tenants had nmade her wel -
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cone and they needed her. So did the slaves, much nore so. Her |adyship had |et
her remain in the cottage and she provided basic fare—sacks of neal and
sonetines even meat. She sent small gifts once in a while: sandals not too badly
worn, |eftover delicacies fromthe kitchen

If the swordsnen did know about the sorcerers—f they were planning an attack on
Ov—then there nmust be a whole arny of them

Fl oundering in the darkness, she alnpst wal ked into a vague shape standing
square in her path, waiting for her

She yel ped and junped backward, |osing a shoe. "Priestess!" she squeal ed. Then
she nanaged a slightly lower: "I ama priestess!"”

"CGood!" said a youth's soft tenor. "And | ama swordsnman. In what way nmay | be
of service, holy |ady?"
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It was an absurd situation. Standing on one leg in the dark, with her heart
still bounding wildly fromthe surprise, Qili could yet appreciate the

absurdi ty—nei ther she nor the stranger could see the other's rank. Wo sal uted
and who responded? But of course swordsnmen would never send a nere First to
scout, nor a Second either. He must outrank her

So she nade the greeting to a superior, managing not to fall over, even in the
final bow "I amQili, priestess of the second rank, and it is nmy deepest and
nmost hunbl e wi sh that the Goddess Herself will see fit to grant you long life
and happi ness and to induce you to accept nmy nodest and willing service in any
way in which | may advance any of your nobl e purposes.”

The swordsnman retreated one pace, and she heard, rather than saw, his sword whip
fromthe scabbard on his back. She al nbst | ost her bal ance again, before
renenbering that swordsnen had their own rituals, flailing their blades around
in salute.

"I am Nnanji, swordsman of the fourth rank, and am honored to accept your

graci ous service."
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The sword shot back into its scabbard again with a hiss and a click. Random had
not handl ed his so slickly.

"Do you al ways stand on one foot, apprentice?”

She had not thought he woul d have been able to see. "lI've |ost a shoe, adept.”
He chuckl ed and noved, and she felt a firmgrip on her ankle. "Here it is.

St upi d-1 ooking thing!" Then her foot was pushed back where it bel onged, and the
swor dsman strai ght ened up.

"Thank you. You see very well..."

"l do nost things very well,"” he remarked cheerfully. He sounded so young, |ike
a boy. Could he really be a Fourth? "Now, where is this, apprentice?"

"The estate of the Honorable Garathondi, adept."

The swordsnman grunted softly. "What craft?”

"He is a builder."

"And what does a builder of the Sixth build? Well, never mnd. How many
swordsnen on mis estate?"

"None, adept."

He grunted again, surprised. "Wiat's the nearest village, or town?"

"Pol, adept. A hanmlet. About half a day's walk to the north."

"There woul d be swordsnen there, then. "

It was not a question, so she need not say that the resident swordsman of Pol
had died on the sane day as her husband, or that bis assassination could not
have been reported, either. Prevent bl oodshed!

"What city? How far?"

"Ov, adept. About another half day beyond Pol."

"M Do you happen to know the name of the reeve in OQv?"

He was dead, also, and all bis nen. To answer just "No!" would be a lie. Before
she coul d speak, the swordsman asked anot her question

"I's there trouble here, Apprentice Quili? Brigands? Bandits? Wrk for honest
swordsnen? Are we in any i medi ate danger ?1'

"No i medi ate danger, adept."

He chuckled. "Pity! Not even a dragon?*

She returned the laugh with relief. "Not one."

"And you haven't seen any sorcerers recently, | suppose?"
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So he did know about the sorcerers! "Not recently, adept..."

He sighed. "Well, if it's safe, then we nust have been brought here to neet
soneone. Like Ko."

" Ko?"

"Have you never heard the epic How Aggaranzi of the Seventh Snote the Brigands
at KoT He sounded shocked. "It's a great tale! Lots of honor, |ots of blood.
It's very long, but I'Il sing it for you when we have tinme. Well, if there's no
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danger, then |'d better go back and report. Cone on!"

He took her hand and began to | ead her down the road. H s hand was very | arge,
his grip powerful; but his palmfelt oddly soft, unlike the hands of the farm
wor ker s—er even her own hands, these days.

Strangely, she did not feel nervous at being hauled into the unknown by this
tall and youthful stranger. She stunbled in the ruts. He nmuttered, "Careful!"
but he sl owed down. There were three streamcrossings on the trail, and she
could barely see the stepping-stones, but he could, and he gui ded her

"You were brought by the Mst High, adept?"

"W were! The sailor says he's never heard of a ferry being taken before. W've
cone a long way, too! Very far!" He sounded satisfied, not awed at all. O
course the River was the Goddess, and any ship might arrive at an unexpected
destination if it bore a Jonah, soneone She wanted el sewhere. Free swords were
not ori ous Jonahs, always bei ng noved by Her Hand. Such manifestations of Her
power happened too frequently to be truly nmiracles, but they were not sonething
that Quili could ever regard as lightly as this brash young swordsnan seened to.
The trees thinned out, the valley w dened to adnit grayness, and now she coul d
see bhetter. He was even taller than she had thought, |anky and astoundingly
young for a Fourth. He seened no ol der than herself, but perhaps that was just
hi s carefree manner—-he chattered. Random had been a Third. Few in any craft
advanced beyond that rank.

"How can you tell how far you were brought?" Quili asked.

"Shonsu could tell. He knows everything! And we didn't cone all in one junp. He
woke at the first one—+ think he nust sleep with both eyes open." Woever Shonsu
was, Adept

DAVE DUNCAN
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Nnanji seened to regard himwith nore respect than he did the Goddess. "I woke

at the third—+the cold woke ne." The swordsman shivered. "We came fromthe
tropics, you see."

"What are tropics, adept?"

"I"'mnot sure," he confessed. "Hot |ands. Shonsu can explain. But the Dream God
is very high and thin there. He got wider as we junped north. And |l ower. You can
see seven separate bands here, right? Wien we started, he was fainter and nost
of the arcs too close together to separate. And we noved east, too, Shonsu says.
The rain only came with the |ast junp."

Shonsu nust be a priest, she decided. He certainly did not sound |ike any
swordsman she had ever heard of.

"How coul d he possibly know about goi ng east?"

"The stars—and the eye of the Dream God! It happened about nidnight, and dawn
kept comi ng closer and closer. You'll have to ask Shonsu. He says it's still the
nm ddl e of the night in Hann."

Harm "You' ve been to Hann, adept?"

He gl anced down at her, surprised at her reaction. She could see well enough now
to tell that his face was filthy, smeared with dirt and grease. "Wl |, not Hann
itself. W were trying to cross to Hann, fromthe holy island."

"The tenmple!" she exclainmed. "You were visiting the great tenple, then?"

Adept Nnanji snorted. "Visiting it? | was borninit."

"Nol "

"Yes!" He grinned hugely, big white teeth gleaning. "My nother was near her
term She went to pray for an easy |abor, and-whoosh! There | was. They only
just had time to get her into a back room The priests thought it night al nost
rank as a nmiracle."

He was teasing her. Then the grin grew even wider. "My father had put six
coppers hi the bowl, and if he'd nade it seven, he says, then |I'd have been born
right there, in front of the Goddess Hersel f."

That was pure bl aspheny, but his grin was irresistible. Qili laughed in spite
of herself. "You should not joke about niracles, adept."

"Perhaps." He paused and then spoke nore hunbly. "I've
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seen a lot of mracles in the last two weeks, Apprentice Qili. Ever since

Shonsu arrived. "

"He's your mentor?"

"Well, not just at the nonment. He rel eased ne fromny oaths before the battle
but he says | may swear to himagain."

Battl e?

"Watch this puddle!" Nnanji |et go her hand and put his arm around her, guiding

her by a nuddy patch. But he kept his armthere when they were past, and the

light was quite good now. She began to feel alarmed. She was gl ad of the

protection of her cloak. She had rarely spoken to a Fourth before and certainly

never been hugged by one. He was smiling down at her, being very friendly. Very.

There were few free men close to her age on the estate, only two unnmarried. They

all treated her with awed respect, because of her craft, and they had nothing to

tal k about anyway, except the crops and the herds. She had forgotten what rea

conversation was |ike. But she had never had a real conversation with a man,

only with other girls, her friends in the tenple, years ago. He was speaking to

her as an equal. That was flattery, and she was worried by how good it felt.

Why woul d the Goddess send such a filthy swordsman? It was not only his face*

Now t hey had reached the bottomof the gully. Ahead of themlay the River,

stretching away to the eastern horizon, brilliant below the cloud. Color was
returning to the Wrld, The sun god woul d appear in a few nonments. Rain was
still falling, but gently, and she could see water streaking the dirt on the.

swordsman' s bony shoul ders and chest. Even his kilt...

Quili gasped. "That's blood! You' ve been hurt?"

"Not mine!" He grinned again, proudly. "Yesterday we had a battle—a great feat
of arms! Shonsu did six and | drained two!"

She shivered, and his armtightened around her, so she could not break | oose.
She pull ed her cloak tight. This intinmacy was appal ling behavior for a
priestess, but that steely grip gave her no choice. Kandoru had never held her
in public this way. He had expected her to wal k one pace behind him

"You... you killed two nmen?"

"Three, yesterday. Two in the battle, but earlier |I had to challenge for ny
pronotion, and one of them chose swords
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instead of foils. He was trying to scare ne, so | killed him | didn't like him
much, anyway. "

She began to | augh, and then stared up with growing horror and belief at his
satisfied smrk. Two of the swordmarks on his forehead were swol | en, obviously
new. Hs hair was black and greasy, but there were patches of red show ng
through the filth. His eyes were pale, the | ashes alnpbst invisible, and the
runnel s of clean skin washed by the rain were very light-colored. Apparently
this nmurderous, callous youth was nornally a redhead. The black in his hair had
been applied deliberately, and then it had sneared all over him

"Pl ease, adept!" She struggled to break | oose. They were alnbst at the jetty.
The banks of the River were sheer cliffs of pebbly sand, and the only | evel |and
was the patch of shingle in the notch cut by the stream Wen the River was

hi gh, there was barely roomto turn a wagon, but today it was low, the flats
were wi de, and the | andward end of the pier stood conpletely out of the water.
A smatt single-masted boat was tied up at the far end. There was no great arny

of swordsnen waiting, then, but there might still be a couple of dozen of them
Suddenly very frightened, Quili squirnmed harder

But the swordsman held tighter, still smrking down at her as he propelled her
toward the jetty. Hie edge of the sun god's disk rose over the wi de waters of
the River. "I like you!" he announced. "You're pretty. The Goddess didn't nake
much of you, but She did very good work on what there is."

Quili wondered if she could slip out of the cloak and run. But he would run nuch

faster than she woul d.
"I was only a Second in the tenple guard,” Nnanji remarked, "until the Goddess
sent Shonsu. But starting today, |I'ma free sword."
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"What do you nean?" She knew quite well what he neant.

"Why do you suppose the Goddess sent you to neet nme? See, |'ve always had to pay
for wonen until now-except the slave girls in the barracks, of course. | bought
a slave of ny own yesterday, but she's no fun. Your Honorable Garathondi wll
offer us hospitality for a few days..."

Quili panicked. "Let nme go!"

14

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

Nnanji released her at once, |ooking surprised. "Wat's wong?"

"How dare you nmanhandl e a priestess that way?" She had shouted, trying to

bol ster her courage. Nnanji |ooked hurt. "I thought you were enjoying it. Wy
didn't you ask sooner? Do you nean... well, |I'Il wait until |'ve got cleaned up
I ama ness, aren't [|?"

Quilt straightened feathers. "I'Il think about it," she said tactfully.

Apparently he had meant no viol ence. He was |ike a | arge puppy, fresh froma
mudhol e sonmewhere, wanting to ronp. She had told Nia that it was her duty. That
advi ce no | onger sounded as easy to take as it had been to give, but it would be
her duty, also, if he wanted her. Gven tine to adjust to the idea..

"I'"d better wait until you' ve had a | ook at Shonsu," he said sadly. "Wnen go

gl assy when they see him Wll, conme on! He's waiting."

What? Did he think she had cone down to neet the visitors , just so she could
get first choice of the swordsnen? Arrogance! Unbelievabl e arrogance!

Speechl ess, she followed nore slowy as Nnanji went striding along the pier. He
whi stled a four-note signal, although now the sun was shining through the rain,
and he was quite visible to whoever was in the boat.

She listened for a reply and was astounded to hear a baby crying. Swordsnen
bringi ng babi es?

Nnanji stopped at the end of the jetty, peering down and speaki ng to whoever was
wai ting there, doubtless reporting that there was no danger. | medi ate danger
was what he had asked about, so she had not lied. But Quili had not had tinme to
wor k out how her | adyship mght be reacting to these visitors. Uneasily Quil

now concl uded mat Lady Thondi m ght already be sending word to Ov that swordsnen
had arrived. How long did it take a horse to reach Ov? How | ong for sorcerers to
ri de back? Perhaps the swordsnmen would not interpret imrediate in quite the sane
way she had.

Nnanji reached out his arms and caught a baby, as if plucking it out of the sky.
He cuddled it to him and the yells stopped.

As Quili reached him he turned round and grinned. "This is
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my friend Vixini." The baby was about a year old, obviously teething. It was a
sl ave baby—Quili's nind staggered.

Then this so-bew | dering swordsman reached down a hel pi ng hand, and anot her man
sprang up on to the jetty. Nnanji remarked offhandedly, "My lord, may | have the
honor of presenting Apprentice Quili?" Then he went back to tickling the naked
baby, as if he were unaware of what he had just produced.

A giant! He was taller even than Nnanji, vastly w der and deeper, thickly

muscl ed. His hair was black, and his black eyes fixed on Quili with a cruel,
ruthless intensity that turned her bones to straw. Rape and death and carnage. .
Nnanji was young to be a Fourth. This huge nenace was a few years ol der, but far
too young to be a Seventh. Yet there were seven swords nmarked on his forehead,
and al though his kilt was dirty, runpled, and obvi ously bl oodstained, it had
undoubtedly started out as the blue of that rank. He nust have been sheltering
sonmehow fromthe rain, for the faint snears of gore on his chest and arns were
quite dry.

Monmentarily Quili trembled on the verge of turning and fleeing before this
terrifying barbarian giant, then she began to stunble through the greeting to a
superior, renmenbering that Nnanji had said wonen went gl assy when they net
Shonsu. She did not feel glassy, she felt |ike an aspen; her hands shook in the
gestures. Kandoru had told her that never in his |Iong career had he ever net a
swor dsman of higher rank than Sixth. She herself had never spoken to a Seventh
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of any craft—except her |adyship, and everyone knew that her husband had bought
that rank for her years ago. But no one would or could buy seven swordnarKks.
She bowed, then straightened. The deadly gaze did not waver or shift from her
face. The giant's armrose. The sun god streaked and flashed on a sword bl ade.
"l am Shonsu, swordsman of the seventh rank, and am honored to accept your
gracious service." His voice seened to rise fromdepths uni magi nabl e. Then the
muscl es of his arm bunched again as he shot the sword back into its scabbard.
The formalities over, Lord Shonsu put his hands on his hips and snil ed.

The transformati on was miracul ous, as if another nman entirely were standing
before her. He had a wide, friendly grin, absurdly

16 THE COM NG OF W SDOM boyi sh for his size. Hardness suddenly becane nal e
good | ooks; thoughts of barbarians vani shed. This enornpus young |lord was the
nost incredi bly masculine man she had ever seen

"My apol ogi es, apprentice!" He had the deepest voice she had ever heard, too, a
voi ce that seenmed to echo all through her with shivery pronm ses of confidence
and conpetence, of protection and considerati on and good hunor. That smlel "W
are not in afit state to come visiting unannounced like this, and at such an

unsoci abl e hour." d assy now, very glassy. "You... you... are welcone, ny lord."
The smile grew warner still, like the rising sun. "You show great hospitality in
comng to neet us... and no small courage?" H's eyes twi nkled, "I hope that ny

gory friend did not startle you too nmuch?"

Quili shook her head dunbly.

"There is no swordsman nearby? And what of priests? Have you a nentor?"
"He lives in Pol, nmy lord."

"Then you are our hostess for now, at least until this Honorable Garathond

appears. "

"He lives in Ov, nostly, ny lord. Hi s nother, Lady Thondi, is in residence..."
"You'll do every bit as well,"” the giant said with a heart-nelting chuckl e.
"Nnanji tells nme that you know of no task that may be awaiting our swords here?"
"Er... none, ny lord."

Lord Shonsu nodded in satisfaction. "I amglad to hear it. W had our fill of

sl aughter yesterday, as you can see. Perhaps the Most Hi gh has sent us here for
sone rest and rel axation, then?" He booned out a | augh and turned back to the
boat .

Quili doubted that Adept Nnanji had had his fill of bloodshed. She saw that he
was wat ching her with quiet anmusenent, rather wistfully. She felt herself blush,
and | ooked away.

Her eyes returned of their own accord to Lord Shonsu, and now she noticed the
sword on his so-broad rippling back. The hilt beside his black ponytail was
silver, gleamng in the rays of the sun god and the rain. There was a huge bl ue
stone on the top of it, held by a strange but magnificently crafted beast—a
grif-
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fon. She knew that the griffon was a royal synbol, so that was a king's sword
The great gemcould only be a sapphire, and there was another, matching stone,
in Lord Shonsu's hairclip.

But . .

But these nen were supposed to be free swords. Free swords were nmen of poverty.
Random had expl ai ned often—free swords served only the Goddess, wandering the
Wrld to stanp out injustice, to regulate other swordsnmen and keep them honest,
to guard the hel pl ess. Having no nmasters, they would accept no reward except
their daily needs. A genuine free sword took pride in his penury.

A king's sword? The gem al one was worth a fortune, and the craftsmanship was
superhb, priceless.

How coul d any honest swordsnman acquire sonething |ike that? Bew | dered, she

| ooked at Nnanji's sword to conpare it. Nnanji was still holding that

i ncongruous baby, which was gurgling and enjoying his attention, but Nnanji's
eyes were on Quili.

"It belonged to the Goddess," he said.
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"What ?"

He nodded solemmly. "It is very old and very fanous, probably the finest sword
ever nmade. The man who crafted it was Chioxin, the greatest of all swordnakers,
and it was the | ast and best of his seven nasterpieces. He gave it to the
Goddess. "

Quili turned away to hide the horrible suspicion that flared up in her, which
must not show in her face. These nen had cone fromHarm fromthe nother of al
tenpl es. They had fought a battle. Had soneone tried to prevent their |eaving—
the tenple guard that Nnanji had formerly bel onged to? Was that sword the
reason? Had this Shonsu stolen that royal sword fromthe treasury of the
CGoddess' tenpl e?

But if he had, then why had She let the boat |eave the dock when he boarded? And
why had She noved it here, where there were sorcerers? Swordsnen of the Seventh
were very rare and very terrible. Nnanji had said that Shonsu had killed six nmen
in the fight—perhaps the Goddess had few swordsnmen capabl e of bringing such a
col ossus to justice. But sorcerers certainly could.

Had they been brought here to die?

She felt sick with indecision. Was she supposed to aid these nen, or not? Wat
of preventing bl oodshed? Whose bl ood? A

18 THE COM NG OF W SDOM nrer e apprentice should not be faced with such
conundrums. "Apprentice Quili, this is Jja, nmy love." The worman sniled shyly,
and Quili received another shock. Jja was a slave; her face bore a single stripe
fromhairline to upper Up, and she wore a slave's black. H s |ove? The wonan was
tall and only that hateful badge of slavery and the close-cropped naltreatnent
of her dark hair stopped her from being spectacul arly beautiful. No, she was
beautiful in spite of those. Her figure was magnificently proportioned to her

hei ght, yet she nobved with a sensual grace: strong and conpetent and serene.
Even a Seventh could not change a slave's rank, but it seenmed ironic for a man
of such power to love a nere chattel. He was introducing her as if she were a
person, though, and watching for Qili's reaction. She sniled carefully and
said, "You are wel cone, also, Jja."

A faint blush spread over the high cheekbones, the dark eyes were | owered.
"Thank you, apprentice." A good voice. Jja turned to take the baby, who was now
sitting on Nnanji's shoul ders, wedged hi place by his sword hilt. Little Vixini
resisted, screanming angrily and clutching the swordsman's ponytail.

Then Lord Shonsu's strong arm pul |l ed another worman up fromthe boat.' This," he
said, "is Cowie." There was an odd note in the way he spoke, as if he had said
sonet hi ng funny.

Cowi e was anot her slave, and another sort of slave. If Lord Shonsu was the

epi tome of masculinity, then Cowie was the ultinmate sex partner. Qili had never
seen a figure so exaggeratedly female, and it was barely concealed at all by the
flimsy wisp of garnment. Her breasts strained against it, her arnms and | egs were
soft and vol uptuously rounded, her face was a | ovely and sweet nothing. At the
sound of her name, the provocative lips parted in an autonmatic snile, but her
eyes continued to stare blankly at the

shore.

Quili remenbered her m sgivings about her own too-tight gown. In this conpany
she was not going to be noticed.

Nnanji had said sonething about buying a slave. She glanced at him and he
turned away.

Then anot her bl ack-clad figure was lifted up by hands bel ow, accepted, and
gently set down by Lord Shonsu. He was very tiny and very old, his head totally
hairless, his neck a crunple of winkles. The gown he wore appeared to be both
too large for
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hi m and al so a woman's garnment. A bl ack headband covered his brow Quili blinked
in astoni shnment at this apparition—babies, slaves, and beggars? What ot her
surprises would Lord Shonsu produce?

"This is Honakura, who prefers to conceal his rank and craft,’
said. "I don't know why, but we humor him"

t he swordsman
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The little ancient wheel ed around angrily, waggling an arthritic finger to scold
the giant swordsman towering over him "You nmust not speak nmy name, either! A
Nanel ess One is exactly that—no craft, no rank, no nanme! Address ne as 'old nan'
if you wish."

Lord Shonsu regarded himwith mld anusenment. "As you wish... old man.
Apprentice, neet one old man."

Honakura, if that was really his nane, turned back toward Quili. He chuckled and
smled, revealing a nouth devoid of teeth. "Thus | also serve Her," he said.
"You are welcone... old man."

Lord Shonsu booned a | augh. "And this.,." He dropped on one knee and reached

down into the boat. Then he sprang upright, hoisting a youth bodily into the
air, a First. He floated there, his shoulders gripped in Shonsu's great hands,
and he beaned down at Quili as if there was nothing undignified about such an
unorthodox arrival, or as if Sevenths clowed with Firsts all the tine.

The big man's voi ce cane from sonewhere behind the boy's grubby white kilt

"This is our mascot. Apprentice Quli, may | have the unparallel ed honor of
presenting the dreaded Novice Katanji, swordsman of the first rank?"
Then he let go. Novice Katanji |anded unevenly, stunbled, recovered, and

grinned. He tunbled for his sword hilt, which was canted over behind his |left
shoul der.

"Leave that!" Shonsu said quickly. "You' |l decapitate soneone—probably

yoursel f."

Katanji shrugged, still grinning, and made the salute to a superior in civilian
fashion. Bewildered, Quili responded. It was very rare to nake fornal

presentation of a First; slaves and beggars were always ignored. Lord Shonsu not
only had a peculiar sense of hunor, he nust also dislike formalities and ritual
The young Katanji was a dark-eyed inp. Hs single face-
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mark was raw and new, his curly black hair cropped short like a child's. There
was a hairclip precariously balanced in it, but no ponytail resulting. He was
grubby, but not as filthy as Nnanji, and innocent of bl oodstains. Renenbering
Nnanji's story, Quili could guess that Novice Katanji had swomto the code of
the swordsnmen only the previous day. Nnanji nust be his nentor, for surely no
Seventh woul d take a First as prole" g6. Yet perhaps this unconventional Shonsu
was capabl e of even that.

"You are wel cone also, novice," Qili said.

Hi s big eyes' regarded her solemmly. "Your gracious hospitality is already

evi dent, apprentice." Then those eyes dropped, to linger over her cloak

Quili glanced down and saw that the right side was stained, the faded yell ow
cloth marked by streaks of grease, and even perhaps bl ood, where Nnanji had
hugged her agai nst hinself. She | ooked up in mngled shanmre and anger, as Novi ce
Katanji turned away with a deliberate snmrk showing on his face. Inpudent little
devi !

"No nore strays, sailor?" Lord Shonsu was addressing the two nen still in the
boat. "Then you will cone ashore for food and rest before you seek to return?”
"Ch, no, ny lord." The captain was a fat and obsequi ous nman. He woul d probably
be very glad to be rid of so strange a cargo. To carry a Jonah reputedly brought
good fortune to a vessel and normally the Goddess sent it honme again pronptly,
but Lord Shonsu woul d be an unnervi ng passenger

"We nust not keep Her waiting, my lord," the sailor explained.

"May She be with you, then.1l' Shonsu reached in a pouch on his harness and
flipped a couple of coins down. They glinted in the sunlight. Free swords paying
gold to nmere boat nen?

"There we are, apprentice. Seven of us looking for a bite of breakfast." Lord
Shonsu had turned to Quili again with high good spirits. He was anused-her
astoni shrent nust be showi ng. Two swordsnen, two slave wonen, a boy, a baby, and
a beggar? What sort of arnmy was that?

Then the nenacing frown snapped back, and he stared along the jetty at the road
vani shing into the notch of the gorge. He swng around to Nnanji .
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"Transportation?"

Horror fell over Nnanji's face, and he jerked to attention. "1 forgot, nmy lord."
"Forgot? You?"

Nnanji gul ped. "Yes, ny lord."

For a nmonent Shonsu's eyes flicked to Quili, then back to Nnanji. "I suppose
there has to be a first tine for anything," he said darkly. "Apprentice, we have
a problem 1 assune that we need to clinb at |least as high as the top of that
cliff?"

"I amafraid so, ny lord."

Shonsu turned back to the boatnen, who were funbling with sails. "Wiit! Toss up
a couple of those pallets... and the awning. Thank you. Good journey!" He
stooped to untie a line. Nnanji junped for the other, watching to see exactly
what Shonsu did and copyi ng him

Kandoru woul d never have played at being a deckhand, nor a porter, yet now this
i ncredi bl e Seventh gathered up the pallets and tarpaulin and went striding

| andward along the jetty, the astonished Quili having to trot to keep up with
hi m

"Apprentice, can you find us a wagon? The old man can probably manage, but
Cowie..." He smirked again as he said that name. "Dear Cowi e has | ost one of her
sandal s. | should hate her beautiful soft feet to be damaged."

"I amsure | can find a cart, ny lord," Quili said. Acart for a lord of the

seventh rank? And woul d there be any nen left to harness the horse? She had

wat ched it being done often enough..

"That would do very well," Shonsu said cheerfully. They had reached the | and,
where the jetty stood above dry shingle. Quickly he spread the tarpaulin over
the pl anks, then he junmped down and put the pallets belowit. As his conpanions
arrived, he reached up and lifted them down effortlessly. "W shall be
confortabl e enough in here until you return."

"I shall be as quick as | can, nmy lord."

"There's no hurry. | need to have a private talk with Nnanji, and this seens
like a good chance." He flashed that heart-nelting snile again.
Confused and unhappy, Quili munbl ed somet hi ng—she was not sure what—-and headed

for the road. As she entered the

22 THE COM NG OF W SDOM gorge, the sun tucked itself up into the clouds, and
the World becanme gl oom er and nore drab. She had not lied, but she had left
these swordsnmen in ignorance of their danger. She nust try to prevent bl oodshed.
Merci ful Goddess! Whom was she supposed to shiel d+he workers, or the sorcerers,
or the swordsnen?

ttt

Wal lie paced slowy back along the jetty, gathering his thoughts. Hi s boots nade
hol | ow drum noi ses on the weat hered pl anks, and beside him Nnanji's kept tine.
Nnanji was waiting in excited silence to hear what revel ations the great Lord
Shonsu was about to inpart.

The jetty was stained with cattle dung—probably the estate exported cattle to
the nearest city, Ov. The River was very wide, the far shore a faint |ine of
smudge, and no sails marred the enpty expanse of gray and lifel ess water. At
Hann the Ri ver had been about the sane width, yet Hann lay a quarter of a Wrld
away. The River was everywhere, Honakura had said, and in a lifetinme of talking
with pilgrinms in the tenple, he had never heard tell of source or nouth.
Apparently it was endl ess and nmuch the sane everywhere, a geographica
impossibility. The River was the Goddess.

No sails... "The ferry's gone!"

"Yes, ny lord." Nnanji did not even sound surprised.

Wal lie shivered at this evidence of divine surveillance, then

forced his nmnd back to the matter at hand. Twi ce before he had

told his story, but this tinme would be harder. Honakura had

accepted it as an exercise in theology. Believing in many worl ds

and a | adder of uncountable |ives, he had been puzzled only that

the dead Wallie Smith shoul d have been reincarnated as the adult
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Shonsu, instead of as a baby. That was a nmiracle, and priests could

believe in mracles, Honakura had wanted to hear about Earth and

Wl lie's previous existence, but those would not interest Nnanji.

Jja had not cared about the nmechani smor the reason. She

was content to know that the man she | oved was hi dden inside

the swordsman, an invisible man with no rank or craft, as alien-

DAVE DUNCAN

23

ated fromthe Wrld as she was. Only thus could a slave dare to | ove a Seventh.
Nnanji's attitude would be very different.

The two nmen reached the end of the pier and stopped.

"Nnanji, | have a confession to nmake. | have never lied to you, but | have not
told you the whole truth."

Nnanji blinked. "Wy should you? It was you di e Goddess chose to be Her

chanpion. | amhonored to be allowed to help. You need not tell ne nore, Lord
Shonsu. "
VWallie sighed. "I did lie to you, then, | suppose. | said ny nane was Shonsu..

and it isn't."

Nnanji's eyes grew very w de, strange pale spots in his griny face. No nman of
the Peopl e could ever | ook unshaven, but his red hair had been bl ackened t he
previous day with a bl end of charcoal and grease. Later adventures had added
guano and cobwebs, road dust and bl ood. Now thoroughly sneared, the resulting
filmmade himl ook comic and ridiculous. But Nnanji was no joke. Nnanji had
becone a very deadly killer, nmuch too young to be trusted with either the sword
skill his nmentor had taught himso rapidly or the power that cane with his new
rank—a swordsman of the Fourth had the potential to do a nountain of damage
Nnanji woul d have to be kept under very close control for a few years, unti
maturity caught up with his abilities. That mi ght be why the gods had ordered
that he be irrevocably bound by the arcane oath to which the present
conversation nust | ead.

"I did meet with a god," Wallie said, "and what he told ne was this: the Goddess
had need of a swordsman. She chose the best in the Wrld, Shonsu of the Seventh.
Well, he said that there was none better, which is not quite the sane thing,
suppose. Anyway, this swordsman failed, and failed 'disastrously."'"

"What does that nean, ny |ord?"

"The god wouldn't say. But Shonsu was driven to the tenple by a denon. The
priests' exorcismfailed. The Goddess took his soul—and | eft the denon. O what
Shonsu t hought was a denon. It was nme, Wallie Smth. Except | wasn't a denon..."
He was not telling this very well, Wallie thought, but he was anmused by the
puzzl ed nods he was being given. Gthers mght nock at so absurd a yarn, but
Nnanji would want very much to believe. Nnanji had a ruinous case of hero
worship. It had suf-
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fered an agoni zing death the previous day, but then the Goddess had sent a
mracle to support Her chanpion, and Nnanji's adoration had sprung back to life
agai n, stronger than ever. He would grow out of it, and Wallie could only hope
that the education would not be too painful, nor too | ong delayed. No man coul d
live up to Nnanji's standards of heroic behavior

They turned together and began to wander | andward agai n.

"Anot her way of looking at it, | suppose, is as a string of beads—that's one of
the priests' images, A soul is the string, the beads are the separate lives. In
this case, the Goddess broke the rules. She untied the string and noved one of
t he beads."

Nnanji said, "But..." and then fell silent.

"No, 1 can't explain it. The notives of gods are mysterious. Anyway, | am not
Shonsu. | renenber nothing of his |life before | woke up in the pilgrimcottage
with Jja tending ne and ol d Honakura babbling about ny doing a fast nurder for
him Before mat, as far as | recall, | was Wallie Snith,"

He did not try to explain | anguage, how he thought in English and spoke in the
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| anguage of the People. Nnanji would not be able to conprehend the idea of nore
than one | anguage, and Wallie himself did not know how the translation worked.
"And you were not a swordsman in the other world, ny |ord?"

Manager of a petrochenical plant? How did one explain that to an iron-age

warrior in a preliterate Wrld? Wallie sighed. "No, | wasn't. Qur crafts and
ranks were different. As near as | can tell you, | was an apothecary of the
Fifth."

Nnanji shuddered and bit his Iip.

But there had been Detective Inspector Smith, who woul d have been so horrified
by his nurdering, idol-worshiping, slave-owning son. "My father was a

swor dsnan. "

Nnanji sighed in relief. The Goddess was not as fickle as he had feared.

"And you were a man of honor, ny |ord?"

Yes, Wallie thought. He had been | aw abi ding, and a decent sort of guy, honest

and conscientious. "I think so. | tried to be, as | try here. Sone of our ways
were different. | did my best, and 1 pronised the god that | would do ny best
here al so."

Nnanji managed a faint snile.
"But when the reeve of the tenple guard clainmed that | was

DAVE DUNCAN
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an inposter, he was correct. | did not know the salutes and responses. | did not

know one end of a sword fromthe other."

Nnanji spluttered. "But—but you know the rituals, nmy lord! You are a great

swor dsnman! "

"That cane later/' Wallie said, and went on to relate how he had nmet the deni god
three times, how he had nmanaged to rind belief in the gods, and how he had then
been given Sbonsu's skill, the | egendary sword, the unknown m ssion. "The god
gave ne the ability to use a sword, he gave ne the surras. But he gave ne none
of Shonsu's private nmenories at all, Nnanji. | don't know who his parents were,
or where he cane from or who taught him On those things, | amstill Wallie
Smith."

"And you nave no parentnmarks!"

"l have one now." He showed Nnanji the sword that had appeared on his right
eyelid the previous night, the sign of a swordsnman father. "It wasn't there
yesterday norning. | think it is a sort of joke by the little god, or perhaps a
sign that he approves of what we did yesterday."

Nnanji said he liked the second possibility better. The idea that gods night
play jokes did not appeal to him

They reached the | andward end of the jetty and turned to pace Riverward again
It was a strange story, alnpst as strange in the Wrld as it would have been on
Earth, and Wallie took his time, explaining as well as he could howit felt to
be two people, how his professional know edge differed fromhis persona

menori es.

"I think | understand, my lord," Nnanji said at |ast, frowning down ferociously
at the rain-slicked, rough-cut planks. "You greatly puzzled nme, for you did not
behave |i ke other highranks. You spoke to nme as a friend when | was only a
Second. You did not kill Meliu and Briu when you had the chance—spst Sevenths
woul d have wel coned an excuse to cut nore notches in thek harness. You treat Jja
like a lady and you were even friendly to WId Ani. That was the way of honor in
your ot her worl d?"

"I't was," Wallie said. "Friends are harder to nmake than enem es, but they are
nmore useful . "

Nnanji brightened. "Is mat a sutra?"

Wallie laughed. "No, it is just alittle saying of my own, but it is based on
sonme of our sutras. It works, though: |ook bow useful WId Ani turned out to
be! "
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Nnanj i agreed doubtfull y—swordsnen shoul d not have to seek help fromslaves. "I
woul d swear the second oath to you, ny lord, if you will have nme as protege". |
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still wish to | earn swordsnmanship fromyou, and the ways of honor..." He paused
and added thoughtfully, "And | think |I should Iike to | earn sone of this other
honor, also."
Wallie was relieved. He had half feared that his young friend would

understandably flee fromhimas a madman. "I shall be proud to be your nentor
again, Nnanji, for you are a wonderful pupil and one day you will be a great
swor dsnan. "

Nnanji stopped, drew his sword, and dropped to his knees. There were other
things that WVallie wanted to tell him but Nnanji was never plagued by
hesitations or deep reflection, and he now proceeded to swear the second oath:
"I, Nnanji, swordsman of the Fourth, do take you, Shonsu, swordsnan of the
Seventh, as ny naster and nmentor and do swear to be faithful, obedient, and
hunble, to |ive upon your word, to team by your exanple, and to be m ndful of
your honor, in the nane of the Goddess."

Wal | i e spoke the fornmal acceptance. Nnanji rose and sheathed his sword with sone
satisfaction. "You nentioned another oath al so, nentor?" The dem god had warned
that swordsnen were addicted to fearsome oaths, and Nnanji was no exception

"l did. But before we get to that, |I nmust tell you about mnmy mission. Wen 1
asked what the Goddess required of ne, all | was given was a riddle."

"The god gave you a task and didn't tell you what it was? Wy?"

"I wish | knewthat! He said that it was a matter of free will; that | must do

what seened right to ne. If | only followed orders, then | would be less a
servant than a tool." Another explanation, of course, mght be that the dem god
did not trust Wallie—either his courage or his honesty—and that was worrisone.
"This is what | was told:

"First your brother you nust chain. And from another wi sdom gain. Wen the

m ghty has been spurned, An arny earned, a circle turned, So the | esson may be
| ear ned.
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Nnanji pouted in disgust for a nonment, his lips noving as he thought over the
words. "I'mno good at riddles," he muttered. Then he shrugged. It was Shonsu's
problem not his.

"Nor was |—dntil Inperkanni said sonething yesterday, after the battle."

Ah! Nnanji had been waiting to hear this. "Eleven forty-four? The | ast sutra?"
Wal lie nodded. "It concerns the fourth oath, the oath of brotherhood. It is

al nost as terrible as the blood oath, except that it binds both men equally, not
as liege and vassal. In fact it is even nore drastic, Nnanji, for it is

paranount, absolute, and irrevocable."

"I didn't think the Goddess allowed irrevocabl e oaths."

"Apparently She does for this one. | think that is why the riddle says chain. If
we swear this oath, then we're both stuck with it, Nnanji!"

Nnanji nodded, inpressed. Again the two nen began to wal k.

Wallie let himthink for a nonent.

"But... you don't know your—Shonsu' s—history, nmentor. You—he—nmy have a rea

br ot her sonewhere?"

"That's what | thought, too, at first: that | had to seek out a brother. But the
god did renove Shonsu's parentnarks, and perhaps that was a hint. The oath is

restricted, Nnanji. It nmay only be sworn by two swordsnen who have saved each
other's lives. That can never happen in die ways of honor, only in a rea
battle. | think that is why we were led into that slaughter yesterday. | saved

you from Tarru, you saved ne from Ghaniri. So you have a part in this mssion

al so, and now we are free to swear the oath."

G ven the chance, Nnanji would have sat down cross-legged to hear a sutra, so
Wallie began it before he could do so. It was short, as surras went, and nuch

| ess paradoxi cal or obscure than sone. He needed only say it through once—Nnanji
never forgot anything.

Then they continued to walk in silence, while Nnanji scow ed again at the planks
and noved his |ips. Qoviously the fourth oath was causing himtrouble, and
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Wal lie began to feel uneasy. He was
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certain that he had solved the first line of the riddle, and that he was
supposed to swear that inpossible oath with this gangly young swordsman. But
what could he do if Nnanji refused? And why was he not eager to swear? He should
be jubilant at the opportunity to be brother to the greatest swordsnman in the
Wor | d.

"I't does not seemright, nmentor," he said at last. "I amonly a Fourth. That
oath sounds as if it should be sworn between equal s."

"It doesn't say equals."

Nnanji pouted and tugged at his pony tail

"I need your help, Nnanji," Wilie said.
"Hel p, mentor?" Nnanji |aughed. "M ne?"
"Yes! | ama great swordsman, but | ama stranger in the Wrld. | know | ess

about it than Vixini. There are so many things | do not know. For exanple: why
did you keep your sword on your back all night in the boat? That nust have
cranped your style a little with Cowie, did it not?"

Nnanji smrked. "Not especially." Then he gave Wailie a startled look. "It is
the custom of the frees, nentor."

"It is not in the sutras, not that | can find."

"Then it is just a tradition, | suppose. But a free sword never renoves his
sword. Except for washing—er to use." He frowned, worried that his nmentor did
not know sonething so elenentary.

I f Shonsu had been a free sword, then the infornmati on had not been passed

al ong—¥allie' s menory had been cut off in strange places. Even in bed? That
woul d be part of the free swords' nystique, of course, but it nmust be a very

i nconveni ent habit.

"Well, that shows you how ignorant | am If you are only my protege, you wll
not want to criticize me, or offer advice when you think I am making a m st ake.
Those are the sorts of things that a brother will do that a nere prote'gS would
not . "

"If you would | et nme swear the blood oath again, nmentor," Nnanji suggested
hopeful ly, "then you could order ne to advise you."

"And | could order you to shut up, too! As ny vassal, you were little better

than a slave, Nnanji. | nay never accept the third oath fromany man again and
certainly never fromyou."
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Nnanji frowned some nore. "But how will | address you? A Fourth can't call a

Seventh 'brother'!"

It was not a trivial question. A termof address advertised rel ationships

bet ween swordsnmen and could warn a potential challenger that there was an onus
of vengeance involved. As soon as they had sworn the second oath, he had begun
calling Wailie "nmentor" instead of "my lord."

"*Brother' will be fine. Use any termyou like. Probably you' |l want to call ne
"Stupid" half die tine."

Nnanji smled politely. "It is a great honor, nmentor... if you' re sure?"

Wailie hid a sigh of relief. "I amcertai n—and not all the honor is yours, Adept
Nnanji."

Nnanji turned pink under bis snmears. "Wat is the ritual ?"

"There doesn't seemto be one. Wiy don't we just say the words and shake hands?"
So, while the waters of the River slapped gently at the base of the jetty
beneath themin subtle appl ause, Shonsu and Nnanji swore the oath of brotherhood
and t hen shook hands. Wailie feh a sense of acconplishnment. He had satisfied the
first line of the riddle... what happened next, though?

Nnanji grinned shyly. "Now | have Shonsu as a nentor and Wailie Smith as a

br ot her ?"

Wai | i e nodded sol etmmly. "The best of both worlds," he said.

They continued to stroll along the battered little jetty. Rain continued to ooze
in sumrer drizzle fromthe low, gray-flannel clouds. Gray al so was the River,
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gray were the cliffs that shut off all view of what might |lie ahead. This soggy,
barren little place ought to be depressing, especially before breakfast and
after an extrenely short night, yet Wllie's nood renmi ned stubbornly euphoric.
He had escaped fromthe tenple, fromthe dangerous trap that had held himfor
all of his brief existence in die Wrld. He had proved that he could be a
swordsman and coul d satisfy the Goddess in that role, playing it as he felt it
shoul d be played and not necessarily as the native iron-age hop-lites played it.
Now he was going to be given a chance to see a whol e new pl anet and an anci ent
and conplex culture, albeit a
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primtive one. He felt |ike school was out at |ast.

Furthernore, the priestess had said that there were no swordsnen around.

Swor dsren hel d a nonopoly on violence. Wthout swordsnen, danger was unlikely.
What ever his mission mght prove to be, it would surely involve swordsnen, so it
had not started yet. There might be nore tests or | essons to conme, but he might
al so be due for a vacation. He repeated to hinself the instructions of the

dem god: Go and be a swordsman, Shonsu! Be honorabl e and val orous. And enj oy
yourself, for the Wrld is yours to savor. A nale fantasy of that elflike
priestess flickered nonentarily across his mnd, and he hastily reproached
hinsel f for being as bad as Nnanji. He had Jja. No man coul d want nore.

"What happens now, ny lord brother?" Nnanji inquired inpatiently.

They had reached the tarpaulin that covered the rest of the party. "Let's go and
see!" Wallie dropped ninbly to the shingle and peered in under the jetty.

Novi ce Katanji noved hurriedly away from Cowi e. Cuddling was a good way to keep
warm but his brother would not approve. Nnanji arrived at Wallie's side a
second | ater.

The Goddess had sel ected a strange assortnment of conpanions to acconpany Her
chanpi on. Seven was the sacred nunber, so Wallie's party had to nunber seven
Nnanji was understandabl e, and ol d Honakura was going to be a peerl ess source of
wi sdom and i nformati on—+f he chose to be, for he could be inscrutably obscure at
times. But two slave wonen, a boy, and a baby did not nmake nuch sense. On

Wal lie's back was the seventh sword of Chioxin, which Honakura had defined as
the nost val uabl e piece of novable property in the Wrld. The dem god had war ned
himthat alley thieves would prow after it. Wiy the mission required such a
priceless sword was a nystery in itself; any ordinary bl ade woul d suffice when
wi el ded wi th Shonsu's unsurpassed skill. So why give hima treasure, and then

wi t hhol d adequate protection?

What he needed, Wallie thought, was a hal f-dozen hard-eyed, hard-nuscled
swordsnen, not boys and wonen; yet he had been bal ked when he tried to enli st
swordsnen fromthe tenple guard. He had hinted to | nperkanni that he needed a
few and had al nost been chal |l enged on the spot. Now he had been brought to a
DAVEDUNCAN
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place with no swordsnen at all. Curiouser and curiousest!

He took a careful |ook at Honakura. The frail and incredibly ancient priest was
accustonmed to |uxury, not this outdoor adventuring in danp clothes.
Nevert hel ess, he seened to be in good spirits, beam ng his guns at the
swordsman. Vixini was fretting, and his nother smled rather wanly at her owner
Nnanji directed a bl eak gaze toward Katanji, perhaps suspecting what had been
going on in his absence. "Lord Shonsu and | have just sworn the oath of

br ot herhood! " he announced.

Katanji contrived to | ook inpressed, if rather cynically so.

"That makes hi myour nentor, also!"

Now Kat anji | ooked al arned.
"It does?" Wallie said. " 'Your oaths are ny oaths'? Yes, | suppose it does. And
al so ny brother, perhaps? Wll, we shall have to nmake sure he is a credit to us

both, shan't we?" He stepped over and settled on the pallet beside Jja, having
totilt his sword at an angle across his back and keep one |l eg tw sted under
him If this was how free swords had to sit all the tine, then he di sapproved.
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Nnanji moved in under cover and squatted on his heels.

"So you have solved the first line of the riddle," Honakura said. "Now what
happens?" He snirked nockingly.

"Has your mission begun, then, ny |lord?" asked Katanji .

Nnanji bristled. In so formal a culture, a mere First nust not address a Seventh
wi thout invitation, but Katanji had al ready summed up Lord Shonsu and knew he
was in no danger.

Hastily Wallie said, "I don't know, novice. | was explaining to Nnanji that |
was not told exactly what ny mission is to be. It nay have begun, but—=

"My lord brother! He is only a scratcher. He does not know one seventy-five

yet!"
Wal li e nodded. "Nnanji will instruct you in the sutra 'On Secrecy,'" he told
Katanji. "Meanwhile, just renenber that this is in confidence, all right?"

The boy nodded, wi de-eyed. He had al ready packed nore excitenment into his first
day as a swordsman than nost nmen woul d achieve in years. He had even saved
Wallie's life the previous eveni ng—and probably Nnanji's, too. Cbviously he had
a part to play also, but whatever it might be, it would not likely require a
sword. Nnanji, in his first flush of excitenent at being pronoted,
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had i npetuously rushed off, bought that |udicrous slave, and sworn his young
brother as his protege. Cowi e might make sone old nman very happy in a
confortabl e hone sonewhere, but she was not a swordsman's wonman. Katanji,

i kewi se, was not swordsman naterial. He conpletely | acked his brother's natura
talents as an athlete, as Waliie had confirmed with his horseplay on the jetty.
Katanji had al nost fallen over, even in a straight drop of three feet or so.
Nnanji woul d have | anded |ike a cat.

Nnanji was scow ing, playing mddkrank as he had seen it played in the tenple
barracks, wearing his topkick-facing-grunt face.

"You say you're not good at riddles," Waliie said. "How is he?"

Rel uctantly Nnanji said, "Not bad."

"Then let's try himon this one." Waliie explained the riddle that defined his
nm ssion. Katanji frowned. Honakura had heard it before. Jja was certainly
trustworthy. Cowi e woul d understand tittle nmore than Vixini... and yet Cow e had
al so played an unwitting part in the gods' plans, a renmi nder that nortals should
not junp to concl usions.

"So the question is: what happens now? | do have a couple of ernes. No, three,
think. Two of themare things that... my predecessor said, just before he died.
He said he had come very far. Well, we were noved very far hi the night.
Secondly, he nentioned sorcerers.”

"Rot!" snapped Honakura. "1 will never believe in sorcerers. Just |egends!"
Waliie knew that he would take a great deal of convincing hinself, but he had
come to believe in gods and miracles, so he was not going to close his mind on
the subject of sorcerers. Sbonsu had said they existed.

"There woul d be no honor fighting sorcerers,” Nnanji said grunpily, which was
what be had said when Waliie had asked hi monce before. Then he grinned. "And
there aren't any here! | asked Apprentice Qili! No sorcerers and no dragons."
"Dragons? Are there really dragons in the Wrld?"

Nnanji sniggered. "None! Wat's the third clue, |ord brother?"

"You. "
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" NB2"

Waliie laughed. "I wanted to enlist some good nmen to guard nmy back and ny sword
I was blocked. | only got one. O course that one is renmarkably good."

Nnanj i preened.

"But one is not enough! |'msure that ny mssion nmust involve swordsnmen. Now

we' ve been brought to a place .where there are no swordsnmen, and there can't be
many places like that in the Wrld, can there?"

"No. "

"So | don't think nmy mssion has begun yet,'

Waliie said cheerfully. "There nust
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be a few nore tests or lessons to come first."

" Danger ous?"

"Probably."

Nnanji sm | ed contendedly.

"But this sounds |ike a very safe place. So nmaybe we've been brought here just
to relax for a few days."

"Or to meet soneone? Like Ko!"

" Ko?"

"Have you never heard... It's a great epic!" Nnanji drew a deep breath, a sign
that he was about to start singing. Even if the epic was inordinately |ong, even
if he had only heard it once, or even if that had been years before, he would be
capabl e of rendering die whole thing without a stunble.

Hastily Waliie said, "Just the gist!"

"Ch!" Nnanji deflated and pondered for a nonent. "Lord Aggaranzi and his band
were noved by Her Hand to Ko but the villagers had no work for their swords, and
then Inghollo of the Sixth and his band were brought the next night, and the
following day two nore..."

The Goddess had collected an arny at Ko, apparently, and then anbushed a | arge
bri gade of brigands, who had been chopped into small fragments. Nnanji approved.
"Sounds reasonable,” Waliie said. "So possibly we have been brought to a safe

pl ace to neet soneone."

Then he heard a distant clanking and jingling that nust be the | ong-awaited
transportation arriving.

34 THE COM NG OF W SDOM

"So there you are, novice," he said quickly. "Now, why did I (ell you all that?"
In the shade, Katanji's eyes gleaned so bright that they al nost gl owed. "Because
"another' mght nean 'another brother,' ny |ord?"

"Correct!"”

"What ?" Nnanji shouted. "You think you can gain w sdom from hi nP"

"W just did... didn't you?"

Nnanji sm | ed sheepishly, and then shot another bal eful glance at his young
brother. "I don't approve of Firsts thinking," he said om nously.

The cart was drawn by one of the strange canel -faced horses of the Warld, and
driven—surprisingly-by die little Apprentice Quli herself. She was clearly
havi ng sone trouble, but she managed to turn the creaking old vehicle, and then
she junped down and bowed to Wallie.

"Lady Thondi sends her respects, ny lord. She will be honored to receive you at
di e manor at your convenience."

"l don't feel fit to go calling on |adies at the nonent."

Quili smled, seemng alnost relieved. "You are nost wel cone to stop at the
tenancy to clean up, ny lord. The wormen have prepared a neal. It will be hunble
fare, conpared to what her | adyship could offer, but they would be greatly
honored if you cared to partake of it." She waited hopefully.

Then let's do that." Wallie began assisting his conpanions into the cart. There
was straw to sit on, and a heap of shabby cl oaks and bl ankets for cover

He liked this dimnutive child priestess. Her long hair was matted by the rain,
and her yellow cl oak a shabby, disreputable thing, but there was a qui ckness
about her mat told of hunor and <intelligence. O course she was nervous and
junpy, which was quite understandabl e, nerely enphasizing her youthful charm
Better groomed and garbed, she would be at least pretty and possibly
sensational. She probably deserved a better life than the one she was having, if
he read correctly the dirt ingrained in her fingers. Wth her nentor living half
a day's wal k away, she could
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have little chance of working toward pronotion

Nnanji was obviously attracted, and she gl anced nervously at himas he edged

cl ose, beam ng down at her... no, leering dowm at her. Wien she scranbled up to
the driver's bench, awkward in her cloak and priestess' |ong robe, he noved as
if tojoin her. Wallie coughed neaningfully and jerked an inperious thunb at the
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back. He clinbed up and sat beside Quili hinself.

She sl apped the reins and shouted. After a nonent's reflection, the horse

deci ded that there were nore interesting places in which to be difficult, and
the cart creaked forward.

Tree trunks, valley walls, and streanbed crowded in upon their path. The road
was no nore than a stretch of cleared ground, rough and rutted and spiky with
roots. Alittle work with a dozer and a few truckl oads of gravel would work
wonders on it, Wallie decided. Twice the horse bal ked at fords, giving Quil
trouble. The streamwas rising, encroaching on its banks.

"This rain is unusual, apprentice?"

Quili was concentrating on the horse, but she stopped biting her tongue |ong
enough to say, "Very, ny lord. At this time of year. And the first real rain
since winter."

Wallie wondered if there could be any relation between the rain and his own
arrival. Then he decided that the thought was absurd—he was beconm ng as bad as
Honakura, who was full of weird superstitions. Neverthel ess, nmuch nore rainfall
and the track to the jetty woul d becone inpassabl e.

The trees were | ess lush than the tropical varieties at Hann, and he coul d not
identify any of them-hardly surprising, for he was no botanist. Apparently
Shonsu had not been nmuch interested in vegetation, for his vocabulary seened to
contain none of the nanes. Perhaps sone had Earthly equivalents, simlar but
.not the sanme, l|like the odd-I|ooking horses. O like the People thenselves —a
neat, brown-skinned folk, cheerful, fun-loving and lusty, certainly human, but
not exactly matching any Earthly race.

He noved his sword to a nore confortable position and stretched out his arm

al ong the backrest. Quili junped and then blushed furiously.
Damm! Wallie had forgotten that he was no | onger the man he
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had been on Earth. Wonen | ooked at Shonsu in a way wonmen had never | ooked at the
nondescript Wallie Smith. Wallie Smith mght have received odd gl ances had he
par aded around bare-chested in a kilt and | eather harness, but not those sort of
| ooks.

Whi ch raised the problemof Nnanji's attentions to Quili. Nnanji had never made
any secret of his ambition to becone a free sword—t had been about the first
thing he had inparted to his liege | ord Shonsu when he had begun to rel ax enough
in his conpany to talk at all. Wallie had parried the hidden questions about
their joint future until he had gained tinme to |l earn from Honakura just what a
free sword was. He had been disgusted to | earn how nmuch those wandering warriors
expected in the way of hospitality. It was not a sutra, it was a universa
custom which neant a | awfree swords coul d have anything they wanted, including
access to their hostesses' beds.

That prospect was at |east as attractive to Nnanji as the opportunities for

bl oodshed. Since the onset of adol escence, he had lived within the narromy male
worl d of the barracks, naively absorbing all the nacho braggi ng, believing the
tall tales of breathlessly grateful maidens. Now he saw his chance. He had no
desire to be a routine policeman in sone quiet little town or city. He dreanmed
of the open road—er, to be precise, open River—and honoring beautiful dansels
woul d be a large part of the romance of it all. Here he was, a free sword at
last, and this pretty young priestess had the msfortune to be the first wonan
he had encount er ed.

VWallie could admit a certain barbaric logic in the custom Free swords were the
good guys and brigands were the bad guys, but at tines the distinction between
them nmust becone blurred. So hospitality was given without |inits—nstinted
generosity could avert pillage, and there was one sure way to avoi d rape.

Anot her benefit m ght be an increase in genetic diversity anong the People, for
likely few of themever nmoved very far fromtheir birthplaces in this prinitive
culture, and inbreeding would be a problem

But that was the general case. In the specific instance, young Quili was being
mol ested. Wallie could hardly change the | aws of the Wrld, but he could
certainly divert Nnanji this time. He glanced back at his conpanions in the
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cart, noting his new oath
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brother's glum expression. Satisfied that the squeaking axles and the roar of
the stream would drown out his words, he turned to Quili and renarked, "Adept
Nnanji seens very attracted to you, apprentice."”

Quili blushed even redder. "I amgreatly honored, ny lord."

"Are you sure?"
She gasped and sonehow nanaged to go redder still.

"No, no! That wasn't what | nmeant!" VWallie floundered. "I amvery nuch in | ove,
Quili. | amtotally infatuated by Jja. Like a starry-eyed boy! | seek no other
wonman. "

Under st andabl y, she made no reply to such insulting gibberish. She kept her eyes
on the plodding horse, although it seemed to be nanagi ng w thout any gui dance
from her.

"What | nmeant... | nean, if | seem... Oh, dam! If Nnanji thinks that | want
you, then he will |eave you alone. Do | nmake nyself clear?"

"Either... Yes, ny lord."

"Then | shall pretend. But I'monly pretending!"

"Yes, ny lord."
He noved close and put his armaround her. Nnanji would certainly notice. She
| ooked tiny in her yellow cloak, |ike a half-drowned canary, but there was a

surprisingly firmyoung wonman in there. He felt Shonsu's disorderly gl ands begin
to stir and repressed themw th thoughts of Jja.

After a nonment he said, "I swear | amonly playacting, Quili."

"Yes, ny lord."

"So there is no reason for you to trenble quite so violently."

tttt

At first the neal went quite well. The visitors had been squashed in around a

group of tables in one of the cottages, while six or seven wonen fl ustered
around, serving the food by squeezing tactfully past between the guests' backs
and the walls. Half a dozen children had managed to slip in, also, and the tiny
room was packed and stuffy and dark. The fare was plain, as Qili had
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prom sed, but the fresh bread and | ean ham were delicious. Wth farmbutter and
bri ght vegetables, warm beer in earthenware pitchers, and a nysterious stew, no
one was going to conplain about the food.

Nor coul d anyone object to the quality of service. Al the wonen were brown-clad
farmers of the Third, fromtwo white-haired matrons in | ong-sl eeved gowns, down
to the youngest, whose nane was Nia. Nia wore nothing but a short, sinple wap
.and | ooked very good in it.

And there was another young | ady named Nona, whose wap was so breathtakingly
and inpractically brief that it nust surely have been shortened for the
occasion. At first everyone had fawned hunbly over the swordsnen, but soon Nona
found courage, and then even Nnanji's Trojan appetite could not distract him
fromher obvious availability. The two of them began smrking, cracking |ewd

jokes, and al nost striking sparks. Wal-lie concluded with relief that Quili was
out of danger. He intercepted a few eyelash flutters from N a, which he

di scouraged by feigning interest in Quili. Only one swordsman fathermark woul d
be authorized by this visitation

That point mght have to be stressed to Novice Katanji, who had nmade fast

progress with a couple of the preadol escent girls, naked and fl at-chested and
definitely off-limts in Wallie's view There were no girls of his own age
around, so perhaps Katanji was nerely being friendl y—er perhaps not. As the
eating progressed, though, his socializing slowed dow, and he began directing
sharp gl ances around the whol e conpany and then at Wallie, who had just nade the
same di scovery hinself: there was too nuch tension. Sonmething was w ong.

Until that realization struck, Wallie had been fairly content. He and his
conpani ons were clean at last. Their garnents had been rushed away to be
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| aundered and tenporary replacenents provided. At first an abbreviated brown

| oi ncl oth had made him feel as shanel ess as Nona, but once he was seated at the
table he forgot about it and tucked into the spread with genuine appetite.

Then two mi nor probl ens appeared al nbst sinmultaneously. As he ate, he began to
feel a strange |ethargy. Honakura yawned. Jja followed suit—and so did Nnanji,
inthe mddle of his animated flirting. He blinked in surprise and carried on
Wal lie snothered a
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yawn hinself. It had been a short night, but... jet lag! They had been noved the
equi val ent of several tine zones by the Hand of the Goddess. Now it was not
yawni ng but |aughter that struggled for possession of Wallie's throat. The
thought of jet lag in this prinmtive culture was |udicrous, and the idea of
trying to explain it to anyone el se even nore so. Nevertheless, it was worth
remenbering, for the resulting nental confusion could seriously warp a nman's
judgrment for a day or two.

Hi s second probl em concerned Jja.

The tenancy was a clutter of cottages, all small and nostly shabby, interspersed
wi th banms and sheds, and standi ng anong veget abl e patches. Pigs and chickens
roamed underfoot, while background noises told of dogs and at |east one

di scordant donkey. The setting was pl easant, centered on a pond that served for
washi ng, stock watering, and irrigation, but in all directions the surrounding
countrysi de was concealed by little bare hillocks and copses of scanty trees.

It was a hunbl e settlenent, and the people who inhabited it were hunble, also.
But they outranked the estate owner's slaves, who |ived el sewhere, and they were
unconfortable at having to entertain Jja and Cowie and Vixini. Cowie was quite
unaware of the conflict, |ooking content for the first time since Wallie had net
her, stuffing food into herself, apparently inpervious to jet lag. Jja had
becone very quiet. She sat close by Wallie and attended to Vixini and spoke only
inreply to questions. He fumed, but there was nothing he could do. The wonen
were trying the best they could. Doubtless Qili had warned them and the
hostility was being suppressed, but it was there. Wallie had not met this
prejudice in the tenpl e—Nnhanji mnmade no val ue distinction between free wonan and
sl ave—but for these people slaves were a threat to livelihood. The difference
was not racial, it was purely an accident of birth, yet the free could not hide
their contenpt of the unfree. The Wirld of the Goddess was an inperfect place.
So he tried to reassure Jja without at the sanme tine of fending die attending
worren, and he nade the best of it. He al so nmade conversation with Quli, on his
right. She had di scarded her bul ky cloak, revealing a threadbare | enbn gown that
curved satisfactorily in all the right places. Feigning interest called for no
effort.

He established that the manor house stood farther up the
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hillside, hidden by trees. There were cattle sheds there, and slave barns, and
nmore cottages. The inhabitants of this tenancy seenmed to have internediate
status, not quite farmhands and not quite free fanners thensel ves. They paid
their rent in work for the Iandl ord, but they also grew vegetables for sale to
the manor. Wallie at once suspected a conpany store econony and soon confirmed
his guess—to obtain inmports, like nails and rope, or |local products such as

| unber, the tenants nust deal with Honorable Garathondi's manager, Adept

Moti podi . Everything went back to Garathondi in the end.

The ham had vani shed. Fresh strawberries appeared, with creamthick as butter
Not for the first tine, Wallie nourned the absence of coffee in the Wrld.
Honakura was enthusi astically attacking the dessert, while attenpting to

di scover nore about the | andowner and his nother, Lady Thondi. Katanji had set
out to charm everyone, not nerely the young mai dens. Jja was bei ng nonosyl | abi c.
Cowi e was not communi cating with anyone. Nnanji was describing the best ways to
push a sword into a man and how it felt to do so, nmaking Nona breathe deeply
over his courage and the nobility of his notives.

Then WAl lie noticed, and Katanji followed a nonent later—Qili and the other
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woren were as junpy as a pondful of frogs.

Sonebody had said sonething. Perhaps it had been only Nnanji's gruesone attenpts
at shop tal k, but something was w ong.

So nore than Nnanji's advances had been disturbing the young priestess earlier
Even the ol der wonen were nervous, and they were obviously deferring to her, in
spite of her youth. O course in Earthly terns they were peasants entertaining a
general or a duke, and sone tension was inevitable. Their nmenfol k were not there
to support them having been called away by Adept Mdtipodi for a |and-clearing
project, or so Wallie had been inforned. But the guests had not raped or

mur der ed anyone, they had praised the food and hospitality, and the tension was
not decreasing. It seened to be getting worse.

Wallie tried to establish a little |ocal geography. East lay the R ver, and
there were no significant settlenents on the far bank. Wstward the nountains of
Regi Vul were normally visible, he
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was told, but they were hidden today by the rain clouds. To the north lay the
ham et of Pol and then the city of Ov. Perhaps he was expected to head for Ov,
but he decided to put off any decisions until he had met with Lady Thondi

Sout hward there seened to be nothing. The Black Lands, Quili said vaguely ... no
peopl e. And even the Bl ack Lands were inaccessible, the ol der wonen expl ai ned,
because there were cliffs. So this place was a curiously isolated dead end?
Wallie did not need sutras to warn himthat dead ends could be traps. Common
prudence woul d suggest that a nove to Ov m ght be very w se—except that he had
no one but Nnanji to guard his back fromthe alley thieves the dem god had

war ned about. Stynmi ed!

"You keep no boats here, apprentice?"

Quili shook her head. "Not at the nonent, -ny lord. H's honor has one, of

course, but he is in Ov." She nentioned a couple of fishing boats that were
usual ly present, and a cattle boat, and one or two others, but for this reason
or that reason..

Wal lie's scalp prickled—too much coinci dence. There was a test coming. The
Goddess had boxed Shonsu in for sone purpose.

And it was then that he renenbered the rain and guessed what was happeni ng. He
gl anced at his conpani ons. Honakura had felt the unease, but seened nore puzzl ed
than worried. Honakura did not know about the climate. He had not heard Quill's
comments about it, and his skill was peopl e-he woul d not have been able to read
the appearance of the semiarid | andscape as Wallie had done when he arrived at
the tenancy, or even to appreciate that irrigation for vegetabl es neant poor
rainfall.

Katanji was suspicious, but a city boy did not have the botanical know edge,
either. He likely did not even know enough about the swordsmen's sutras. O
course old Honakura woul d not know the actual words of the sutra in question,

but he woul d know what nust result fromit. Quili obviously did—she was
mast er mi ndi ng t he decepti on.
Nnanji naturally suspected nothing and woul d have to be kept that way... and

then Wallie remenbered the oath he had just sworn. My secrets are your secrets.
He coul d keep not hing from Nnanji now.

The gods had tricked hi magain.
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No! He was not going to conmit a massacre. It was not fair. He had killed

si x—ho, seven—nen the previous day. He had proved that he could be bloody if he
had to be. How nuch sl aughter did She want from Her chanpi on?

He was not going to start killing innocent people.

Goddess be damed

Then he realized that the roomhad fallen into a horrified silence. He had been
glaring at Nnanji, and even Nnanji was w lting under that glare.

"You don't want nme to tell about the battle, ny lord brother?" he asked
nervously. Nona was standing beside him and he had his arm around her
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Wallie had not heard a word. He pulled his wits together. "I don't care," he
said, "although | doubt that these gentle ladies will be interested in such a
tale. No, sonething you said rem nded ne of another battle. That's all."
Everyone rel axed, including Nnanji. He leered up at Nona. "You don't need ne for
alittle while then, do you, ny lord brother? Farmer Nona has offered to show ne
her house." For him this sudden interest in domestic architecture was a
surprisingly tactful way of describing what the two of them obviously had in

nm nd.

"Yes, | do need you," Wallie said. "I'"'mputting you in charge for... for a
little while. | want to see Apprentice Quili's house."

Quili blanched. Then she bared her teeth at Wallie in an attenpt at a smile. "I
shall be greatly honored, nmy lord." It came out as a whisper

"Then let us go right away. Ladies, | thank you for the neal. It was superb."
Wth varied expressions of surprise and anmusenent, approval and di sapproval, the
conpany noved out of the way as Wallie followed Quili around to the door. The

outside air seemed cool and fresh after the stuffy room flapping his loincloth
as if to nobck such unswordsnmanli ke dress. The rain seened heavi er.

Huddl ed again in her cloak, the priestess pointed to the far side of the pond.
"That one, ny lord. W should run!"

Hers was the smallest of the cottages, badly in need of a new roof fromthe I ook
of the sag in the present one.
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She woul d not run very fast in her gown, so Wallie announced that he would carry
her. He scooped her up and ran, mud splattering bel ow his boots. She wei ghed
very little, less than Katanji .

The door was not |ocked. She lilted the |atch, and he carried her across the
threshol d, wondering as he did so if that gesture had the sane inplications in
the World as it did on Earth. He set her down and cl osed the door and | ooked
around.

It was very snall and, obviously, very old. One of the walls |eaned inward, and
the fl oor was uneven. Probably the present bowed roof was far fromthe first
that these ancient stones had supported. There were two stools and a chair, a
table, and a rough dresser. The floor was nade of flagstones, with straw on them
by the entrance. Cooking would be done on the fire, of course, and there was an
oven built into the fireplace. Faint scents of woodsnoke gave the place a honey
air. A bucket and two | arge baskets stood in a corner; a couple of garments hung
on pegs; a small and very rough i mage of the Goddess sat on a shelf with flowers

|aid before it... There was no great confort, but the roomwas clean and
friendly.
He | ooked around to speak to Quili, and she had vani shed. Quiet creaking of

ropes canme fromthe other room He ducked through the other doorway in time to
see her stretching out on the bed.

"\fery pretty," he said harshly, aware of his sudden physical response. Her body
was every bit as fine as the tight gown had prom sed

She twisted a snile and held out her ains to him but he could see her hands

shaki ng.
"You're very pretty, apprentice, but you're trying to distract nme. Now put your
gown on again and come out here. | want to talk to you."

He went and sat on the nore solid |ooking of the two stools. In a nmonment Quil
crept in fromthe other room dressed again in her threadbare yell ow robe, but
barefoot. She lit on die edge of the chair, hands cl asped, eyes staring down at
the floor, long hair falling to hide her face.

Wal lie forced his mind back to business. "Tell nme about the nurdered swordsnen."
44 1 Hh COM NG OF W SDOM

Again, all the color drained fromher face. She stared at him

"Men do not go to clear land on the wettest day since winter, Quili."

She slid to her knees. "My lord, they were not at fault! They are good people!"
"I must be the judge of that."

Quili crouched over and began to weep, covering her face with her hands. That
was anot her approach, and probably the last she had left to try. It mght be
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very effective, though-Wallie was not good at bullying little girls.

He | et her sob for a while and then said, "That's enough! Quili, don't you see
that I"'mtrying to help? | want to hear this story before Adept Nnanji does. Now
tell nme the truth—and quickly!"

Nnanji was sworn to uphold the sutras. His reaction to an assassi nati on woul d be
as automatic as blinking. A cover-up made it nuch, nuch worse, and there was no
ot her explanation for the nen's absence. Nnanji would snap out a denunciation

He was far too inpetuous and idealistic to | ook for extenuating circunstances
first. In fact, to a swordsman, there could be no extenuating circunstances for
assassination. Nnanji would be prosecutor and Wallie both judge and executi oner.
He al so was sworn to obey the code of the swordsnmen, and if he found agai nst
Nnanji, then Nnanji had brought false charges and nust pay the penalty. The only
penalty in such a case was death.

Once before Wallie had tried to avoid the Draconian responsibilities of a man of
honor, and that attenpt had nerely led to nuch worse bl oodshed. It was another
test. He could only hope that the wong answer the last tine would be the right
answer now.

"How many swordsmen, Quili?"

"One, ny lord." It was a whisper and it cane from sonmewhere near his feet.

"Who?"

"Random of the Third."

"Honorable or not?" He got only silence. "Tel! ne!"

"He was a man of honor."

"The resident swordsman here, | suppose?”

"Yes. The estate guard, ny lord."

It was like pulling teeth with fingers. "Young? O d?"
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"He... he said he was about fifty, ny lord. But |I think be was ol der than
that... he had bad rheumatism" She fell silent, again staring at the floor. "He
was very fond of aninmals... Adept Mdtipodi called himthe finest horse doctor
"Quili, I amtrying to help! I do not want to kill anyone, but | nust have the
facts. "

She straightened up slowy and | ooked at himw th red-ri med eyes. "He was ny
husband. "

"Nol "

He had never guessed that she could have had a husband, alive or dead—she seened
too absurdly young. But why would she protect his killer? To save a |over? Then
why were the ot her wonen aiding her? Wiy had the nmen not reported the
assassination to the nearest swordsman?

"How | ong ago?"

"Alittle over a year, ny lord."

Wal lie groaned in horror. "You know what that neans? One a week, Quili!" It was
utterly barbaric, but that was what the sutras denmanded. O course it would
rarely be needed—with that kind of slaughter in the wind, everyone would rush to
expose a swordsman killing i mediately. That was what the threat was for, to
prevent cover-up. But to keep the threat believable, once in a while it nust be
used.

So Wallie Smth, who had been so reluctant to be a swordsman for the Goddess,
was going to be required to prove his Wodthirstiness agai n? Wl esale, this
time.

Sl aught er unarnmed nmen? Never! He was not capabl e.

"Who did it? Someone on the estate, | suppose?"
"No, ny lord. They cane fromOv."
That was a relief... and a surprise. "Then why not... For gods' sakes,

apprentice, tell ne!"

She was weepi ng again, broken by the strain, unable to be-tray fifty b'ves. He
rose, lifted her by the shoulders, and sat her roughly on the chair. Then he
began to pace, his head barely clearing the rafters.
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"Now tal k! Start with you. How did you neet hin®"

She could tal k about herself nore easily. She had been an orphan, taken in by
the tenple at Ov. At puberty she had been accepted as a novice in the
priesthood. She had expected to
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progress to Third, for that was normal, and then a decision would have been nmade
for her—whet her she should continue her studies in the tenple, or be given a job
sonmewhere, in sone ham et that needed a priest.

When she had gai ned second rank, Quili had been enrolled in the priestess

choir. One day soon afterward, follow ng a service in which she had taken part,
she had been led by her nmentor to a neeting with some highrank tenple officials.
Swor dsman Random had been present, and Lady Thondi al so.

Swor dsrman Kandoru had said nerely, "Yes, that one."

Thondi, or her son, had recently hired the retired free sword as estate guard.
They had supplied a cottage—and now a wi fe. The owners wanted a swordsnan; the
wor kers and sl aves woul d be happier with a priestess in residence; providing one
cottage was better economics than providing two. It had been a very conveni ent
arrangenent for everyone... except Apprentice Quili. By nightfall her oaths had
been transferred to a mentor in Pol and she had been legally installed in a
stranger's bed.

WAl |i e wondered what Honakura would think of the tale. It revealed a very sleazy
pi cture of the priesthood. Like swordsnen, priests were corruptible... and
perhaps even the tenple itself had benefited from Thondi's generosity. He
wondered briefly if his mission was to clean up a venal |ocal clergy, but that
task seened nuch too trivial to justify so many miracles. The Goddess had held
the Chioxin sword for seven hundred years—surely She would not have returned it
to the nortal World for any cause so petty.

"What did your mentor think of this?" he denanded.

Quili sniffed. "I think she disapproved... but she didn't say."

"And your present nentor?"

For the first tine there was fire. "He is a senile old drunk! He should be

repl aced. "
"Way didn't they put a slavestripe on you?"
"My lord!"

"They bought and sold you, Quili."

She hesitated and then quietly said, "Yes, ny lord."

At | east he now had her talking.
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"A'l right," he said. 'Tell me the rest—who killed Kan-doruT

Wal |i e's approach had been noted, and the cottage door swung open as he arrived.
He stepped inside and wiped the rain fromhis eyes. Nnanji was on his feet, his
face aflame with fury. Nona had been forgotten and only two of the locals

remai ned—the two ol dest wonen, both |ooking terrified. Cowie was dozing in a

corner, Jja and Katanji were being quiet and still and apprehensive, crouched on
stools. The room seened | arger and nuch brighter than it had earlier

Nnanji expl oded into speech. "Lord Shonsu: |, Nnanji—=

" Shut up!"

"But there has been an assassination. And a conceal ment!"

"I know! But you can't make a denunciation to ne, Nnanji. W' re oath brothers.

I"mnot inpartial—-how could I find agai nst you?"

Nnanji grow ed angrily. H s |lips noved as he worked out the conplications; then
he did not dispute the point. But a priest could act as judge, also. He swung
around to Honakura and met a toothless snmirk below a bl ack headband—there was no
priest present. Had the old nan sonehow foreseen this? Was that why he was
remai ni ng i ncognito? No, that was ridiculous... but very convenient at the
nonent .

"How did you find out?" Wallie demanded.

It was Honakura who answered. "I could see that there was sonething wong, ny
lord. | asked Adept Nnanji to tell me the exact words that had passed between

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...-%2002%20-%20The%20Coming%200f%20Wisdom.txt (26 of 184) [10/15/2004 2:29:08 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20Duncan%620-%2... Seventh%20Swor d%20-%2002%620-%20T he%620Coming%200f%20Wisdom. txt

hi m and Apprentice Qili when they net."

That woul d have been no problem for Nnanji. Even Quili had been able to recount
enough of it.

Wallie snarled. "He was joking, and she was being too literal."

Nnanji had failed abysnmally in his first assignnent as a Fourth. Had he
questioned Quili properly, then the ferry boat would still be tied to the jetty.
He knew that. He came rigidly to attention. "My lord brother—=
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"Never mind!'" Wallie said. "Do better next tine. Meanwhile we have a snal |

probl em Lady Thondi was undoubtedly an accessory to the nmurder. She is in

| eague with the sorcerers. She has had plenty of tine to send word to Ov. Quili
knows of no other way out of here than the Ov road."

This mght be another test, or it mght be the start of Wallie's mission. In
either case, the danger was obvi ous—and extrene.

"We're trapped?”

"Apparently." Wallie | ooked over his resources: two swordsnen, two slave wonen,
a boy, a baby, and a beggar. Not nuch to fight an approachi ng arny of swordsnen
killers. He nodded at the wonan he thought was called Myi. "Fetch our clothes,
pl ease. "

"They're coming," Nnanji said snappily. "These two were witnesses to the
assassination."

"In the great haH?" Wallie asked and they nodded dunbly.

"And who killed Swordsman Kandor u?"

"A sorcerer, ny lord," Myi whispered.

"Wth what weapon?"

"Wth nmusic, nmy lord... three notes froma silver fife."

Whi ch was what Quili had stated.

"Well, old man,"” Wallie said to the evilly grinning Honakura, "it seens that you
and | nust both start believing in sorcerers.”

ttttt

Swaddl ed in a bl anket and | ooking |i ke nothing nore than a bundl e of trash,
Honakura was perched on the driver's bench beside Quili. Wallie had put him

there and firmy told himto stop playing stupid ganes, to bring the girl onto
the team A priest of the Seventh fromHarmwas the Wrld's equival ent of a
Cuhal cardinal. Once be revealed his identity, he would be able to convince
Quili of anything.

Wallie and the rest sat on wet straw in the back under cl oaks and bl ankets. The
rain was getting worse, breeding the rivulets of mlky nud that ran down the
roadway. Patches of silver |ight
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in the fields spoke of standing water, while trees in the distance were washed
to a pale blue gray. Unfortunately, the road fromOv would still be passable, or

so Quili had said.

The cart lurched and squeaked and jingled. It had no springs, but then it was
not noving very quickly. Wallie and Nnanji could have reached the manor sooner
on foot, had that not neant |eaving the rest of the party at the tenancy,
potential hostages. A swordsnan was both a soldier and a cop, and Wallie was not
sure which of his two roles was dom nant at the nonment. He was likely to be
attacked soon by a brigade of sorcerers, but he was also norally certain that
Lady Thondi was guilty of nurder. Kandoru had been bl atantly betrayed, and
Nnanji was not the only swordsman hankering for justice. Wether or not Wallie
Smith could now bring hinself to decapitate a hel pl ess old worran woul d be an

i nteresting discovery.

He still was seeing very little of the Wrld. Many stretches of the road had
been deepened into a trench by long use. It was flanked by hedges—wpre practica
than fences in the absence of barbed wire—and thus he caught few glinpses of the
fields. He could tell only that they were small, irregular, and inset in

woodl and. The country was rising, and surely the manor could not be far off now.
"This nmust be your mission, nmy lord brother.” Nnanji was in a sulk, furious with
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hi s own shortcom ngs. He was hol ding the edge of a blanket tight round his neck,
| eaving his head free, but nade hi ml ook hunchbacked where it humped over his
sword hilt. His wet ponytail was dark red, and even his nornally invisible

eyel ashes were show ng nore than usual

"Perhaps.” Vallie wore his cover right over hinself like a tent, peering out
fromunder it. "But there were only forty or so swordsnen slaughtered in Ov—=
"Only?"

"Bad enough, but not rmuch worse than that battle of Ko you were quoting."

M racl es and the Chi oxin sword suggested sonething nore vast than that. Even if
Shonsu had somehow been responsible for the [ oss of Ov—and the reeve had not
been Shonsu, but Zandorphino of the Sixth—that would hardly count as a disaster
froma god's viewpoint. "On the other hand,
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two of the three clues have turned up now—we did conme a long way and we are in
sorcerer country."

Vi xi ni sl apped cheerfully at the edge of the cart; it made interesting splashes.
Wagon rides were exciting.

"That's what | meant," Nnanji said. "Sorcerers being found near the River!"

Wal He stared at him "wWat do you nean?"

Nnanji tugged his blanket into greater confort. "Coining down fromthe hills."
"What ... what do you know about sorcerers, brother adept?"

"Only the usual stories."” Nnanji reached out a hand and patted Cowi e's thigh
encour agi ngly.

"But Honakura never heard of sorcerers!”

"He wouldn't, would he? | nean, they worship the Fire God, so no one who had any
dealings with a sorcerer would tell a priest. They'd tell a swordsnman, though!"
This was a conplete revelation to Wallie. Just in time, he restrained a bl ast of
tenper: why had Nnanji not told himthis sooner?

Then Nnanji's eyes widened. "I thought you would know about them ny l|ord
brother! Did you not have sorcerers in your other—=

"I'"m asking you now. "

Nnanji rubbed wet eyelids. "Well, the only man in the barracks who had nmet a
sorcerer firsthand was Honorable Tarru. | never heard himtell it, but Briu
had." H's gaze seened to go out of focus as he recalled the words..."

Tarru? lronic—Yallie had al nost enjoyed killing Tarru. "Just the outline,

pl ease, Nnanji."

"Well... it was when he was a Second. Long ago. They caught sight of a sorcerer

on a donkey and chased himto a village. They surrounded it, but when they
searched, he'd vani shed. They found the donkey, and his gown, but that was all
They go invisible."

Invisible killers? "You're serious?"

Nnanji nodded glumy. "Seens so. There are other stories. Two frees canme on

pil gri mage on Leat herworkers' Day |ast year, and one of nemsaid..."

Wth effortless recall, be rattled off a dozen tales, all retold
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at | east once—yarns' spun by nenbers of the guard who had been frees in their
youth, or by pilgrimswordsnmen granted hospitality in the barracks, or nerely
tales that had been lying around there for years. The basic thene was al ways the
sanme. One: Swordsnan sees sorcerer. Two: Swordsman kills sorcerer. Three: End of
story. A swordsman's invariable reaction to a sorcerer was instant attack—dog
versus cat. If there was a contrary story that began with sorcerer seeing
swordsnman, then the survivor had not reported it to the barracks.

Sorcerers wore gowns with cows. Sorcerers' facemarks were feathers... No, no
one knew why. Wy were farners' facemarks triangl es? Sorcerers were never found
near the River, only in the hills or nountains. There were | egends of sorcerer
cities—Kra and Pfath and Vul and others—and a few isol ated towers. Swordsnen
stayed away fromthose... or, again, did not return to report.

Jja caught Wallie's eye, |ooking very solem. "There was a place called Kra
south of Plo, nmaster. No one ever went there, but | don't renmenber anyone
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mentioning sorcerers... it was in the nountains.”" Plo lay far to the south, so
that could have nothing to do with these sorcerers.
Nnanji noved on to minstrel ballads. The sorcerers were an evil bunch in
those—killing, bew tching, laying on curses—but the mnstrels would have
sel ected their material to suit their swordsman audi ence, so the sanpling could
be biased. Yet if sorcerers wielded a fraction of the powers attributed to them
then Wallie was facing an inpossible situation. The swordsnen's standard
murderous reflex would be the only defense—hit himfirst, before he knew you
were there. But alnobst certainly Lady Thondi had already reported his arrival,
so that would not work this tine.
Despite Honakura's doubts, there really were sorcerers in the Wrld, only not
near Hann.
"Wul ?" Vallie said. "That was one of the cities? The nmountains here are call ed
Regi vul . Maybe Vul is in these nountains."” He thought for a while. "So sorcerers
attacked Ov and killed the swordsnmen... but why? | nmean, why now? If they're
hal f as good as your stories say they are, then they could have
52
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done this centuries ago." The culture of the Wrld was ol d beyond i magi ni ng.
Nnanji shrugged. "The Goddess does not allow them near the River."
So She had sent Her chanpion to drive themback into the hills? Nnanji was
right—this nmust be his mssion. But Her chanpion had no idea how to fight
invisible killers arned with magic. In fact, Wallie was perhaps the worst
swordsman the Goddess coul d have chosen—his nmind retched at the thought of
sorcery. Al his training was against it. Yet two weeks ago he had not believed
in mracles, either.
Then he saw the manor ahead. There were other structures visible in the
background—sl ave quarters, perhaps, and farm buil di ngs—but he ignored those. The
bi g house was doubtless very grand by |ocal standards, but its architecture
jarred on him The proportions were all wong, and the colors. Mst of the
stonework was a checker of white and red, its lines cluttered with black or gray
pi |l asters, bal conies, and buttresses. The high roofs were tiled in many col ors,
shining wet, and fussily enbellished with green-copper dornmers and oni on dones.
Big windows in the facade | ooked out over formal gardens, and the rough roadway
changed abruptly into a gravel drive leading to a | ow but inposing staircase.
There was his destination, and he could nove faster on foot.
He rose, throwing off the cloak. "Nnanji, help the others out when you get
there. Katanji, come with ne."
He vaul ted over the back of the cart. Katanji scranbled and junped, and Wallie
steadied himas he slipped in the nud. Then the two of them ran ahead.
At the foot of the steps, Wallie paused. "Stay here and keep watch," he said.
"For what, ny lord?" Katanji |ooked worried, as he shoul d.
"Archers, nostly. Shout if you see anything suspicious."
Wallie trotted up the staircase, his boots slapping in shall ow puddl es. The
doubl e doors were | arge enough to take the horse and can, and very firmy closed
and solid. But this was no castle—big nullioned wi ndows reached to the floor on
ei ther side.
He kicked the door three tinmes with the sole of his boot, and
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it boormed Iike a drum Then he peered through one of the wi ndows. The panes were
smal | and | eaded, gl ass manufacture still being primtive in the Wrld, and he
could see nothing within. The cart had al nost reached Katanji, who was rotating
slowy, like a |Iighthouse beacon
Squat statuettes of dancing nynphs adorned the red granite balustrades. Wallie
sel ected one of the smaller figures and confirned that he could nove it. He
could even throw it well enough to collapse a window in a satisfying crash of
shattered gl ass and tw sted | ead.
He ducked in through the chasm and saw a bl ack-cl ad worman hesitating
irresolutely ahead of him She was white-haired and matronly, but a slave
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neverthel ess. Send a slave to greet a Seventh, would they? Nornally slaves were
safe fromviol ence, being property, but this intruder was obviously not
respecting property.

"Inform Lady Thondi that | shall see her in the great hall at once."

The wonman bowed. "Her | adyship sends..."

"At once, or | start smashing things!" Vallie turned his attention to the door,
swi ngi ng the bar up and pulling. H s compani ons were descending fromthe cart at
the bottom of the steps.

The wonman had gone scanpering across the wide marble floor toward a grandi ose
staircase. The entrance hallway was inpressive, and evidently intended to be so.
Tall bl ack pedestals supported statuary—nostly very ugly, bloated nudes—and the
walls were clothed in el aborate tapestries. Wallie had seen true luxury in the
tenple at Harm this was rank ostentation. Angrily he conpared it with Quili's
damp little cottage, but there was probably as much difference again between her
hunbl e abode and the estate's slave quarters. He had pronmised not to tell the
Goddess how to run Her World and he knew that nany places on Earth had a sinilar
disparity of wealth, but this conspicuous display enraged him Lands were al ways
the ultimate riches.

Quili was hel pi ng Honakura up the steps and the others were follow ng. Katanji
came |l ast, wal king backward. Surprisingly, he did not trip.

Before Wallie could stop her, Quili dropped to her knees. "My lord..."
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"No need for apol ogies, apprentice." He took hold of her el bow and raised her
"You could not have known, and it was not all your fault. Now lead ne to this
great hall you nentioned."

If the entrance had been vulgarly ostentatious, then die great hall was
obscenely so, quite | arge enough to be the throne room of a pal ace. Acres of
parquet floor were dotted with sunptuous rugs, the fireplace could have garaged
a car, and the opposite wall was mainly conposed of high w ndows, their centers
enbl azoned with nmedal li ons and sunbursts of gaudy stained glass. On a clearer
day, they would have provided a fine view of the R ver. Huge chandeliers hung
fromthe high ceiling, and there was even a minstrels' gallery at the far end,
above the baronial dining table. Despite several expansive groupings of
furniture scattered around, the dom nant inpression was one of enptiness—a

vul gar display of unused space, inhabited only by nany nore statues. Either
sonmeone in the fanmily was a collector, or they were a synbol of wealth in the Ov
ar ea.

The visitors paused in the doorway, stunned into silence by such luxury, a truly
opul ent setting for treachery and nurder.

Wallie grow ed, then said, "I want to see how this crinme was conmtted, Quili
These doubl e doors—were they both open |ike this?"

"No, nmy lord. The right one was cl osed."

Wal | i e edged his conpani ons out of the way and closed the right flap. "Is that
nor mal ?"

"No! I'd never seen it closed before, ny lord. | haven't been here very often,
but usually both doors are open."

Wal | i e nodded. That sounded |ike evidence to him "Now, put Jja where the Lady
Thondi was, and Cowie will be the sorcerers."”

Puzzl ed by this unorthodox procedure, Quili |ed the wonen along the hall and

pl aced them near the great fireplace.

"And point out who el se was here."

Quili frowned, renenbering. Then she indicated where the honored guests from Ov
had been grouped, and the senior tenants, including the wonren who had descri bed
the crinme to Nnanji. Adept Mdtipodi had been here, several senior workers
there... Kandoru had been sl aughtered before a distingui shed audi ence.

Jja and Cowi e renai ned by the fireplace, where a cheerfu

bl aze crackl ed, although the roomwas not cold by usual standards. Vixini had
dozed off in his sling. Wallie led Qili back to the door. Nnanji was fretting,
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Katanji tw tching nervously. "Now, where was the other sorcerer?" Qili pointed
and Wallie positioned Katanji in the spot, beside the closed door. Nnanji's face
darkened as he recogni zed an anbush.

Wal | i e paused, studying the big hall, imgining the crowd of watchers like

sem transparent ghosts.

"Tell me again, Quili. Wiy was the estate guard not invited?"

The little priestess sent hima worried gl ance; she had told
himall this twice already. "Adept Mtipodi had sent a nessage,
my lord. His honor was arriving by road, with guests. They

m ght include sorcerers. Kandoru was to renamin at the tenancy."

"And you?"
"l had been commanded... | stayed with ny husband. | was trying to persuade him
to leave, ny lord.", "And then?"

And then another nmessage had cone: Kandoru was to appear and neet the guests
after all.

"WAs he told to wear his sword?"

"Why would he... | nean, he did not wear it when he was digging, or hoeing,
but..."

"All right. O course he would. So he knew there was danger."

"Danger?" Nnanji shouted. "From guests?" VWallie nerely nodded. Hospitality
shoul d have protected both sides, but so soon after the massacre in Ov there had
obvi ously been danger. Kandoru had known that, but danger woul d not keep an
honor abl e swordsman from his duty.

Wth Nnanji playing the victim Wallie made them act out the crine five or six
times, until Quili was sure of her story and Nnanji knew his pan. Then he had
memrun it through without words, while he and the equally intent Honakura

wat ched in silence.

Nnanj i - Kandoru marched in through the doorway, Quili a pace behind and slightly
to his left. Wth one side of the door closed, he had no choice in where he

wal ked—good anbush technique. A few steps into the room he stopped, seeing the
audi ence. Qili alnost ran into him
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Then he started to turn and started to draw his sword. Wien he was facing toward
Katanji, the novice whistled three notes to represent the trill of the
sorcerer's magic fife. Nnanji paused as he had been directed, armraised but
sword still sheathed, then crunpled realistically to the floor and thrashed a
fewtinmes. Quili dropped to her knees beside him Random had tried to speak, she
said, but then his eyes had rolled up..

"That' Il do, | think," Wallie said coldly. Nnanji scranbled to his feet again.
"Draw your sword, novice."

Kat anji obeyed nervously.

"Put the point on the fl oor—-no, never nmind the wood—both hands on the hilt.

Ri ght! You stay here... Head up! You're a guard. Let people in, but if anyone
tries to |l eave without ny permission, hit himwth that sword, as hard as you
can."

Katanji went pale.

"Use the sharp side." In stemfury Wallie headed for the fireplace, and the
others trailed after him

"What was the playacting for, ny lord brother?"

The playacting m ght not have done any good at all—but it had. Wallie gl anced at
Honakura. "Well, old nman? Did we | earn anythi ng?"

"Apparently, nmy lord." He was grinning toothlessly. Swordsnen behavi ng
unconventionally were a source of great enjoynment to the old priest, and he had
just witnessed a World first, a reenactnent of a crine.

"How did you know he was there, Nnanji?"

"Who?"

"Katanji—the sorcerer. You started to draw your sword and turn around before the
music. That's right, Apprentice Quili?"

She bit her lip. "I think so, ny lord."
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Eyewi tnesses in any world were never as reliable as they were in detective
stories or the convenient fiction of |egal process. Perhaps her nenory was at
fault—t could only have been a natter of a second or two. But the sequence of
events seened wong, and the position of the body was significant.

Wal lie had thought that his mission would require himto play hero in a

bar bari an epic, not detective in a whodunnit.

How do you kill a man with nusic, Hol mes?

El egantty, my dear Watson
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El egant or not, it had been an anbush, and Lady Thondi had called Randomto the
nmeet i ng.

Everyone except the petrified Katanji had gathered before die blazing fire. Danp
cl othes steaned, but there was still no sign of Lady Thondi

"Brother Nnanji? Could you throw that chair through that w ndow?"

Nnanji blinked and said he thought he coul d nanage that.

"Then pray indul ge nme."

Crash! Vixini awke with a yelp.

Wallie | eaned against a |life-size marbl e statue of a dancer, toppling it down on
an exquisitely inlaid tabl e—ebony, ivory, and roother-of-pearl

Cr ash!
"Your turn again, brother. Pick another window O try a little swordwork on
t hose ropes hol ding the chandeliers... no! Wit—e have company."

Once she mi ght have had beauty, and, if so, it would have been spectacul ar. Now
her body had thickened, and she | eaned on a cane, and her height was lost in a
dowager hunp. She nmade a sl ow and inpressive progress along the great room
while light flickered on noving jewels. Her gown was ruffled cobalt silk trimed
in silver lace, with thickly nmassed pearls concealing her neck and wrists.

Anot her fortune sparkled in the high-piled white hair; fingers and ears and
bosom were bright with treasure. Behind her cane two sel f-effacing conpani ons, a
m ddl e-aged Fourth and an attractive young Second, but no one was | ooking at

ei ther of those, not even Nnanji.

Her hair had always been white. She was an al bino, and when she cane at last to
Wallie and stared up at himwith a face of crunpled parchrment, its lines etched
deep by fury, he realized how accustoned he had al ready becone to the snooth
brown faces of the People. This uncanny pallor was shocking to himand nust be
much nore so to anyone el se

"Vandal !"

"Mur der ess?"

He was younger and a visitor, but he was nale and a swordsman. Wt hout turning,
she passed her cane to the Fourth behind her, and then made the salute to an
equal : "I am Thondi,
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dancer of the seventh rank, and | give thanks to the Mbst H gh..."

Wallie drew his sword and spoke the equally hypocritical reply. He then asked if
he m ght have the honor of presenting Adept Nnanji, oath brother and protegel,
and Apprentice Qili. Thondi acknow edged themtersely but did not offer to

i ntroduce her conpani ons, nor did she deign to notice the rest of Wallie's.

Her eyes were milky pink, filnmed by age. There was no other color in the
deat h' s-head face that now | ooked down at Quili—even the |ips were the sane

i vory shade as the cheeks. "D d Adept Mdtipodi get hold of you, child?"

"No, -ny |ady."

"No? Well, -he has been busy. But ny son has changed his nmind. He has agreed to
accept your suggestion about new slave barns. Mdtipodi will be seeking your help
in pacing themout and planning better sanitation."

Wallie watched Quili's reaction with interest. Thondi had bought her once, could
she do so again? The priestess flinched and then said quietly, "That is good
news, ny |ady."

Thondi held out a hand wi thout |ooking, and the cane was placed in it. She
headed for a chair.
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"When will construction begin, ny lady?" Qili asked softly. "As soon as the
work in Ov is conpleted?"
No answer.

"And what work m ght that be?" Wallie inquired

"The sorcerers* tower, mnmy lord."

Garat hondi was a builder of the Sixth. There was the notive! Good for Quili!
Lady Thondi seated herself stiffly and settled both hands on her cane. She fixed
her inhuman pi nk-pearl eyes on Wallie. The two other woman huddl ed i n behi nd her
chair, as if wanting to be protected fromthe swordsnen. "You have a strange way
of seeking hospitality, Lord Shonsu."

"AH | seek fromyou is justice."

It was an extraordinary face. Monentarily the eyes flickered contenpt over

Nnanji. "I amto be denounced? Wien a wonman is brought to trial, it is customary
for her nearest nale relative... nmy sonis in O/ at present. But by all neans,

| et us hear the charge."
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Two young toughs should have no difficulty in terrorizing one old wonman—not when
the toughs were arnmed, and all her nmenfol k were absent—but this evil old hag was
apparently not frightened at all. She was even flaunting a vast fortune in
jewelry before the intruders. Wallie's skin crawl ed in sudden recollection of
Nnanji's tales of invisibility. Were there sorcerers present already? O were
the jewels a stupendous bl uff?

"For technical reasons ny oath brother and | cannot bring a fornal

denunci ation."

"So you will slay nme out of hand? Should | kneel ?"

"You sumoned Swordsman Kandoru here to his death."

"Rubbi sh. "

Time was short, and the evidence clear. Wallie should not let hinself be del ayed
by argunent, but he was fascinated by her coWnerve. "Then perhaps you wll

rel ate your side of the story?"

A pink wormof a tongue ran along the bone lips. "The facts are indi sputable.

Rat hazaxo of the Sixth canme calling with some—

"A sorcerer?"

"Certainly. A cultivated gentlenman, a patron of the arts.
monentarily at the rubble and firewood Wallie had created.

"And he had his man kill your guard."

Lady Thondi wrinkled her nose in disgust. "H s honor required assurances that no
rebel or fugitive swordsman woul d be sheltered on our |ands. O course ny son
and | agreed, and we wished to instruct our retainer accordingly. He was to be
allowed to continue his duties here, on condition that he not wear his sword
beyond our boundaries. W sent for him As soon as he wal ked in that door, he
drew and attacked one of our guests. Naturally the man defended hinself. It was
unfortunate. It was enbarrassing.”

"I't was nurder. He did not draw his sword; it was still in his scabbard."

"He was an arthritic old ruin."

"Apprentice, where was his rheumatism |egs or arns?"

"H's hips, ny lord." Quili was holding her head up defiantly, standing close by
Wal lie.

"He did not charge across the room It is a poor swordsman

60

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

who cannot draw faster than he can turn, especially one with a sore hip. He was
attacked from behind. You had a sorcerer conceal ed just inside the door."

"Where you presently have that boy."

Exactly! She was a form dabl e opponent, and Wallie no longer felt guilty about
bul lying an old woman. "And you send your nmle enpl oyees away to clear land in
this downpour? |Is that the act of an innocent woman?"

"You are a better butcher than farnmer, Lord Shonsu. Try uprooting gorse bushes
in dry weat her sonetine."

She gl anced
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Wallie would be enjoying this tussle of wits if he were not hinmself in urgent

danger. "I do not believe you, nmy lady. | think you are playing for tinme, unti
your sorcerer friends arrive."

The al bino's eyes narrowed within their enshrouding winkles. "I have no need to
play for tine, Lord Shonsu. If you plan to kill me, then please go ahead and
try. "

"I would not dirty my sword," Wallie said, and Nnanji grow ed angrily behind his
| eft shoul der.

At that, a thunderclap of hope hit Wallie. He swung around and sniled at his

i ncensed, quivering young oath brother. "The third clue!"

"What ?" said Nnanji blankly.

But Wallie turned back to face Thondi. Now he knew what he needed fromthis

vi ci ous hag. Could he sonehow wring cooperation from her?

"l cannot hold a proper trial, so | shall |eave you and your son to the justice
of the gods, Lady Thondi. But a swordsman was killed in this house. | am goi ng
to burn it to the ground."

That was credi bl e.

That hurt.

She snarled at him opening a pink nouth in the blanched face, show ng yell ow
stunps of teeth. The jewels on her fingers flashed as she gripped her cane nore
tightly. So she was vul nerable. There were no unseen denons hovering overhead.
"The snoke will bring your servants hurrying back. | shall enpower themas a
posse—

"Anbush!" Nnanji whooped with excitenent. In theory it would be possible.

Al though the craft was a cl osed shop, the sutras allowed a swordsman to arm
civilians in an emergency.
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An isolated settlenment like mis would surely have a supply of swords sonewhere.
But in practice it would not work—ot in this case—and Thondi saw that at once.
"My men will hardly be enthusiastic."

Sane nmen prefer to be on the winning side. Sorcerers apparently slew swordsnen
as easily as spitting grape seeds.

"You will be hostage for their cooperation, ny lady." Wallie gestured toward
Katanji, still guarding the door. "That boy will have a sword at your throat."
"Madness!"

Wal | i e shrugged and headed for the fireplace, Jja noving out of his way,

wi de-eyed at his behavior. He lifted a blazing log with the tongs and wal ked
toward di e nearest drapes. "Wen sanity fails, then madness nust suffice. It is
my only hope— He gl anced back at the old woman. "—for there is no escape route,
is there?"

A flicker.

"Yes, there is," said a new voice. "And we had better take it quickly, nmy |ord.
The sorcerers will soon be here."

ttt ttt

Wallie threw the | og back in the fireplace and turned to neet the youth who was
striding along the room w ping his hair with a nuddy towel. H's legs were stil
wet and very dirty bel ow short |eather breeches of a type Wallie had seen

mul eski nners wear. His feet were bare and dry, so he had renoved ridi ng boots
before he came in. There were still smears of mud on his face, chest, and arns.
Lady Thondi was rigid with fury, pink blotches |ike bruises bloomng on her
cheekbones.

The newconer stopped before Wallie, dropping the towel. He waited. In vain.
"Present nme, G andnother!"

"I will not own you, idiot!"

The |l ad shot her an angry gl ance, his youth nmaking it seem
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nore petul ant than dangerous. He was short and slight, with curly hair and a
narrow, pinched face. He was probably no ol der than Nnanji, but nuch shorter and
even bonier... and extraordinarily young for his rank. Being athletes, swordsnen
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gai ned pronotion nuch earlier than other crafts, yet this boy's brow already

bore three arches. He raised hands in salute. "I am Garadooi, builder of the
third rank..."
"I am Shonsu..." Wallie's suspicious mnd was dancing with many dark

possibilities. A sorcerer materializing in tinme to save the house from
vandal i sn? A cleverly prearranged doubl e cross? This newconer's arrival smacked
of miracle, and Wallie had been warned not to expect mracles. Yet he had

al ready seen that flicker in Thondi's eyes—there was a way out, and she woul d
probably have shown it to himherself, had he agreed to spare her house.

As he sheathed his sword, the old harridan grow ed, "There is your hostage,
Shonsu! " Surrender confirmed.

"How nmany grandsons does she have, buil der?"

"Only nme, ny lord. Maybe none tonorrow—+ny father will disown ne or bury me in a
foundati on sonewhere." He grinned somewhat ruefully, but also proudly.

"Then | nust question your notives."

A shadow fell. "I had a good friend naned Farafini, ny lord. My best friend..."
" And?"

"He was a swordsman. The denons ripped himto pieces.” He turned to regard his
grandnother with defiant contenpt. "Also, | am ashaned at what was done to
Kandoru of the Third in this house. | was not here, but | heard." He | ooked back
at Wallie. "I would nmake anends, if She will permt it. You are Her servants."

"Young idiot!" Thondi thunped her cane on the floor. "You neddle in affairs that
do not concern you. Be silent!"

"What do you suggest, builder?" Wallie asked.

"There are sorcerers comng. She..." He gestured at his seething grandnother
"She sent word of you to the tower. The nessenger cane to the house afterward. |
went straight to the stables, but the sorcerers were already on the road. A
dozen of them | was told."
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Vallie kept his face as inpassive as he could, but a dozen sorcerers sounded
|ike nmore than enough. Yet, if they were so powerful, why so many? Were they not
confident? Then he renenbered that the first reports of swordsnmen being sighted
woul d not likely have included their nunbers. The sorcerers had been prepared to
send a dozen against a force of unknown size—plenty confident. By now they nust
have intercepted a second nessage, telling themthat they need only worry about
Nnanji and hinself. Wuld sone have turned back?

"How did you overtake them then?"

"The ferry, ny lord."

"There is a bend in the River," Qili said. "A shortcut.” It was a shock to hear
a new voice break in, but conforting to know that she was vouching for this
so-conveni ent newconer.

Gar adooi nodded. "But it could not carry twelve horsenen and three packhorses."
What baggage did sorcerers need?

"They cannot be nore than an hour behind me, ny lord, although 1 ruined a good
horse."” He was young enough to brag.

"There were no other horsenen on this ferry?" Wallie asked. He woul d have sent a
scout ahead.

The boy shook his head and bent to pick up the towel. "It docked just as
arrived, after they had gone by. Very fortunate! | paid gold to have it | eave at
once." Again he glared juvenile defiance at his grandnother.

"And this back door?"

Garadooi's eyes went to the windows and the stream ng rain.

"l hope the gods have not already closed it, ny lord. There is a trail across
the nountains. Two days to Aus."

" Aus?"

"Acity... not as large as Ov, | think. I've never been there. | only know this
end of the road. But traders use it."

Land travel was very rare in the Wrld, Wallie knew. A trader road was al nbst a
mracle, and mracles would not be granted. The gods wanted great deeds done by
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nmortals, not their own easy answers. |t made sense, but it was suspiciously
conveni ent .

A low growing noise intruded on Wllie's racing thoughts, coning froma
red-haired, white-Iipped swordsnman. "Flight?" Nnanji exclained.
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"Certainly."

"My lord brother!" He was horrified, outraged. Honor forbade Sight and honor
could even nove Nnanji now to argue with his hero, his nmentor and oath brother
"You asked ne only this norning to tell you when | thought you were nmaking a
m st ake. .. "

"It is the third clue, Nnanji. | haven't tine to explain, but avoiding battle is
no shanme in a case like this. Trust ne!"
Nnanji fell silent, paler than ever, doubting. He probably still thought that

the posse idea would work. He probably would not care very nmuch if it did

not —deat h was preferable to di shonor. Nnanji was certainly no actor, and Wallie
was beginning to suspect that he did not perceive fear at all. H's was not true
courage, the conquest of fear, he seemed to |lack the enption in the first place.
WAl lie studied Garadooi. The boy tried to hold his gaze and failed. "You realize

that if you betray ne to the sorcerers, | shall kill your'
He nodded. "I shall not betray you, ny lord—but tine is very short. W nust
| eave soon!"

It could all be a trick to nake Wallie spare the family honme. Thondi was capabl e
of any deception, but he found it hard to believe that this boy was.

"You are very young to be a Third, builder."

Gar adooi flushed under his nud smears. "Mney, ny lord! | ama flunky for ny
father; that is all."

Thondi banged her cane on the floor. "And | ess than that when he hears of this
madness! "

Her grandson turned on her. "I don't care!" he shouted in sudden rage. "You know
I never wanted to be a builder!"

"What did you want to be?" Wallie asked.

Garadooi was turning very red. "A priest, nmy lord. And this is one way in which
| may serve Her, by hel ping Her swordsnen agai nst the assassins. And | don't
care if they do disown ne!"

Poor little rich boy, rebelling against his ow guilt... if this was acting, it
was magnificent. Wallie | ooked to his conpanions. "W have no time for

di scussion, but | want your votes. Can | trust him yes or no? Add nman?"
Honakura had | ong since settled into a huge, down-filled
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chair, being al nost swall owed whole by it. "Are nere fords on this trail

buil der? O bridges?"

"Both." The boy stared in astonishnent at the Nanel ess One. Perhaps he had not
noti ced hi m before.

"Then of course we nmust trust him" Honakura said. "The rain does seemto be
getting heavier, does it not?"

Superstition

"Nnanj i ?"

"No! we—

"Quili?"

The priestess studied Garadooi for a noment and then dropped her eyes. "I think
so, ny lord."

"But you had never heard of this trail?"

"No, ny lord."

"The old m ne road?" Garadooi said.

"Ch! Yes, 1 have heard of that, ny lord. | did not know it went anywhere, except
up into the nountains."

"Sorcerer country?" Nnanji's scow faded a little.

Wal lie | ooked back toward the fireplace. "Jja? Should | trust hinP"

Jja was horrified that a slave should be asked for an opinion and be required to
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judge the free. Then she saw that Wallie would insist on an answer. She thought
for a nonent and then nodded, but it had been Quili she studied, not Garadooi
Val | i e wondered why. ..

"Very well, builder. We shall trust you. But ny threat holds."

"Thank you, ny |ord. How many horses?"

"Si x, and a wagon."

The | ad said, "Wagon?" as Honakura snapped, "Eight!"

"You are not comng," Wallie said. "W nust nunber seven, renenber?"

"Don't be absurd!" Spraying spit, Honakura began to struggle out of the chair.
"I ampart of the mission. Seven may be increased by tenporary gui des—er el se we
do not count babies and Nanel ess Ones. | amconing! So is Apprentice Quili."
"Lord Shonsu!" Garadooi said. "I would not presune to argue with you, ny lord,
but horses alone will be nuch faster than a wagon. The track may not be passabl e
even for them A wagon..."
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"If traders use the road, then it nust be capabl e of taking wagons. W need
suppl i es—food, beddi ng, axes, ropes, chains

—and | oading a wagon is nuch faster than | oadi ng horses. Anyway, there will be
no pursuit. Lady Thondi will advise the sorcerers that we nave left by boat. Is
that not so, ny |ady?"

She bared her yellow fangs again. "I wonder why | should Iift a hand to save
such a fool. He was right—his father will disown him"

"But you will divert the sorcerers, just in case he does not."

Bowi ng her head over the jewel-encrusted hands on the cane, Thondi whi spered,

"If you will spare ny hone." It was a touching note. She nust have been a nost
dramatic performer in her dancing career, even if sone of her rank had been
acquired by bribery, like her grandson's.

"l shall acconmpany you also, ny lord." That was Quili, sounding quiet but

det er mi ned.

"That will not be necessary. You have already been nore than hel pful."

She shook her head stubbornly. "I nust not be here.”

The sorcerers would question her. |If she refused to answer they would know t hat
the story they had been given was fal se

—Honakura had seen that already. And if the wagon could not get through, then
she could bring it back with Cowie and the old man, while the others proceeded
on hor seback.

"Very well. We'll try it with eight. Are there that nmany horses avail abl e?"
"Yes, ny lord."
"Then we nust go." He | ooked to the defeated Lady Thondi. "And you will now send

a nmessenger to nmeet the sorcerers, to say that we have departed the way we
canme." That would not likely stop themcomng to the manor, but it m ght make
them sl ow down to spare their nounts. "You will divert any pursuit, or | swear
that | shall kill your grandson." Wallie could never be ruthless enough to kil
a hostage, but formal oaths required drawing his sword and using a ritua
formula, so he was not quite commtting perjury.

She nodded norosely. "1 shall do all 1 can.”

Just for an instant... Dam!

Wallie had missed a bet. He had been concentrating on the
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ol d woman, ignoring the two conpani ons who still stood behind her. They were not
so skilled at dissinulation, and he had caught a vani shing trace of..
sonething... on the face of the pretty Second. Now it was gone, |eaving himwth
a nagging certainty that he had overl ooked... sonething.

ttt t ftt

The stable was a | ong building, barrel-vaulted and gl oony like a tunnel, both
musty and acrid with horse snell. For the first tinme since stepping off the

ferry, Wallie found hinself in a crowmd—forty or fifty nmale slaves of various
ages. Wiatever the manor's free servants were doi ng, wherever they had taken
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refuge, they were obviously not uprooting gorse bushes—not when the slaves were
sitting idle in the warm shelter of the stable, enjoying a holiday. They

clustered eagerly around to greet Quili and Garadooi, largely ignoring the
swor dsnen.
In the interests of haste and nobility, Qili's two-wheel cart would suffice

i nstead of a wagon, and all that was needed was to load it and acquire
additional horses. Wallie Smth's equestrian experience had been linited to a
few chil dhood riding | essons, and either Shonsu had avoi ded horses conpletely,
or his know edge had not been passed along. Nor had Wallie ever organized a pack
trip, although his work with fatherless boys on a certain other planet had given
hima fair know edge of canping.

But young Garadooi seened to know what was needed and was eager to display his
conpet ence. He began shouting orders as soon as the cart rattled in through the
bi g doorway and canme to a shuddering halt on the cobbled floor. Wallie stepped
back into the shadows and |l et himtake charge, insisting only mat axes and
chai ns and ropes be included. He knew what Honakura had in mnd; nore and nore
the old nman's priestly superstitions seened to be working out as effective

predi ctions of the ways of gods.

"Hunting, my lord," Garadooi explained proudly at a nonentary pause in the

confusion. "That's how | know about the trail, too—the nmen used to take me with
themin the fall, when they went hunting."
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Those woul d be free nmen, of course, yet obviously young GaradooJ was friendly
with (be slaves, also. The younger nen, especially, greeted himas a

t 0oo-1 ong- absent buddy, and he responded in the sanme fashion—+nquiring after this
one's health, kidding about that one's love life, promsing to investigate
complaints. In return they swarnmed to help. They ran to fetch the things he
want ed and worked with a haste and efficiency quite foreign to slave | abor
VWallie's estimation of the poor little rich boy rose by several notches.

Nnanji, also, was now caught up in the excitenment of action, yet still not
convinced that flight was perm ssible behavior. "Explain this third clue, ny

| ord brother?"

"I told you—+ tried to enlist a half-dozen or so swordsmen. Mst Sevenths woul d
have at |east that many, wouldn't theyT

"More!"

"And therefore they would stay and fight. | was bl ocked, Nnanji. | have no arny,
al t hough ny sword needs guarding. It neans that | am not supposed to fight. W
were brought here to learn, that's all."

"But..." Nnanji winkled his snub nose. "But when do we fight, then?"

"After we get to Aus. Then we enlist an army. Then we cone back!" Maybe.

" AR

"And we are going through the nobuntains, so we nmay see some sorcerers yet."
Better still. Reassured, Nnanji grinned and unconsciously tested nat his sword
moved easily in its scabbard.

The previous day the adventurers had escaped fromthe tenple on nul es—but the
mul es had been strung nose to tail. "How are you on a horse?"

The grin nelted away. Nnanji confessed that he'd only been on a horse twice. As
a First he'd been taken to see the guard post at die jetty, riding there and
back. When a mount was produced for himand he cl anbered aboard, his

i nexperience was obvious. His long | egs hung down |ike bell ropes, and the horse
flattened its ears in contenpt. The slaves turned away to hide smirks.

Katanji, displaying his usual ability to astonish, scranbled into the saddl e
with nuch greater confidence and ability. The
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ani mal was frisky, but he soothed it and brought it under control. Then he
smled down in fake nodesty at Wallie and expl ai ned that he had hel ped out

mul eskinners a tine or two.

Wallie wished that he could do as well. The furry, big-nosed steeds were |ong
bodi ed but | ow slung. He was assigned the |argest available, an ancient and
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docile cart horse, but he knew he nmust | ook as absurd as Nnanji. The saddl e was
not big enough for him the stirrup had not yet been invented in the Wrld, and
his feet al nbst touched the ground. Wet kilts were poor riding garb. Moreover,

he was still sore fromthe previous day's nule trip—the com ng journey would
not be a pleasant experience.
Then they were off, and the rain was certainly growi ng heavier. Qili drove the

cart, |loaded with supplies and passengers. Spare horses trailed behind it on
tethers, while the swordsnmen and Garadooi brought up the rear. At first their
way wandered across fields and through orchards, heading inland and uphill. The
traders' trail joined the Ov road near Pol, Garadooi expl ained, but he knew a
shortcut to it. Hooves splattered nmud and five mnutes sufficed to nmake everyone
filthy. Every tiny holl ow had becone a | ake. Then the ascent grew steeper, and
the cart slowed the party's progress.

They should be well hidden from any observers—by the hedges, by the many little
woods, and by the curtains of mist drifting across the | andscape—but they were
| eaving an obvious trail. Wallie could only hope that the inevitable pursuit
woul d be del ayed for a while yet. Even had he trusted Thondi —and he did not —t
was i nconceivable that the sorcerers would not investigate further. The
swordsnen's barbaric ritual of retribution was working against him Every free
man on the estate nmust be in nortal fear of that, so the sorcerers would have
willing allies if they cared to ask. Sooner or later they would give chase
Again he felt the strange disorientation of jet lag. He was unsure what the tine
of day was, and the cloud-painted sky provided no clue. He stifled yawns,
knowi ng that he woul d be nmuch nore weary before he could rest.

They had been following the main trail for sone distance before he realized that
they had reached it, for it was primtive and indistinct, wandering vaguely
across open pasture on the hills. In such a downpour he found it hard to
remenber that this
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was an arid land, but die prickly trees stood far apart, and scattered pens of
pi |l ed stones showed that the wild, unfenced noorland was good for little but

rai sing sheep. Lonely shepherd cottages crouched in hollows, seem ngly deserted
as all sensible nmen took refuge fromthe weather

Axl e creaked, hooves plodded, rain fell. Signs of human |life dw ndl ed away.
Gradual |y the country grew nore hilly, rising and falling on a greater scale
Then the ridges were capped by cindery black rubble, the valleys held running
wat er, and di e going had becone difficult. The rain increased, noved now by a
cold, blustery w nd.

I f Honakura was readi ng the gods' programcorrectly, the door was going to be
shut behind the fugitives. By the third ford, Wallie began to fear that it m ght
cl ose before they were through. The water swirled angrily around his horse's
knees. Sone of the aninmals bal ked and had to be soothed by Garadooi

No one seened worried about piranha. Honakura had said nat they avoi ded fast
water, but this conplete |ack of concern suggested that they were not found in
tributary streans, mat only the River itself was instant death. Wallie did not
ask.

The fourth crossing was even worse. Here the valley floor was wooded and the
trail marked by an obvious cut in the trees. The stream foanmed and runbl ed,

| appi ng out beyond its banks to conceal its depth.

Garadooi studied it apprehensively. "I think the horses can make it, ny |ord;
but the cart may not."

He rode ahead, being the best horsenman, and even he had troubl e persuading his
mount to enter the stream He crossed and then returned, shivering and worri ed.
"Do they continue getting worse?" Wallie asked.

"The next one or two should be better. Then there is a bridge."

"Ah! Could we fell that bridge?"

The lad's eyes w dened. "| expect so."

"And mat woul d bl ock the trail?"

Garadooi sniled then. "Probably."
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"Then we nmust trust in the gods!" But Wallie wished he felt as confident as he
was trying to appear

Wthout little Garadooi's expertise they would never have
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managed that fourth ford. He took two horses across, left one, and returned to
drive the cart. It skittered sideways in the rush of water, but he controlled

t he pani cki ng horse and fought through to the far bank. He cane back again and
fornmed the note docile animals into a string, then |l ed themacross with the
other travelers clinging tight on their backs. Finally he persuaded the rest of
the horses, one by one. At last the party forned up as before and trailed off
wetly through the trees. But they were naking poor tinme. Wen the sorcerers

| earned of their flight and followed with fresh nmounts, they would rapidly
overtake the fugitives.

Anot her bare ridge... another valley... After a while they all seened to blur
into a single unending torment of rain, punctuated by the col der ordeal s of
fords. For long stretches Wallie wal ked, |eading his horse; Shonsu's giant
stride had no trouble keeping up with the cart. Once in a while, when downpour
yielded briefly to drizzle, he saw a distant gleamoff the River, far away
beyond the ridges, and far bel ow. The cl ouds were cl oser overhead.

Then they canme to the bridge. It was built in three spans, |ogs supported on
pilings, but the water was alnost |level with the deck. This was no nere swollen
stream this was a bloated nountain torrent that had spread far beyond its
banks, reaching alnost to the trees. The ranps at either end had been bypassed,
so that the whole structure stood in the flood, |like an anchored raft.

Wal lie stopped his horse's feet at the edge of the water. Qut as far as the
bridge ranps it was snooth and sl ow novi ng, therefore not deep; but in the
center it surged and swirled around the pilings. The current woul d be
underm ni ng the supports, for they could not be deep rooted. Even as he wat ched,
floating tree trunks were inpacting the bridge.

"l suspect that it will not last |ong, anyway," he said, having to raise his
voi ce over the noise of the water. "And certainly this can not be forded."

Gar adooi nodded, but he was frowning.

"What's wong?"

"It is not the bridge | renmenber, ny lord. | have not been up here for two or
three years. You saw where the trail had been w dened?"
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Wallie had missed that. "Wat do you nean?"

"Someone has been inproving the road. This bridge is quite new Do you suppose
"The sorcerers are using it?"

The | ad nodded.

"Where el se does it go, apart from Aus?"

"Nowhere. There is supposed to be an old nine along here sonewhere, but |

t hought it was abandoned."

"What did they mine?" Wallie asked automatically.

But Garadooi did not know, and obviously the first task was to cross the bridge.
The water was axl e-deep on the cart when they reached the gentle ranp | eading up
to the deck. The bridge quivered and trenbled as the travelers crossed, but
finally they all stood on the far bank—not exactly on dry ground, but beyond the
reach of the fl ood.

Bot h upstream and downstreamthe valley seened to narrow, and there the River
woul d nove nore swiftly. "I think this is where we nust try to block the road,"
Wallie said. "And we nust stop soon, anyway." Honakura was bl ue-lipped with cold
and exhausted by the jolting of the cart. Even Jja and Cow e | ooked close to
their limts, and Nnanji and his brother were not in nuch better shape. And the
Iight was failing.

"In about half a league, ny lord, there is a cave."

"CGood! Then Nnanji and | will deal with the bridge. Leave us the axes and pinch
bars. You go on and get a fire going."

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...-%2002%20-%20The%20Coming%200f%20Wisdom.txt (40 of 184) [10/15/2004 2:29:08 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20Duncan%620-%2... Seventh%20Swor d%20-%2002%620-%20T he%620Coming%200f%20Wisdom. txt

Gar adooi nodded, teeth chattering. "The chains, also?"

Wal | i e shook his head. "I could not get a horse back out there again. No—there's
no need," he added as the youth was about to offer to try. "I'msure we can
manage wi th bare hands."

"I"'msure you can, ny lord!"

Wal | i e | aughed and nunped hi mon the shoul der. "You have done a great service
for the Goddess this day, builder. Tonight 1'Il tell you just how great. And
don't worry if we're sone time—+ shall keep watch here until dark. Now be gone!"
So Wallie and Nnanji remained and the rest of the party headed off into the
trees. Two abandoned horses whi nni ed anxiously and jerked at their tethers.
Wallie laid ax and bar over his shoulder and studied the bridge for a nonent.
The piles stood in pairs, each pair topped by a
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heavy crosspiece. In dry weather, of course, he would sinply chop down those
piles, but he could not get at them now. Three | ong and massive wooden beans
connected each set, like girders, and the corduroy decking was |ashed on with
tarred rope. The decking would be easy. After that was renoved no horse woul d be
able to cross, but a fool hardy nman m ght wal k one of the beans, so those would
have to conme down, also

"Let's go, then!" be said, setting out.

"My lord brother" Nnanji sounded wi stful as he fell into step, "would ms not be
good place to set an anbush?"

It would, of course, if an anbush nade sense. The trail was a greasy-fl oored
canyon through thick pine woods, already gloony and about to becone very dark

It was little wider than a footpath, and a rope strung at knee hei ght would

al nost certainly bring down the | ead horse, perhaps several

"For gods' sakes!" Wallie said. "Yes. But why anbush when you can be certain of
stopping then? That's stupid!"

n \My?ll

"Because—you said it yourself—aere's no honor in fighting sorcerers. This is
murder, Nnanji! Brigands, swordsnen killers! | wouldn't run froma chall enge—
"l know you—

"But I'msure as hell not going to take on inpossible odds if | don't have to!"
They were back at the water, and Wallie began to wade, testing every step,

al ready feeling the cold through the |leather of his boots. "You're a Fourth now.
You' re supposed to be conpetent to give orders to Thirds, qualified swordsnen,
so think! Don't be so brainless."

His right boot filled with an icy rush, and he w nced.

Softly Nnanji said, 'Teach nme, nentor?

Wallie shot hima rueful glance. "Sorry!"™ He was tired and worried and
jet-lagged, but he ought not to be taking it out on Nnanji. His left boot filled
and tried to fall off as he lifted his foot. "Al right. So you're a Fourth. 1
assune you want to go on and try for Fifth?"

"Sevent h! "

"Why not? Well, you'll have to start thinking about responsibility, nowfudgnent
and planning. The sutras will help, of course. You're up to eight hundred and
three. You've noticed
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how t hey change? The early ones deal with practical things, |ike |ooking after

your sword. The | ater ones have begun to teach you tactics, right?" The water
was | apping Wllie's kilt and tugging hard at him He reached out a hand and
gripped Nnanji's armso that they could support each other. The river was

certainly still rising.
"From here on, you're into strategy, hi fact I'll give you the next sutra right
now "

Wth icy water halfway up his thighs, Nnanji turned to grin. "Do we have to sit
down, ny lord brother?"
"I think we'll dispense with—eops!" Wallie recovered his footing, and they
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pushed on through the sadistic cold torrent. "I shall try to dispense with
sitting dowmn. | didn't nmean the whole sutra, anyway, just the epigram 'Only
cats fight in the dark.*"

"Expl ain, nentor."

"You tell nme." Wallie stunbled again. The bridge stood higher than the banks,
ending in lowranps of dirt and corduroy, but now the current was sucki ng away
the fill, and nost of the |ogs had gone, also. He scranbled blindly up the
remains to get out of the water. Then be hel ped Nnanji up. He bent his legs to
tip water fromhis boots, wondering if his toes had died.

"What's it called?" Nnanji was doing simlar gymastics.

Wal lie chuckled. " 'On Eval uation of Cpponents.1"
"Ch!" Nnanji was silent as they squel ched along the shivering bridge to the
third support. "It nmeans 'Don't fight w thout knowi ng who you're fighting ?"

"More or less. You take that side, Til do this." They began chopping the

bi ndi ngs that held the wooden deck. "Wo, or what, or how. .. appropriate, is it
not ?"

They soon established a pattern. The pinch bars were not needed, for only

| ashings held the togs to the beans. Wallie cut one side and Nnanji die other
Then Nnanji hit the center tie and Wallie pushed the freed | og sideways, away
into the stream The water was hal fway up the beans now.

"W need to know nore about sorcerers?"

"Much nore."

O course! Now he saw. That was why Wallie Snith had been chosen to succeed
Shonsu. True, he had a deeply ingrained prejudice against believing in sorcery,
but he had al -
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ready accepted nat it could exist in this Wrld. The evidence of Kandoru's

mur der was convinci ng, and Garadooi had been telling of denons |oose in Ov. So
Wal lie woul d believe in sorcerers. But he also had scientific training. He could
analyze a problemin a way that no other swordsman ever coul d.

Hal f the center span had been stripped, exposing the three |long beanms. A circus
horse might cross on one of those in dry weather, but the bravest of riders
woul d never risk such a feat in rain, above a roaring torrent. Yet an agile nman
on foot might try it.

"W need to know what they can do?" Nnanji asked, pausing to catch his breath.
Bri dge smashing was warm work, even in heavy rain.

"Yes. But we need even nore to know what they can't do."

The bridge uttered a | oud warning. Wallie stopped and regarded it warily. He did
not intend to go down with the ship, and the gods night be about to conplete his
work for him There was a definite sideways sag now, the structure starting to
fail under the conbined efforts of nmen and river. Flotsam had collected thickly
on the upstreamside, creating drag. Piles were tilting as their supporting
rubbl e was washed away.

"Let's go!" The two of them began to run. They had barely reached the ranp when
an even | ouder creaking announced the end. Wakened by their work, the center
span succunbed. Beans split, |ashings snapped, spars splintered and sprang
skyward. An instant's foam and the niddl e of the bridge had vani shed. Floating
debris showed nonentarily, rushing away downstream

"That ought to hold them" Wallie said with sone satisfaction. Quite likely the
rest of the structure would follow of its own accord now. Perhaps the whole
thi ng woul d have gone anyway, but gods were well known for hel ping those who
hel ped t hensel ves.

That left the problemof returning to shore, and it proved to be harder than the
journey out. Twice Nnanji's feet were swept fromunder him and only Wallie's
stout grip saved himfromfollow ng the center of the bridge away into the
unknown. Once WAl lie stepped in a hollow, sat down, and subnerged completely.
But eventually they staggered out of the water, shivering and coughing.

They enptied their boots again and began junping up and
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down and thunping arns to get warm The sky was darkeni ng, and they had a cave
to find, but sonme hunch told Wallie that he ought to wait around a tittle white
yet.

"What did you nean, 'Need even nore to know what they can't do' ?" The question
came out in puffs as he jogged in place, but Nnanji was notable for his
tenacity.

"One of your minstrel ballads told how a sorcerer changed hinself into an eagle,
didn't it?"

"Yes, ny lord brother."

"Well, they didn't fly fromOv; they rode horses. And that's why |'mwaiting
here. Maybe they can fly across the river."

"Ch!" said Nnanji.

"There nmust be a way to fight sorcerers. The Goddess woul dn't have given ne an

i npossi bl e task, would She?"

"No. "

"So they nust have a weakness, and | have to find it. Forty nen died in Ov."
Garadooi had told them He had not been present, but he had been awakened by the
noi se—half the city had. A line of sorcerers had appeared in the main square

bef ore dawn and sent a challenge to the reeve. The Honorabl e Zandor phi no had

mar ched out with his entire force. The sorcerers had begun a chant. The
swordsnen had charged. Fire denons had appeared and sl aughtered themto the | ast
man. No one had survived. Even trees and statues had been denolished by the
denmons' fury, walls and storefronts smashed in, blood splattered over
upper-story wi ndows. In mnutes the whole garrison had been shredded. Garadoo
had found the body of his friend Farafini, charred and chewed and nmangl ed, with
one leg ripped off and his sword broken

But there had to be a way to fight sorcerers

"Look!"

Wal lie's hunch had paid off. Against a dark sky, across a darker skyli ne,
figures noved—three or nore. He might have m ssed sone, but riders had just cone
over the top of the opposite ridge and vani shed down into the gloom heading his
way.

"They're comi ng!" Nnanji said, unnecessarily.

"They are! Let's nobve the horses—quick!"

VWallie ran for the nounts, with Nnanji close behind, inevitably asking, "Wy?"
"Because they' ||l whinny!"

That m ght not be true. Rain might stifle tine scent, but it would be a w se
precaution. So they rode the wet and unhappy horses farther away fromthe river
and tethered them again. Then the two nen hurried back along a trail that was
rapidly becomng a streamin its own right.

Wallie renmoved his sword and laid it by his feet, then nade Nnanji do the
sanme—anot her precaution, against reflections. They stood shivering in the
shadows and waited to see if sorcerers could fly across rivers. Could they sense
wat chi ng swordsnmen and send denobns agai nst thenf?

Not hi ng seemed to happen. Anot her span of the bridge had gone, and the third was
awash. The light was so poor now that the forest on the opposite bank was a
black wall, and the roar of the bright silver river drowned out everything
except the thunping of Wallie's heart and a faint chattering of teeth from
Nnanji. A whisper: "My lord brother?" "Yes?"

"I don't think I would mind a snall fire denon, right now " Wallie chuckl ed
softly. "Get two."

Then light blazed on the far side of the river, anong the trees. Nnanji hissed.
Sorcery!

In awrld of flint and steel, there was no way to make fire appear |ike that—no
mat ches or cigarette lighters. It flickered between the trunks, and Wallie

t hought he caught a glinpse of cowed figures, a flash of orange that m ght nean
a sorcerer of the Fourth. Then the gl ow faded away, and darkness returned. "A
denon?"
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"I don't dunk so," Wallie said. "I'monly guessing, but |I think they were
checking our tracks. They've seen the bridge. Now they know they've |ost us.

Unl ess they can fly."

Anot her sorcerer ability—they could magic up fire at will. But why so brief? In
a dark, wet forest, light would be useful. Why let it go out so soon? Was that a
limt to their ability, even if not a very useful one to know?

There was no nore fire. There were no nore signs of the sorcerers anong the
trees. Tine cramed like glaciers. Frozen to his soul, Wallie was about to give
up when Nnanji nuttered and
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poi nted. Vague figures crossed the skyline again. This tinme they counted four of
them and a pack horse, retreating. The sorcerers had departed, bal ked of their
quarry, heading home on a long ride over the hills.

Whereas the two chilled swordsnmen could now go in search of warnth and shelter
only half a | eague away. They were com ng off best this tine.

"Let's go," Wallie said. "It's been an instructive day, but don't overlook that
| ast | esson, my young friend!"

"What's that, ny lord brother?"

Wal li e laughed. "Never trust a dancing girl."

BOOK TWO

HOW THE SWORDSMAN BLUNDERED

t

"So that's what a nountain |ooks like!" said Nnanji, enmerging fromthe ground at
Wal lie's side.

Mor ni ng was dawning, clear and fresh and virginal, with not a cloud in sight.

Li ght flashed on distant whorls of the River to the east. To the north the view
was bl ocked by a great hunped peak, snhowcapped and majestic, while its brothers
and sisters stretched out beyond the linmits of sight to the south. The travelers
stood on the flank of a long range of vol canoes, a saddle to the west show ng
where the crossing nust lie.

Wal li e had guessed about vol canoes fromthe black rock he had seen the night
before. Garadooi's cave was a | ava tube, a portion of whose roof had fallen in,
providing a rubbly access slope. Cbviously it had been used by generations of
hunters and traders, for a fair path had been cut in the debris, snmooth enough
for the horses to descend, and the interior was roughly fitted out as a stable
in one direction and hunman quarters in the other. Wen the two swordsnmen had
arrived the previous night —guided by Katanji, who had been shivering to death
on the trail, waiting for themthere had been a blazing fire and hot food and
crunmbly ol d boughs to sl eep on

"That's a nmountain," Wallie agreed. "And a good big one to start with! The
Goddess be with you, builder!"

Not formal enough—this was a new day. "I am Garadooi, builder of the third
rank..."
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Sal ute and response conpleted, the |lad stretched and | ooked around, then pushed
fingers through tousled curls. "You will ask Apprentice Quili to lead us in
prayer, my |ord?"

He had called for prayers the previous night, also. Wallie could believe in gods
now, but he was still not a great praying nman, being mildly enbarrassed by even
the swordsnmen's dedication that he performed every norning with Nnanji. Garadoo
was the first religious zealot he had nmet in the Wrld. Honakura and Jja and
Nnanji were all pious servants of the Goddess, but they did not flaunt their
beliefs as the young builder did. After being told about Wallie's mission and
the sword, he had prayed |oudly and publicly.

Still, Wallie had much to be grateful for. "1 have no objection to prayers,
provided they are brief. W nust hurry, | fear. How long until that river is
f or dabl e?"

"About a day, | suppose?”

Per haps not even that, Wallie thought. These rubbly vol canic rocks woul d absorb
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wat er quickly. He turned to study the slope ahead and the trail faintly visible
onit. It would be a long clinb to the pass, and there was no cover. Any watcher
with good eyes would be able to keep themin sight, w thout using sorcery.

"The western side is nore wooded, ny lord," Garadooi remarked, clearly thinking
on di e sane |ines.

"Then | shall be happy to reach it."

They crested the pass around noon, hot and already tired by die clinb. Ahead the
sun beat down upon a flat, barren upland that showed nore rock than grass, wth
a few pustul ar cinder cones here and there, and sone wi dely separated cairns to
mark the trail. Wallie turned hi the saddle for a last glinpse of the distant

Ri ver, then waited anxiously for the western slopes to cone into view Every
bone ached, and he felt sure that he had blistered the blisters on his blisters.
He had passed time during the ascent by questioning Garadooi about sorcerers.

Rat her reluctantly, the lad had adnmtted that the citizens of Ov did not seemto
be greatly oppressed by them nor even very resentful of the new regime. Even
nmore reluctantly, and in reply to direct queries, he had confessed that
DAVEDUNCAN
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the | ate Reeve Zandor phi no had been disliked. He had not kept his nen under firm
control. Swordsnmen, as Wallie well knew, could be arrogant bullies.

The elderly king of Ov had been left in charge, the only change being that now
sorcerers kept order for him instead of swordsnen. He had inposed a tax to
finance the building of a tower for the sorcerers and had denolished buil di ngs
to nmake roomfor it. That had been an unpopul ar nmeasure and was be-lieved to be
the result of a spell cast upon the old man by the chief sorcerer, a Seventh.

But Garat hondi was the contractor and was waxi ng even richer than before. Then
the di scussion had naturally cone around to slavery. The fanmly fortune was
fertilized by the sweat and bl ood of slaves, and young Garadooi 's conscience
tortured himover that. There was the source of his rebellion, and of Vallie's
present sal vati on.

"So a slave is a slave, ny lord! He is still a child of the Most High. It is no
reason to treat a man as an aninmal, is it?"

Wal lie had not previously net antislavery sentinent in the World to match his
own and he agreed whol eheartedly.

Nnanji had |istened with open disgust to the tales of sorcerers. Probably he had
never concerned hinself with the ethics of slavery before, but his hero

di sapproved of it, so he had been adjusting his views to match. Now he
intervened to tell how Lord Shonsu had befriended a slave in the tenple and had
t hereby been assisted to escape. Wallie would just as soon not have had the

i nci dent nentioned, but Garadooi heard it with great approval

On another point he set WVallie's mnd at rest and enraged Nnanji. Soon after the
massacre—er so he cl ai med—Garadooi hinsel f had slipped away by ship to G, the
next city downriver. He had personally informed the reeve about the destruction
of die Ov swordsnmen. He had not been die first to do so, and no action had
followed, for G was a rmuch snaller place, and die garrison was neither able nor
willing to attack the sorcerers now entrenched at Ov. Wllie was relieved to
hear mat there had been no cover-up. If he ever returned to the Garathond
estate, he would not have to judge a conceal nent, Nnanji mnmuttered angrily about
cowardice in G.

Yet Nnanji and Garadooi, two highly dissimlar young nen, were forging a very
unlikely friendship, based upon tiieir respec-
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|ive obsessions with honor and religion. And perhaps, Wallie decided, he was a
charter nmenber, also, if a somewhat nore cyni cal one.

He had ridden forward and was chatting with Jja and Hona-kura, riding at ease in
the cart, when the upland began to tilt westward and the trail descend.

Sout hwest and northwest stood nore snowy peaks, and straight ahead, far off and
glinting...

"I told you it was everywhere!" Honakura renmarked snugly. O course Aus woul d
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lie on the River—all cities did.

"I't flows northward at Ov," Wallie said, "so here it nust run south?"

That was geonetry, not theol ogy, and Honakura had to ponder the problem for sone
time before he agreed that such was probably the case. Even then he woul d not
admt that it nust necessarily be so—the Goddess coul d do anythi ng She want ed.
The descent becane steep, the trail a stony gash through thick brush nat soon
prospered into hot, still forest. As Gara-dooi had said, the western sl ope was
more lush than the eastern. The cover and the shade were wel cone; the resident
insects were not. Wallie saw trees very much |ike oaks and chestnuts and ash,
with branbles and nettles and dogwood filling the spaces between. The trai

wound to and fro and up and down, following old |ava fl ows, scree slopes,
riverbeds—any feature whose original vegetation had been sparse. As the |and
fell, small streans appeared in the holl ows.

Now he organi zed his expedition on better nmilitary lines, with Katanji and
Garadooi riding ahead as scouts. The procedure was primtive—the first man chose
a point with as long a view as he could find, then waited for the second nman to
catch up to himbefore proceeding farther. The second waited for the cart and
the rest of the party, then went ahead to find the first again. Their rear was
unprotected, except for Wallie's own presence behind the cart, but he | acked the
manpower to cover that direction and he thought he should be safe from pursuit,
for the rest of this day at least. Katanji was excited at being chosen, and al so
anused, flashing snmug glances at his brother. Nnanji pretended not to notice,

but in truth he was unable to control his horse well enough for such work—it
woul d have refused to | eave the others for him

As afternoon wore on, Wallie noted nore signs that the trai
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had recently been inproved. He al so saw traces of horses and wheels that had
passed by not |ong since.

Then the cart caught up with Garadooi, who had sent Katanji ahead as first

scout. "The mine road, nmy lord!"

Two identical trails ran off into the woods. Wallie studied the fork. "Again

am gl ad you are here to guide us, builder. One | ooks nuch |like the other."

"And they are both being used, nmy lord."

No need for a Mohican on that probl emthere happened to be horse dung visible on
both trails. So the m ne had been reopened; nore sorcerer activity, or just

coi nci dence?

"l should dearly love to know what is going on here," Wallie said. "Is this the
wor k of these cowl ed characters? If so, what do they nine? What gets transported
to and fro on this road—and does the garrison in Aus know about it?"

He pondered for a nonent. "How far to the mine?"

The youth shrugged. "I think it is a long way, nmy lord, but | don't know "
Wallie hesitated and then decided to risk it. "Take over, adept. Proceed with
all deliberate speed. I'"'mgoing to explore up this other road a little way."

Responsi bility! Beaming, Nnanji thunped fist on heart in salute. Wallie turned
his nount along the mne road and net rebellion at the first bend. Eventually he
convinced the brute that a swordsman of the Seventh outranked a nmere horse, no
matter how stubborn, and then he managed to kick it into an excruciating trot.
The road was just as narrow and wi nding as the one he had |l eft, and he thought
he had brought nuch nore than his fair share of the flies.

Leaving Nnanji in charge was a risk. If he blundered into a caravan of sorcerers
he might react in ways that Wallie would find irrational. Mreover, it was
unlikely that this digression of Wllie's would yield any useful information at
all. At best he could only hope to find sone evidence of what was bei ng m ned—a
spillage froma tipped wagon, perhaps. But the change of pace and the solitude
were a wel come break. He resolved to linit hinself to a quarter of an hour and
then turn back.

He found rmuch nore than he had bargained for. At first all he saw was nore
trees; road bending to the right followed by

84

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...-%2002%20-%20The%20Coming%200f%20Wisdom.txt (46 of 184) [10/15/2004 2:29:08 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20Duncan%620-%2... Seventh%20Swor d%20-%2002%620-%20T he%620Coming%200f%20Wisdom. txt

road bending to the left; a hill up and a sl ope down; bushes and outcrops and
nits. Just as he was beginning to feel that his tinme nust be up, he reached the
edge of a recent lava flow. The forest ended abruptly, giving a wide view across

bare, black rock flooring a valley. The hill on the far side was bare al so,
probably burned off by an even later flow, and the road descending it was
clearly visible... and in use.

Hastily Wallie applied brakes and then reverse, noving back under cover. He
counted three wagons. He estimated mat the work gang marchi ng behi nd nunbered
about thirty—those woul d be slaves, of course—and the nmounted band in front
about a dozen. They were too far off to see if they wore cow's, but they were
certainly dressed in robes and therefore could only be priests or old nen... or
sorcerers. Browns, nostly, but the one in front was either a Fourth or a Fifth,
an orange or a red.

He turned his horse and kicked it savagely until it achieved a canter. Had he
conme along the road half an hour later, he would have blundered right into mat
procession. He cursed hinself for a reckless idiot.

That was not the worst of it, though. If Garadooi's geography was correct, the
men were coming fromthe mne, so obviously it was being operated by the
sorcerers. Two of the wagons had been drays carrying |unber, dressed tree
trunks. The sorcerers were heading for the downed bridge, to replace it.

How di d t hey know about that!

Hi s conpani ons | ooked up in alarmas he cantered his foamfl ecked horse

al ongsi de. They had stopped in the center of a wide, alnobst dry, riverbed to
water the livestock, and al so to exchange nounts and spares. It was an exposed
position, but one where they were not likely to | eave conspi cuous traces on the
ground. That m ght be Garadooi thinking |ike a woodsnman, or nere chance. Wallie
did not care which it was, for he knew nmat the expedition had been | eaving an
obvious trail. The sorcerers would need no nagic to followit.

Unsaddl ing his own horse, he quickly explained the new problem |f the sorcerers
were aware of the bridge, then surely they nust al so know of the fugitives.
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"Twel ve?" Nnanji said thoughtfully. "Six each way?"

"Per haps. Except that they will soon see mat we have gone by the junction, so
maybe ten in this direction.” And in less than half an hour, likely.

"You think they can send nessages?" Honakura renarked, |eaning over the tailgate
and leering. "Or can they see at a distance?" He was enjoying watching Wallie
struggle with the concept of sorcery.

"Messages, | hope." But the sorcerers would have needed tinme to | oad the drays
after |earning of the downed bridge... why had they not sent nen off after ne
fugitives inmedi ately? Either they knew exactly what the swordsnen were doi ng
and where they were, or they expected to catch themeasily on the trail. O
there m ght be another force ahead sonewhere

"Eagl es?" Nnanji tilted his head to study the high blue sky. Faint dots floated

there—kites or vultures... or sorcerers?

"I'"'mgoing to ignore that possibility," Wallie said firmy, "because if they're
that powerful, then nothing we do will be of any use at all. But we've got to
get off the road."

"The horses need a rest, ny lord!"™ Quili's chin was raised in respectful but

determned revolt. "W have been pushing them nuch too hard and too long."
Wallie resisted a tenptation to consign the horses to perdition. The people
needed nore than rest.

"If we |eave the road," Garadooi said, "we'll lay a trail as obvious as that
nmount ai n. "

Wallie stared along the river valley. "That nountain" showed fainter and bl uer
than it had been, higher and surprisingly far off. He turned and | ooked the
other way. The river was typical of rivers he had seen near nountains

bef ore—npre gravel than water, a very wi de bed of shingle with scattered little
streans and puddles in it, and a few grassy or scrubby islands. It would be
easier terrain than the road.
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"W can't be very far fromthe River itself!" he said. "Let's head that way. And
stay in the water."

"I't's safe enough,” Quili nodded to where sonme of the horses were wading.

Coul d ani mal s sense piranha? Not wanting to show his ignorance, he did not ask
"Let's nove!"
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"Her powers are always nost mani fest near the River," Hon-akura said sagely.
"Indeed, in affliction we should seek Her aid," Garadooi agreed.

"Katanji?" Nnanji asked, but as he did so, a sound of hooves announced that the
scout was coning back to see what the delay was. Better and better

So nove they did, splashing along the stream Wen one branch gave out, they
crossed shingle to another. Soon the winding of the valley and the tufty islands
had hidden them fromthe road, and then they left the water and wal ked dry-shod
on the pebbles. A good tracker would find them soon enough, but, with any I uck,
pursui ng sorcerers would go farther on toward Aus before realizing they had

m ssed their prey.

After a while Wallie drew al ongsi de Garadooi. "What are Hi e chances that we
shall find a ham et or village on the River?"

The boy shook his head, |ooking worried and | ost now. "W can only trust in the
Most High, my lord. If there is a village, of course, they will have boats."

Whi ch was what WAl lie had been thinking. He could acquire safer transportation
on the River with gold, or with steel

An hour or so went by with no signs of pursuit. Late-afternoon sun glared
fiercely down and refl ected back as savagely fromthe dark shingle. There was no
wi nd. The horses were visibly flagging, footsore fromthe hard goi ng, and naki ng
very slow time. The passengers in the cart were bone-weary fromthe endl ess

I urching and bunping, the riders sore and raw. They were all eaten away by
nmosqui toes. Twi sting and wi nding, the valley yet continued unchanged between

thi ckly wooded wal | s.

Wallie chewed at his problens wthout tasting any answers. Boats and an escape
by water had the greatest appeal, but the River mght be far off—he had no way
of knowi ng. Alternatively, compn sense suggested that he find a canpsite
somewhere and | eave the civilians. Hopefully only the swordsnmen were in great
danger, so they could retrace their steps and try to reach Aus, traveling by
night. Then they could return with help. He did not like that programat all. He
did not want to | eave Jja undef ended.

Suddenly the river changed and becane a snall | ake, al npst
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filling the valley. Its far bank was a rocky dam-an obvious |lava flow to

Wal lie's eye—and beyond that was open sky and a renote horizon of blue water,
franed by the valley walls. Cheering broke out.

"Master!" Jja exclainmed. "Look—snoke!"

The cheering grew | ouder as the others also saw the filmy white cloud rising
from sonmewher e ahead. Snoke neant peopl e.

It had | ong been obvious that the previous day's rain had not touched ms side
of the mountains. The |ake was low, and tire cart was able to skirt it on a
shingle beach with only two or three dips into water. A |ow runbl e ahead warned
of falls. Even the horses seened to feel the excitenent as the expedition
reached the end of the | ake and began to cross over the hum nocky bl ack barrier
The river foamed along a narrow trench, then fell away into a rising cloud of
spray.

Katanji had pushed his horse to the fore and was standing sil houetted agai nst
the sky. He yelled sonething into the noise.

Wal lie di smounted, dropped his reins, and wal ked forward stiffly to see. Wen he
reached the cliff edge, he was | ooking down into a snall and boxy canyon,
floored by grass and scrub. The waterfall cascaded down in giant steps into a
pool, fromwhich a stream wandered al ong through the trees to enter the River
besi de a rough pier of black stonework. There were no boats tied nere, and it
seened deserted. A couple of roofless cottages guarded tile |landward end,
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overgrown and obviously ancient.

Jja cane and stood at his side. He put his nobuth close to her ear and shout ed.
"We're a century or so too |ate!"

"But the snoke..."

" Steam "

He had forgotten that vol canic country could nurture hot springs. One side of
the canyon was wooded, but the other was nostly bare and knobby rock, glistening
and steaming like a notionless cascade of porridge.

The others had cone to see, also. After a while they all retreated back to the
cart, away fromthe tunult.

"It's a quarry,” Wallie said, "or it was, once. The hot water nmkes... nmat
browni sh marbl e stuff." Evidently Shonsu had never heard of travertine, for he
could not put a nane to it.
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"Looks like no one's been here in alifetime. Well, it's a sheltered spot, and
we can have hot baths."

"There are boats out there, ny lord," Katanji said, squinting into the westering
sun.

The boats were much too far off to be of use, but a | eader nust keep his
followers' spirits up. Wallie | ooked neaningfully at Nnanji's red pony tail.
"We' Il take your brother down to the dock and wave him" he suggested.

As a canpsite, the quarry canyon could not have been bettered. There were indeed
warm pool s at the base of the cliff. Nettles had taken possession of the ruined
cottages, but there was grass on which to pitch the two small tents the
adventurers had brought, and they could build a fire wi thout being seen by

wat chers inland. There was fresh water to drink and there would be shelter from
wind, if w nd cane.

Getting there was the problem It took another hour to nove all the people, the
supplies, and the horses safely to the valley floor, and by that time the sun
was nearing the horizon. The cart was pushed a little way down the slope and
wedged against a tree, less visible fromthe | ake above.

Wal lie had never felt nore weary in two |lifetinmes, and everyone el se | ooked
equal Iy bedraggl ed by the long, hard day. He sent the wonen off to try the hot
pools while the nen pitched canp. He hinself went down and inspected the jetty.
Built of discarded stone fromthe quarry, it was obviously very old, but
probably still usable.

Then he joined the other nen in a |luxurious hot soak that unknotted nuscles and
soot hed blisters, tam ng aching fatigue into sleepy weariness. \Wen that was
over, food was waiting.

The sun set in a celebration of gold and crinson, sky and River in duet. Water
buds fl ew homewar d.

There was little talk around the canpfire as the valley gradually filled with
darkness. Cowte fell over, asleep, and Nnanji ordered her to go to bed. She
sm |l ed vaguely and wandered away to the tents. Silence returned. Even the
nornmal |y bubbly Katanji had lost his air of excitenent, while Honakura | ooked
dangerously spent. Wallie had arrived the previous day at a deserted jetty by a
little canyon, and now he had reached the
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sanme sort of place on the same River on the other side of the nountains. Sonehow
it did not feel like nmuch progress.

"Wel |, novice?" he said. "Three days you' ve been a swordsnman now. You're not

getting bored yet, are you?"

Katanji nanaged a grin. "No, ny lord."

Nnanji snorted in nock disapproval. "Wien | was a scratcher, | spent ny first
three days doing sword drill. | thought ny armwas going to fall off."

His brother shifted position. "My armis not the problem nentor."

"l know how you feel, and where. He's done well, has he not, ny lord brother?"
"Very well. We all have."

Nnanji nodded proudly and asked, "Wat do we do now?"
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"Suggestions will be wel cone."

"W should pray," Garadooi said primy, "throw ng ourselves on the nercy—=
"Rot!" Honakura deepened his winkles into a pout.

"Bl aspheny, old man!"

"Rot, | say! | assure you nmat the Goddess knows exactly what She's doing. You've
been on hunting trips, builder? Did you ever find a canpsite with hot and cold
water, with sweet hay, with a viewlike ms... safer, better sheltered, or nore
obvi ously a special provision of the gods?"

" But —

"Lord Shonsu is Her chanpion, and we are being well cared for."

"—You're a priest?" Garadooi reddened.

"I was," the old nan admitted testily. "And | say that we were led to this place
for a purpose, so any requests fromyou would be nere presunption. The only
person here with brains is Cowie." At that he clanbered stiffly to his feet and
headed for the tents. Evidently he did not enjoy being sernonized by a nere

| ayman, although that was part of the price of anonynity.

Sparks flew up into the darkness, and the yellow |ight flickered over the circle
of weary faces. The fire's tenor crackling sang over the waterfall's baritone.
Katanji yawned mightily, rolled hinself up in a blanket, and was still.

The probl em remai ned. Garadooi and Quili began convers-
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ing quietly. Wallie put his armaround Jja. Nnanji poked idly at the fire with a
| ong stick.

There was driftwood. On any other River, Wallie might have contenpl ated buil ding
a raft, but these waters were deadly. The sails in the distance woul d have been
fishing boats or trading ships, but he could think of no way to signal them
Even snmoke woul d not work in this case, for the plunme of steam nust be a

wel | - known | ocal | andnarKk.

"W have a coupl e of days' food, | suppose,"” he nused. "At |east on short
rations. You and | could try to nmake Aus, Nnanji. Then we could bring a boat for
the others."

Nnanji grunted quietly in agreenent and yawned.

"W haven't had rmuch sleep in recent nmenory," Wallie said. "A good |ong rest nmay
brighten our wits a little."

"You wish nme to take first watch, ny lord brother?"

"Not much point. Nowhere to run and no way to fight."

Nnanji frowned doubtfully. If Wallie asked, he would willingly stand guard unti
he felt over.

"I know what the sutras say," Wallie adnmited, "but | just think this case is
unusual . We both need sleep nore than anything."

Nnanji nodded obedi ently and wi shed hi m good rest. He pushed off his boots and
began wapping his long legs in a blanket. Soon he was stretched out like a
mumy and in two nore minutes was snoring.

Jja cuddl ed closer to Wallie and sniggered playfully. "Cow e has been given the
evening of f again, master. She's not having to work very hard, is she, for a

ni ght sl ave?"

He tightened his armaround her. "No, she's having a real easy tine." Pause. "At
| east he isn't attenpting to honor any priestesses.”

Jja smiled up at him "I think the apprentice seeks honor el sewhere."

Wallie | ooked across the fire. Quili and Garadooi were sitting very close
together, still talking... discussing slave bans?

"Unh! | hadn't noticed."

"I was very bold, master—+ nentioned it to Adept Nnanji, also. He hadn't
noticed, either."

"He wouldn't."

"But he approves of Buil der Garadooi. And Buil der Gara-
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dooi is very inpressed by Apprentice Quili. Never really appreciated her before,

he says. He hasn't spent rmuch time on the estate since he swore to his craft."”
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Wal lie kissed her ear. "I forgive your presunption, slave. Well done!"

Jja yawned and fell silent. Then she said, "Lord Honakura is actually enjoying
this, isn't he?"

"He..," Wallie was about to say "He is having a ball," but he stopped in tine.
It mght come out literally. "Yes. He's weary, of course. But, yes. He's happy."
"Have you noticed sonething el se, master? You changed ny life, and Nnanji's.
Lord Honakura is happy. And WIld Ani..."

"l gave her gol d?"

"Gold is little use to a slave, nmaster. She could buy wine or sweetneats with
it, not nmuch else. But you let her make fools of the whole tenple guard. She
woul d have | oved that, nore than anything."

"What are you inplying, ny darling?"

"I think that all those who help your nission are rewarded. Novice Katanji was
going to have to apprentice to his father, and he didn't want that."

No, Katanji would not have been content to knot rugs all his life. Wallie
recall ed al so BruTs twi n sons, and |nperkanni being appointed reeve of the
tenpl e guard. And Coningu would be reunited with his long | ost son by now.
"Maybe you're right," he said sleepily. "1 hope for Quili's sake that you are,
and that we can all get out of this alive to enjoy our rewards."

Then Jja kissed him It was a vigorous, inventive sort of kiss, and they ended
| ying prone together. "You'll think of sonething to do, nmaster."

"Tonight | can't think of anything," he said. "Rewards nmust wait. Go to sleep."
He renenbered shivering briefly in the night, and Jja tucking a bl anket around
him The sun god in summer needed nuch | ess rest than nortals, especially
nortals so travel -weary that they could sleep on the hard ground as soundly as
they woul d
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have done in feather beds. Birds made encouragi ng noi ses at dawn and were

i gnor ed.

Morni ng was hal f gone..

"Ment or ?"

Nnanji ? No—that was Katanji's voice. Shonsu's warrior reflexes could | eap from
sleep to full awareness instantly. Wallie sat up and said, "Yes?"

Katanji's inpish grin hung against the sky. "May | have the honor, ny lord, of
presenting Novice Matarro, swordsnman of the first rank?"

ft

"The honor shall be entirely mne," Wallie said, "if you will allow ne a nonent
to find ny hairclip."

The boy at Katanji's side had cowered back in shock as he registered Wallie's
rank. He was taller than Katanji and farther along in his adol escent

met anor phosis, but probably little older. He | ooked healthy and well fed, his
skin burned dark by sunlight. He wore a harness and sword, and the single
craftmark on his forehead was certainly a sword and | ong since heal ed, unlike
Katanji's, which was now infected into a festering red sore.

Yet Matarro did not |ook Iike a swordsnan. He had no pony-tail, or kilt, or
fancy swordsman boots. His hair was cropped short and his only garnent was a
breechclout, a long strip of white cloth that he had tied around his hips, with
one end hanging down as a tail behind and the other passed between his | egs and
| ooped over to formanother tail in front.

Havi ng clipped his hair back and disentangled hinself fromhis blanket, Wallie
took hold of his harness and scabbard and scranbled to his feet. He fastened
buckl es, putting on his nost friendly smle for the nervous newconer.

Sonewhat reassured, the boy drew and began the salute to a superior. "I am
Matarro..." He noved his sword with confidence, but he nade two of the postures
in the wong order and did not seemto realize his error
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"I am Shonsu..." Even as he replied, Wallie was staring over the lad' s head at
the jetty. The canpsite lay at the rear of the valley, hidden by scrub. Wen the
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ship had arrived, the crew had seen only a deserted quarry and a few grazing
horses. Novice Matarro had conme ashore to scout, or had perhaps been ordered to
do so as a joke

One question that would need to be resol ved was how Katanji had met him If he
had seen the ship first, then he shoul d have wakened WVl lie or Nnanji-who was
now sitting up hi bleary surprise, hearing the voices. Katanji, of course, had
turned on his charmand invited Matarro to cone and neet his nentor. He had nen
chosen Wl lie because he had been told that Wallie was now his mentor, also, and
he was grinning broadly at Matarro's stunned reaction

Nnanji bounced to his feet. "Allow nme to present you, novice," Wallie said, "to
Adept..."

The little ship had a blue hull and white nmasts—three nasts, which seened
excessive for her size. She had a definite list to starboard. Two gangpl anks had
been set out, and men were carrying | unber down one, piling it on shore, and
trotting up the other. Any sound of voices had been drowned out by the noi se of
the waterfall.

"What vessel ?" Wallie inquired when the fornalities were over

Matarro's al armed eyes were flickering around the canpsite, counting and

i nspecting as the rest of the party began to stir.

"Her name is Sapphire*" Katanji said quickly, smirking. Wallie wilted himinto
silence with a Seventh's killer glare.

"Sapphire, ny lord."

"And what brings you to this deserted place?"

Mat arro hesitated, uncertain how nmuch he should reveal. Likely he had never net
a Seventh of any craft before and he was right to be nervous. Hi ghrank swordsnen
wer e dangerous, especially to other swordsnen. Wallie could challenge the boy if
he did not like his |ooks or the way he spoke. It woul d not be honorable to maim
or kill a novice, but no one would argue the point with Shonsu, and it woul d be
quite | egal

"\ % were brought by nme Hand of the Goddess, my lord. W
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dragged our anchor |ast night... That has never happened to us before, ny lord."

"And the cargo has shifted?"

Mat arro nodded, seemi ng surprised that a |andl ubber could make such a guess.
"And who is the master?"

"Tom yano of the Third, ny lord."

Wallie smled. 'Then pray present ny conplinments to Sailor Tom yano and i nform
himthat | shall call upon himin a few m nutes. We are on the service of the
Most High and are in need of sone transportation.”

The | ad nodded once nore. He began to turn, before renenbering that he shoul d
speak a formal farewell. He nmade an even worse ness of that ritual than he had
of the salute; but he knew how to handle a sword. Then he shot off through the
scrub like a startled hare, heading for the jetty.

Nnanji snorted and said, "Water rat!" with bottom ess scorn. "Sapphire, huh?" he
added, grinning at Wallie. Then he turned to Katanji with a face |like a Denbn of
Retribution—+tinme to inpart a few truths about proper nilitary procedure.

Wal li e headed for the tents. Honakura had al ready emerged and was beani ng

t oot hl essl y.

"The Goddess be with you, old nman."

"And with you, ny lord."

"You were right again!"

"Aren't 1 always?"

"So far," Wallie admtted. "So tell me what has happened to the sorcerers? And 1
thought | was not supposed to benefit frommracl es?"

Honakura's tiny shoul ders shrugged within his black gowmn. "As far as sorcerers
are concerned, perhaps you have been overestimting then? Men may have great

powers and yet nake m stakes, you know. They are only human. They may still be
on their way here, but too late. And | wouldn't call this a nmiracle; it is the
Hand of the CGoddess. Besides, | never said you would not be granted miracles,

only that you nust not count on them Heroes are allowed to be lucky, ny |ord.
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That is quite different.”

He sm i ked. Honakura could have knotted a college of Jesuits into a | ace
count er pane.
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Chuckling, admring the fine weather, savoring this dramatic solution the gods
had provided to his problem Wallie continued over to the pool at the base of
the waterfall to spruce hinself up. In a few nonents Nnanji joined him
muttering under his breath about scratchers and figuratively w ping Katanji's
bl ood from his hands. He could not see that three days was not |ong enough to
turn his brother into a textbook swordsman, or that he woul d never rise to
Nnanji's own inpossible standards.

"Let nme guess," Wallie said. "He asked you to describe the proper procedure, and
then you had to admit mat we were not following it, because | had not posted

pi ckets..."

Nnanji growl ed wordl essly. He could pull rank on his brother, but too often he
allowed himto talk back and nmen he invariably lost the argument. Ginning to
hi nsel f, Wallie dropped the subject.

When the norning's usual routine was conpleted, he said, "Now let's go and cal
on Sapphire. Wiat are the formalities for boarding a ship, Nnanji? Does one ask
per m ssi on?"

"Perm ssion?" Nnanji | ooked shocked. Deep in thought, he followed after Vallie
for a nonent and then said, "Yes! Adept Hagarando nentioned that once. And a
captain expects the salute to a superior fromanyone, regardl ess of rank. No
swords drawn on board..."

These were the sort of things that Wallie did not know about the Wrld. This was
the reason that the gods had assigned Nnanji as his assistant, with his flaw ess
menory packed full of lifetines of experience fromthe whole tenple guard. But
Nnanji's pride was in his swordsmanship, and Wallie nust be careful not to |et
hi m suspect that his main purpose was to be a human reference library. He would
be crushed if he suspected.

So Wal lie thanked him offhandedly, as if the matter were trivial, pushing his
way through the bushes. "A water rat is a swordsman who |ives on a ship?"
Shonsu' s know edge of swordsnan sl ang had been passed al ong. "How many types of
swordsnen are there?"

Nnanji blinked in surprise. "Three, | suppose: garrisons, frees, and water
rats.”

"No ponytail, no kilt? Water rats are really sailors with sword craftmarks?"
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"That may be, ny lord brother—+ never net one before. The frees al ways spoke of
themwith contenpt. |1'd have to

t hi nk—

"Don't worry about it now," Vallie said hastily, not wanting to call up another
retrieval fromthe nental databank. "Wth a nane |ike Sapphire, this ship has
obvi ously been brought by the Goddess for—

Nnanji shouted, "Devilspit!"

Bl ue and green sails spread, Sapphire was a hundred paces out in the River,
still listing, but making good time downstream A pile of |unber |ay abandoned
on the jetty.

Wallie had erred. He shoul d have gone straight to the ship with Matarro.

How long until the sorcerers arrived?

"My lord brother! What do we do now?"

Wallie stood for a nonent in angry silence, watching the ship dwi ndle, aware for
the first tinme that there was a fair breeze blowing this fine norning out there
on the River.

"I think we | eave the problemto a friend of mne," he said weakly.

"What friend?"

"I call him Shorty."

Nnanji frowned. "Shorty?"
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"You haven't nmet him He's a god."

Very funny, M. Smith! He had been told that he nust not call for miracles. He
had al so been warned that he mght tail, as Shonsu had tailed. He could die on
this mssion. Now he had been given good fortune ranking close to a mracle, and
he had let it slip through his fingers.

How |l ong until the sorcerers arrived?

Jja and Quili had prepared breakfast. Wallie was too nad at his own folly to
have much appetite. He brusquely ordered Ka-tanji down to the jetty to watch the
di sappearing Sapphire. He assured the others nmat she would soon be returned. His
fake confidence certainly did not fool Honakura, who smirked, or Jja, who | ooked
worried. The others seened to believe his prophecy, especially Garadooi
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Accepting a pile of roasted pork ribs and pancakes heaped on a wad of dock

| eaves, Wallie signaled Nnanji to acconpany him Once they were out of earshot
of the others, he sat on the grass. Nnanji copied him carefully bal ancing a
triple helping of his own. Katanji appeared, puffing, to report that the ship
had vani shed. Wallie told himto go back and wait until it unvani shed.

"Talk and eat at the sanme tinme," he said; Nnanji usually did so, anyway. "I want
to hear all the stories you can renenber about sailors and free swords. The
exact words this time, if you can."

"Of course!"™ Nnanji |ooked surprised that there should be any question. He

t hought for a moment, chewi ng on a bone, nen he chuckled. "At lunch on Potters
Day, two years ago..."

That was a hunorous story of a Fifth who clained to have killed, in the course
of his career, four men and eight ship captains. The other tales were nore
specific, all told in Nnanji's unconscious mmcry of the voices he had
originally heard recount them Free swords expected free transportati on—they
were on Her service. Sailors who declined to supply it, or who got cheeky with
swordsnen, mght |ose an ear, or worse. Sonetines, of course, the swordsnen had
to put up with the inpertinence until the ship reached port. Then they were free
to inpose penalties, and did so. A couple of incidents sounded perilously close
to rape. Not surprisingly, there were also runors of swordsmen nysteriously

di sappearing in transit.

O course these were the tales that had been worth repeating; for each of those
there might have been a hundred uneventful, or even friendly, encounters. But
the overall trend was clear

"That' ||l do! Thank you, Nnanji."

"I've lots nore!"

"That's enough. They're a revolting bunch, aren't they?"

Nnanji nodded vigorously, chewing a |lunp of gristle. Then his eyes w dened, and
he swallowed it, half choking. "You nean the sailors, ny |ord?"

"No." Wallie rose and stal ked away, |eaving his protege opennout hed with horror
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"My lord, you do not need us now." Garadooi had no doubts. "Apprentice Quill and
I woul d take our leave, if you will permt it."

"But the sorcerers..."

"They will not harmher, my lord. Nor, | think, nyself."

"You can't know that." Wallie had expected to take these two with himwhen the
ship returned, if it did. If it did not, of course, they night be safer away
fromhis conpany, but the young buil der was not thinking of mat.

"My father is one of their main supporters anong the guild-nasters." He did not
like to admit that. Then he grinned innocently. "And how have | offended? Three
swordsnen arrived, lost. | escorted themout of the sorcerers' domain by the

qui ckest route."

"I amvery grateful to you both." WAllie put on his sternest face. "CGo, if you
wi sh, with ny blessings. But | shall require an oath fromyou, builder."

"I shall tell themnothing, ny lord!"

"You will tell themeverything! Answer all their questions. You nust swear to
that—+ will not have you tortured on ny account. Oherw se you stay here."
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The lad's thin features took on their famliar fanatic sheen. "I am aiding Her
cause. She will protect ne!"

That m ght be so, but Wal Ue extracted a solemn oath from hi mregardl ess. Being
preliterate, and having no other formof contract, the People put great weight
on oat hs.

"You will take the cart?"

Gar adooi | ooked surprised. "And the horses."

"Two woul d be enough? | will buy the rest fromyou."

"But..."

VWallie put a finger to his I|ips.

Surprise became a smle. "Me never discussed it! But | will not take your gold,
Lord Shonsu. My famly can afford to contribute a few hacks—I |ost them

G andnot her. "' "

VWallie let himw n the argunent that tinme. The secluded jetty m ght be nore than
an escape route. It could also be his access to the sorcerers' mne and the back
door to Ov, an ideal place to land and nmuster a snmall arny. The unwanted horses
woul d not likely stray fromsuch an equi ne heaven. They woul d be useful again.
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Down at the jetty, Katanji was still sitting in lonely boredomon the | unber.
Gar adooi caught the two horses he wanted, and they were quickly | oaded with
supplies and a tent. Then Wallie acconpanied himand Quili to the top of the
cliff and hel ped drag the cart back to the flat. The River valley stretched off
beyond the | ake, with no signs of sorcerers yet.

The second horse, he noted, was tethered behind the cart as a spare; Garadoo
was going to ride beside Quili. As he once nore thanked them both, shouting over
the noise of the falls, Wallie did not need Jja to point out a change in the
little priestess—+n both of them They stood close. They had the undefin-able
air of two people wanting to be al one together. He w shed them good | uck and
Goddess-speed... and very nearly offered congratul ati ons, al so. But perhaps that
woul d be prenature.

Then he saw that a tiny, distant figure on the jetty was junping up and down and
wavi ng both arns.

"I must go," Wallie said. Again he thanked them both, snothering the priestess
renewed apol ogies for the initial m sunderstandi ng. He shook Garadooi's hand.

Quili he kissed—her honor maybe, his pleasure certainly. She blushed crinson,
but cooperated, seeming to enjoy the encounter as nuch as he did. Then he went
scranbling and sliding down the hill again. The expedition was back to seven

By the tinme he joined Nnanji and his brother on the jetty, Sapphire was cl ose
enough for sounds of angry voices to be floating in across the water. The wi nd
had dropped conpletely, and her sails hung linp in the noon heat as she drifted
toward the dock. She was not listing so badly as before.

Katanji was inpressed, Nnanji triunphant—

"I just | ooked away for an instant, nmy |lord—then there she was!"

"This time they'll do as She requires of them ny lord brother!"

Wal lie was not convinced. Cbviously sonme of Sapphire's crew were not, either
Now he knew how swordsnen regarded sailors and, therefore, why Matarro's news
had caused themto depart so hurriedly. The Goddess had brought them back to the
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same place, but he wished he could nmake out the words of the argunents goi ng on
aboard. The | argest and | oudest discussion was taking place on the raised deck
aft... poop? The high bit at the front would be the foVsle in English, but he
seened to lack maritinme terns in his vocabulary. That was odd, because Shonsu
must have traveled by ship. Then two nen ran up on the fo'c'sle and the anchor
ran out with a roar of chain. It stopped with a clang and sudden silence as it
reached the water, apparently jamed. QGaths and screans of rage were foll owed by
hamreri ng noi ses. Sapphire continued to drift closer

Wallie turned to see how the rest of his party was proceedi ng, com ng at
Honakura's sl ow pace. "Nnanji! Look!"
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A solitary figure was dancing up and down on the cliff top —Garadooi. He had a
horse beside him Wllie waved to show that he had noticed, and the | ad

acknow edged. He remounted and rode away.

Nnanji's eyes had narrowed to slits. "They're comi ng?"

"That's how | take it."

How | ong for nounted nen unencunbered by a cart to travel the length of the

| ake? How | ong to scranble down the hill? And that m ght not even be necessary,
if a spell cast fromup mere could sumtmon denmons to down here.

Wal lie wiped sweat fromhis brow, but sone of that was fromthe heat, for the
sun was glaring off the water and the dark stonework. The still air was dead and
enervating. Sapphire was very cl ose, obviously about to reach the jetty at the
exact place she had been tied up earlier. The argunents were over, and so were
attenpts to free the anchor. Two nmen were adjusting fenders, but nost of the
rest seened to have di sappeared. Jja, Vixini, Cow e, and Honakura had reached
the jetty.

Gentle as falling feathers, Sapphire nestled against the pier. Wallie stepped to
a bollard, waiting for a line. Nothing happened. No gangpl ank?

He junped up on the pile of lunber, which put himalnost |evel with the nen
standi ng on deck, and sone di stance back fromthe ship.

"You forgot this?" he asked politely.

, For a while there was no reply, only a staring match. Five nmen were visible,
and no one else. They were standing al ong
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the near side, well spaced to repel boarders and hol ding their hands down, out
of sight below the gunwal e, so he could not tell if they were arned. Al he

coul d see were bare brown chests and angry faces. He thought briefly of a
line-up of westlers.

The one in the center was closest, and therefore likely the spokesman. He nust
be the captain, Tom yano. He was visibly furious, eyes slitted, powerful white
teeth bared in a grinmace. Three shipmarks just below a Caesar haircut told of
his rank and craft. He was young and well built, bone uphol stered wth nuscle,
and he was barely keeping control of himself. H's hair was reddi sh—not as red as
Nnanji's—but his skin was burned to the sanme dark rosewood shade. In spite of
his youth, he | ooked |ike a man accustoned to having his own way. He | ooked
danger ous.

Wallie was not on board yet. He nade the sign of acknow edgenent of an inferior
The sailor snarled. "What do you want, swordsnan?"

"Pernission to cone aboard, Captain?"

"\ihy 2"

"l seek passage for nyself and these conpanions."

"This is a famly shi p—we have no roomfor passengers."

"I amwilling to pay any reasonable fare."

"That will not nmake the ship larger."

"Then put your Jonahs ashore.”

The sailor's weathered face flamed even brighter, although there was no shame in
bei ng a Jonah. "What the hell do you nmean by that, swordsman?"

Wallie waited a noment to cool his own rising tenper. To address a hi ghrank by
his craft was deliberate insult. He was al so fighting a searing desire to turn
and ook at the cliff, to see if sorcerers had appeared there yet, but that
woul d be a tactical error in this nasty negotiation. He could only hope that
Nnanji was watching and would tell himwhen it happened.

"If you have no Jonahs aboard, then perhaps you were brought here to get some?"
Tom yano, if that was who he was, drumed fists on the rail in frustration and
| ooked up longingly at the linp sails.

"Sailor, this is benefiting no one. Let me come aboard and | shall salute you
O you salute nme here. Then we can resunme our discussion in civilized fashion."
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The captain was silent. A whole nminute seened to drag by in wordl ess gl aring.
Then he snapped: "I am Toni yano, sailor of the third rank, master of

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...-%2002%20-%20The%20Coming%200f%20Wisdom.txt (56 of 184) [10/15/2004 2:29:08 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20Duncan%620-%2... Seventh%20Swor d%20-%2002%620-%20T he%620Coming%200f%20Wisdom. txt
Sapphire,.." He gabbled off the rest with a few carel ess gestures. It was the
cul tural equivalent of spitting on a man's foot.

Wallie let the rudeness sit in the air for a noment, then drew his sword. "I am
Shonsu, swordsman of the seventh rank, chosen chanpion of the Goddess, and
am.."

" Chosen what ?"

"Chanpion. This is Her own sword, Captain. It was given to ne by a god. Note the
sapphire? My hairclip is another sapphire, and also came fromhim | amon a

m ssion for the Most High. | ampresently in need of transportation, and your
ship was brought here, | understand, by Her Hand."

Tom yano spat. "Firsts talk too nuch.”

"He was |ying?"

"No," admitted the captain.

Katanji coughed loudly. Wallie's head turned before he could stop it. Five nen
in com ed gowns were standing on the cliff top

Tom yano had noticed. He smiled with joy. "Running from sonmeone, swordsman?"
"Yes, sailor. Sorcerers."

"Sorcerers? This close to the River? Hah!"

Wal lie glanced at the other four nen. They were frowning, perhaps wavering, but
he must convince their captain first. He turned to the cliff again. The
sorcerers were hurrying toward the easiest descent. Nnanji was paler than Wallie
had ever seen him It was not fear of the sorcerers that was eating at Nnanji—
he wanted to get at this insolent sailor. The rest of Wallie's party were
huddl ed behi nd the |unber, unhappily waiting. This m ght be another of the gods
tests—Mallie had very little time left to negotiate his way onto the ship.

Tom yano jeered. "You' ve been gulled, swordsman! You're running from bogeynen."
Keeping his voice calmwi th an i nmense effort, Wallie said, "Not so. A year ago,
in O/, forty swordsmen were slain by sorcerers.”

"They can have three nore as far as |'mconcerned.”
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"And Matarro of the First? Save him then! Sail away quick, Captain."

The fury blazed up again in the sailor's face. That rem nder of his own

i npot ence seened to rob himof speech. H's ship had been hijacked, and he could
do nothing about it.

"The sorcerers sunmon fire denons, Captain. You wouldn't want those near
Sapphire, now, would you?"

Tom yano seened ready to start grinding his teeth. He turned to | ook at the

Ri ver. For sone distance out fromthe jetty, the water was as clear and snooth
as plate glass. Beyond that it was rippled by w nd.

"If 1 let you and your riffraff on board, then these sorcerers will cone after
you."

"Let us on board and you can depart. It is Her will you are flouting, not mne.
I did not sumon you here."

"No!" Tom yano had thought of another sol uti on—dead nen do not need to go
anywhere. H s hand appeared, holding a knife. Wallie had no need to call on
Shonsu' s encycl opedi ¢ knowl edge of blades to tell himthat it was a throw ng
knife; the way the sailor was holding it showed that. Suddenly he felt very
nortal. He was utterly vulnerable at that range, but too far away to use his
swor d.

"No dammed | andl ubber swordsman will ever set foot on ny deck again! | swore at
Yok that—=

"Quiet!" shouted a new voice. The captain's arm dropped, and he turned to glare
as a newconer energing froma door in the fo'c'sle. Wallie relaxed with a gasp
He stol e another gl ance | andward; the sorcerers were invisible, hidden in the
trees, but they nust be close to the valley floor by now He |ooked at the

Ri ver. The edge of that nysterious cal mwas racing | andward—the wi nd was

com ng. He could only have mnutes | eft before Sapphire began to nove. If he
could not board, then he and Nnanji should be heading for the trees, to neet the
eneny under cover. .
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"I''"l'l handle this, Tomo," said the new voice, and Wallie ainmed to stare in
bewi | dernment at the figure now standing beside the captain—a Fifth, inred. A
swordsman, for (here was a sword hilt beside the gray-streaked ponytail, but old
enough to wear a sleevel ess gown; short and enornously fat, and the harness was
a strange type, with the chest straps crossing in an X i nstead of
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being vertical... Too fat. Fat in the wong places..
Then she began her salute: "I am Brota, swordsman of the fifth rank, owner of
Sapphire..."

A fat, niddle-aged, female swordsnman? As he drew his sword to respond, Wallie's
mnd was reeling fromthis | atest shock, and he could hear Nnanji grow ing.

Tom yano began to argue; the wonman told himto be quiet, and he obeyed. Owner?
She was obviously the true master of the ship, alnobst certainly Tom yano's

nmot her. When the seventh sword clicked back into its scabbard, she turned her
head briefly to study the River, then the apparently enpty valley on the other
side. Her ponytail was bound by an incongruous pink bow.

"What talk is this of sorcerers, ny lord?"

"They sl aughtered the garrison in Ov a year ago. mstress. The Goddess has sent
me to deal with them-but at the moment | do not have the forces to do so. Five
of themwill be here in a few nonents. | amnot the only one in danger. You and
Novi ce Matarro.

She was not as tall as Wld Ani, but probably fatter. Yet that pillowed brown
face held none of the sullen air of defeat that haunted always the face of a

sl ave. There was an om nous hardness there, and Wallie tracked it down to her
eyes. The rest of her features were soft and rounded, but the eyes sat in dark
caves |ike lurking dragons. Her eyebrows were bushy, white nore than brown. They
were an old man's eyes peering out froma wonan's face.

"Thirty years we have traded on the R ver, Lord Shonsu, and never have we been
taken by Her Hand. Never has She troubled us, nor we Her. Never have | heard of
a ship being taken while at anchor, either. Perhaps you and | are indeed

i ntended to do business together." Again she glanced at the River, studying the
telltale ripple of wind approaching. Above themthe sails stirred very slightly.
She was playing for tine.

"Then we had better do it quickly, Mstress Brota."

She shrugged bul ky shoul ders beneath crinmson cotton. "Wat exactly do you seek
fromus?"

Wallie hesitated a second to line up his thoughts. Wth this
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worman he woul d prefer a signed, sealed, and w tnessed contract backed up by

af fidavits and secured by a performance bond, but he would have to settle for a
handshake. He gl anced agai n at the innocent-seening valley.

"I mredi at e enbarkation. Safe passage for my conpani ons and nyself to..."
Careful! The geography of the World was variabl e-Aus ni ght not be the next city
by River. "Safe passage to the nearest city where | can enjist sone swordsmnen.
Food and shelter, of course."

Again Tom yano tried to speak, and again she slapped himdown with a word. "Very
well. The fare will be two hundred golds."

Nnanji's bl asphenous shriek was lost in a bellow of relieved | aughter fromthe
captain. The other sailors grinned. The sails rippled.

Shrubbery rippled also, close to the two ruined cottages at the | andward end of
the jetty.

Two hundred gol ds was bl atant extortion, far beyond the neans of anyone but the
rich. It would buy a farm

"Done!" Wallie said.

Her eyes narrowed in anger, those dangerous nal e eyes behind a rubber ferale
mask. "I would see your noney, ny lord."

VWallie was already funbling in his nmoney pouch, two fingers feeling anong the
coins for the jewels that the dem god had given him He found one and held it up
between thunb and forefinger. "I sold one just like this for three hundred,

m stress. So | have the fare. W have a deal ."
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She scowl ed, staring at the tiny blue star. G eed won. "Get them aboard!"

The crew nenbers junped to obey. Two gates flew open in the ship's side, and
hands reached down. Wnd caressed the sails and they billowed joyfully. As
Vallie junped off the lunber, figures energed fromthe trees. Tomiyano ran for
the poop deck to take the tiller. Jja and Vixini went in one gate, Honakura was
al nrost thrown through the other by Nnanji. Mre crew nenbers began to spill out
fromdoors in fo'c'sle and poop. Wallie dragged a bew | dered Cow e behi nd him
and hurl ed her up, also. Sapphire began to drift away, a gap opening
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bet ween her fenders and the edge of the dock. Katanji scranbl ed aboard, pushed
by his brother and pulled clear by a sailor. Sorcerers were running for the
jetty, anonynmous nonks in their brown robes and cows. Nnanji and Wallie grabbed
at the sides of their respective gates and their feet were dragged free of the
dock. They fell against the ship's side and for a nonent dangl ed there, boots
only inches above the piranha-infested waters. Then they scranbl ed up and were
haul ed aboard.

As Wallie rose to his feet, the gate banged shut behind him

Whew!

ttt

The sorcerers had halted hal fway along the jetty, beaten. Their |eader was a
Fourth, and he shook his fist. Wallie waited for spelt-casting to begin, but the
sinister figures just stood there. Already Sapphire was a surprising distance
out, turning her bow to open River. Either she was now out of range of magic, or
the sorcerers were too winded by their run to chant.

Brota was standing in front of Wallie, feet firnmy planted, hand outstretched.
Mal e sailors had clustered around. Their faces were unfriendly, and their hands
wer e behind their backs.

If it had been a test of Wallie's ability to win his way on board, then he had
succeeded. If the right answer had been to stay and fight, then he had fail ed
utterly, delivering the sword of the Goddess to a gang of pirates. He would be
feeding fish in m nutes.

Nnanji's boots drummed on the deck, and he appeared from around a di nghy that
hung in davits am dships, next to the rail. He stopped, started to raise his
hand, and then froze, nonpl ussed.

Wallie funbled again in his pouch, deliberately taking much | onger than
necessary so the watchers woul d not know that there were nore jewels there.
"Ah!" He brought out a sapphire and dropped it onto Brota's fat palm

She studied it carefully, then slid it into a pocket without offering to give
hi m any change. She held out both hands. Awkwardly he did the sane, and they
made a four-handed shake, a
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new customto Wallie. He thought die tension decreased then

"Come with ne, nmy lord." Brota turned on her heel, and sailors made way for her

as she headed aft. Nnanji stepped back and alnost fell into the hold.
Brota had a rolling, ponderous gait. Wallie followed with his head up, waiting
for the knife in his back. It did not come, and a nonent later Nnanji fell into

step behind him

Sapphire's main deck was small and very cluttered. Wallie had boarded al ongsi de
a large open hatch. Imediately aft of that, dinghies restricted the deck on
either side. Then he had to detour again for the main mast, and a second hatch
behi nd that, avoiding the stays slanting up fromthe rail, the bollards and
racks of pins and fire buckets that seenmed to obtrude everywhere, and al so piles
of lunber, including planks that he deci ded nust be the hatch covers. It was an
obstacl e course, and dangerous with the two big hatches open. Wnen and children
had energed from sonmewhere to study the intruders with sullen resentnent.

Brota was heading to a door below the poop deck—that at |east was an enpty area,
with Tom yano sitting on a hel neman's bench, holding the tiller and scow i ng.
Two flights of steps led up there, one in each coner of the main deck, further
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crowding it, Wallie foll owed her through the doorway, ducking his head. Nnanji
was at his heels.

The roomwas bright and airy, as big as the poop deck above it, although
Wallie's sword hilt al most touched the beams. The only furniture was a pair of
bi g wooden chests at the back, and the only obstruction the mzzennmast, close to
the door—that was why the door was off center, then. There were two | arge

wi ndows in each wall, their louvered shutters open to adnit a fine viewin all
directions.

"This we call the deckhouse, ny lord. If you are to be aboard overnight, then it
must suffice, for we have no spare cabins.”

"I't will serve very well," Wallie said. "But what do you use this for normally?
I wish to inconvenience you as little as possible, mistress."

The bristly white eyebrows rose slightly. "W eat here when the weather is bad.
The children play in it. The watch uses it at
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night. We can dispense with it for a day or so and not suffer unduly."

He smiled. He got no answering smle, but her manner was not so hostile as her
son's had been; business was business. Wallie realized that he was not going to

be tossed overboard ... not just yet, at |east.
"And what rules would you have us obey, as passengers? | want no troubl e,
m stress. | cone in peace."

Again mld surprise. "Heads and showers are through the forward door, ny |ord.
ask that you not go bel ow. "

"Agreed. "

She studied himfor a nmonment and gl anced at Nnanji .

"Pernmit nme," Wallie said, and presented him Both he and Brota used the civilian
gestures—t would be difficult to draw a sword under so low a ceiling. Nnanji
was curt, obviously still furious.

"There is one matter that often causes trouble, ny lord. | amsure that you are

honor abl e swor dsnen—

"Adept Nnanji and | brought our own slaves. The old man is harnless, and we
shall warn the novice. If there is any friction at all, Mstress Brota, please
i nformne at once."

She nodded, chins bulging. "You are gracious, Lord Shonsu."

"And you on your side..."

She frowned. "I apol ogize for ny son's brusque manner. He... You are wel cone
aboard. We shall serve as the Goddess wills."

I f Tom yano had been brusque, then Wallie had no need to neet hostile. "I
understand that the closest city is Aus, about a half-day's ride to the north."
She gl anced out at the scenery. Sapphire was already in md-Ri ver, heading
upstream "That will be our destination, then. One port will do as well as any
other for us. Wien we have restored trim we shall nake better tinme."

Wallie turned to | ook at the main deck outside. Voices and thunps reveal ed that
work was going on in the holds. Fromtinme to tinme one end of a plank woul d
appear and then disappear again. Sone children were kneeling on the deck,

wat chi ng what was goi ng on bel ow. The cargo had shifted and was bei ng
rearranged.
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"If a couple of strong backs can be of assistance, nistress ..
He bad noved too far out of character; surprise turned to suspicion. "W have
nmore hands avail able than roomto use them ny lord. You will excuse nme?"

Wal lie watched her waddl e out to the deck, that incongruous sword hangi ng on the
plunmp red back, gray ponytail wagging, fleshy arnms swinging. He turned to Nnanji
and cut off the protests bursting to energe. 'Tell ne about fenmle swordsnen,

br ot her ?"

Nnanji scow ed horribly. "It is one of the things about the water rats that
annoy other swordsnmen. | have heard it argued several tines." Then he quoted
three separate conversations between people whom WAl lie had never net. Mre
famliar with [ egal argunents than Nnanji could ever be, he concluded in his own
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m nd that the sutras did not prohibit fermal e swordsnen. They were anbi guous on
the subject, and so the water rats were entitled to their interpretation, but it
woul d be unnerving to find oneself fighting a woman. Strictly speaki ng swordsman
had no gender. Swordsperson? How could he think of Nnanji, say, as a

swor ds- person' ?

"She nust have been good in her youth," he said, "to have won her red. She could
probably put up a good defense even now. Too slow for nuch of an attack..."
Nnanji smirked. "We're safe enough, then. 1 saw no others, except Novice
Matarro. "

"Did you get a good | ook at the sailors?"

"Yes. \Wy?"

Wal lie grinned and headed for the door. He was not quick enough. "My lord
brother! Two hundred golds is robbery!"

"l agree."

"Then you will take it back when we reach Aus?" Nnanji's eyes burned. He was
still under the influence of the barracks propaganda, planning to cut off ears,
per haps.

"No, | will not! When | shake hands | stay bound. | certainly hope M stress

Brota does, also."

Nnanji stared back bl ankly.

"You didn't ook at the sailors. You're not thinking. Cone on!"

Honakura had perched hinself on a fire bucket just outside the door
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"Did you nmiss any of that?" Wallie inquired waspishly.

The shriveled old face | ooked up at him "I don't think so, nmy lord. An
interesting |ady!"

"And a bl oodthirsty son!"

"True. Tell me, do you feel spurned now?" The shrewd ol d eyes were nocking.
Wal | i e had never considered that he hinself might be the mghty one of the
riddle. And he had criticized Nnanji for not thinking? There could be none

m ghtier than a swordsman of the Seventh.

"l hope so," he said thoughtfully. "I should not like to be spurned nmuch nore
than that. An arny earned?" He had done nothing so far to earn an arny. He tried
to guess what Honakura was hinting at. The sly old rogue had seen sonet hi ng.
"You think that maybe recruiting in Aus will not be as easy as | am hopi ng?"
"Per haps. Have you found any circles to turn, yet?"

"Damit! \What have you wor ked out ?"

"Me, nmy lord? | am but a poor beggar, an old and hunble servant..."

Wallie nmuttered sonething vulgar and wal ked away. The little priest was

i ntol erabl e when he was in that nood.

The clanmor in the holds continued, but Sapphire was not listing so badly. Jja
was sitting on the deck near the fo'c'sle door, patiently restraining Vixini's
desire to explore the hatch. Cowi e was sl unped beside them Katanji was in
conversation with two adol escent girls and al so Matarro, who was now swordl ess.
He had no ponytail and wore nothing but his breech-clout. At this distance,
there was no way to tell that he was not a novice sailor. How many nore of the
crew were swordsnmen?

But the sun was shining, the wind cheerful, and the ship was sliding serenely
through the water at a fair rate. Snowcapped peaks of Regi Vul | ooned al ong the
northeastern skyline, majestic and beauti ful

Wallie wal ked over to the rail and | eaned back against it, studying the deck,
the comi ng and goi ng of people. Nnanji stood beside him frowning and trying to
do the sane. Jja rose and came over with Vixini in her arns and Cowie trailing
behi nd.

"You' ve been on ships before, ny love," Wallie said. "How does this one

conpar e?"
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She sm | ed and gl anced around the deck. "Only once, master. This one is
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cl eaner."

"Yes, she's been well cared for." Sapphire was ol d—+he knots in the deck pl anks
were raised |lunps, evidence of many years of wear—but brass shone, paint and
varni sh glistened, the cables | ooked strong and new. The people were well
grooned and heal thy. Except for a couple of old wonen in gowns and a few bare
children, everyone wore a breechclout. The wonen supplenented it with a bra
sash, tied at the back. On sone of themthe bikini effect could catch nal e eyes
i ke flypaper.

"You can take that rascal into the deckhouse," VWAllie said as Vixini began
struggling furiously. A preadol escent girl had just shepherded two toddlers in
there. Cowie followed behind Jja like a tane sheep

Nnanji grow ed throatily. A lanky, dark-haired girl of about his own age was
scranbling up the ratlines on the far side. Her twin sashes were yell ow and even
skinmpi er than nost. The action was very interesting.

"Drop it!" Wallie said.

"I can look, can't I?" Nnanji protested, with nock hurt.

"Not like that, you can't! There's steam com ng out of your ears, and your
ponytail is standing straight up."

Nnanji chuckl ed, but he continued to watch intently, craning his head farther
and farther back as the girl went higher.

Brota was seated at the tiller, swordl ess now-a harness would be unconfortable
over a gown. Tomiyano and anot her sailor had gone up to the fo'c'sle and were
wor ki ng on the capstan, probably trying to free the jamed anchor chain. Both
wore brown breechcl outs, but the captain also had a | eather belt to support the
dagger that was his synbol of office. Everyone el se was unarned; there were no
weapons in sight.

"When | canme aboard and was paying Brota, the nmen crowded around. Wre they
hol di ng weapons behi nd their backs?"

"Yes, ny lord brother. Long knives."

"Where did they put themafterward, did you notice?"

"No," Nnanji said grunpily. "They're not very respectful, are they?"

The passengers were nostly being ignhored, but Wallie caught
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hints of resentful glances that he was not supposed to have seen. Apparently the
work in the hold was conpleted, and two nen repl aced the planks over the

hat ches. They wal ked by the two swordsnmen several tines without even seeming to
notice them

"None too friendly," WAllie agreed. "What was it the captain said when he was
about to knife me?" Then he quickly added, "Quietly!" as Nnanji drew a deep
breath. Toni yano had shouted, so Nnanji had been about to shout.

"Ch. Right. 'No dammed | andl ubber swordsman will ever set foot on ny deck again!
| swore at Yok that— That was all | heard."

Wallie nodded. "It's what | heard, too." Back at the tenancy the wonen had been
nervous and junpy and too friendly. These riverfolk were being not friendly
enough, yet sonehow he felt a simlarity. Again, there was too nuch tension
There was one exception. The girl in the yell ow sashes canme sliding down a rope
and then pranced along the deck toward the fo'c'sle. She was too slimto bounce
very much, but that did not seemto matter—Nnanji growl ed once nore. If she was
trying to attract his attention, she was winning all the nmedals. She was younger
than Wallie had thought at first, about Quill's age, and tall, dark, and

t oot hsone.

Nnanji sighed, a stupid leer still on his face as he watched her go. "First-rate
equi prent . "

"Try | ooking at sone of the other sailors, protege."

"The others are a bit young for ne. | ought to warn the nipper, | suppose..."
"The nen."

Nnanji frowned. "What am | supposed to see, ny lord brother?"

"Scars." Tiny marks on shoul ders and ribs, usually on the right side—eld scrapes
and recent bruises.

Nnanji had been | eani ng back dream |y agai nst the gunwal e. Now he sprang erect,
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glaring, as his eyes confirnmed what Wallie had said. He began spitting sutras.
Fifteen: a civilian nust not be allowed to touch a sword, except in emnergency.

Ni nety-five: never could he be given a foil. N nety-nine: never, never, never
mght a civilian practice fencing with foil or stick... He fell silent, staring
at Vallie in shock.
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"The women have them al so,
this ship can use a sword."

"But Brota is a swordsnan! This is abom nation, ny lord brother!"

"Common sense, though. Ships are prey to pirates, are they not? No garrisons to
shout for in the mddle of the River."

Nnanji's reaction had been a surprise. Probably he had not noticed the scars

hi nsel f because he was so accustonmed to seeing themon his friends, but Wallie
had been expecting an explanation. If they were truly evidence of an

abomi nation, that could be why Tonm yano was averse to allow ng swordsnen aboard.
Yet the marks were obvious on every adult Wallie had been able to see, and every
port must contain swordsnmen to notice them also. In sone respects Nnanji was as
i nnocent of the Wrld as Wallie, and there nust be many things he had not heard
mentioned in the barracks. Foil scars on sailors night be an exanple.

"You don't want nme to denounce then?"

"Ch, Nnanji, Nnanji! Think! Brota and | shook hands. W're guests, of a sort.
That's all that's standing between us and the fish. |I've got a fortune on ny
back and another in ny hair. Nowbe nice to sailors, please?"

Nnanji coul d not appreciate danger except from other swordsnen, but he | ooked
uneasily at the sun-bright waters on either side of the ship, at the far-off
smudges of shore. A few fishing boats to starboard were the only signs of human
life.

"How many in the crew?"

Nnanji shook his head.

"So far |'ve seen five nmen, six wonen, five adol escents, and half a dozen
children. That mnust be about all. | think they're all sailors—apart fromBrota
and Matarro, of course—but | haven't had a good |ook at all the faces."

"Yes, ny lord brother."

"Now, where did they hide the knives?"

"H de?" Nnanji | ooked even nore wary.

He peered carefully around the deck. Wallie had never seen himso uneasy;

per haps the | andl ubber was begi nning to appreciate how nuch of a trap a ship
could be. In a few mnutes he began to nutter, laying out his logic like playing
cards. "Those buckets of sand... they don't grow vegetables... fire fighting?
Bi g
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enough to sit on, butlcouldn'tliftone. Youcoul d. Wiynotstack smaller buckets to
sit on?" He | ooked hopefully at Wallie.

"Wel | done! See, thinking isn't so hard, is it?"

"It nakes nmy head ache."” But he was pl eased by the praise.

"Ment or ?"

Wallie turned around to neet Katanji's earnest gaze. Novice Matarro stood
nervously behind him

"Katanji, we'd better straighten this out—+'mnot your nentor, except because of
that strange oath Nnanji and | swore, and that's not standard procedure. So
let's say that | amonly your nentor if Nnanji's not around, all right?"

"Yes, ny lord." Katanji turned glumy to his brother

Wal lie caught Matarro's eye and w nked. The boy twitched in astoni shnent and
then grinned.

"Mentor, may | take nmy sword off? Mat' o, here, says he'll take nme up the
ratlines to the crow s nest. But swords aren't allowed aloft."

Nnanji frowned at the sailor jargon Katanji was flaunting. Wallie could guess at
t he neani ngs, but his need to guess showed that Shonsu had never bothered to

Wallie said softly. "I suspect that every person on

file:/l/G|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...-%2002%20-%20The%20Coming%200f%20Wisdom.txt (63 of 184) [10/15/2004 2:29:08 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20Duncan%620-%2... Seventh%20Swor d%20-%2002%620-%20T he%620Coming%200f%20Wisdom. txt

ieamthe terms. TO a swordsnan, evidently, a ship was nerely a conveni ence. "I
expect he thinks a | andl ubber woul dn't have the nerve to go out on those—what do
you call the crosspieces, novice?"

Katanji shot Wallie an alarnmed glance to say that he did not need help of that
cal i ber.

"Yards, ny lord," said Matarro.

"Show him then!" Nnanji said heartily. "Turn cartwheels! 1'Il hold your sword
Per haps he can find you a breechclout, too? AKkilt isn't very suitable for
sailoring."

Ast oni shed by this unexpected indul gence, Katanji hastily stripped off his
harness and handed it over, kicked off his boots, nmen ran off with Mtarro.
Nnanji's eyes slid round to Wallie's again.

Wal | i e nodded approvingly. "They are nore useful ."

Nnanji was a quick | earner.

For sonme time Wallie | eaned back against the rail and watched ship life. Two
youngsters were playing a board gane on one of the
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hat ches, diree wonmen peeling vegetables on the other. A very skinny young sail or
had begun hol ystoni ng the deck. Toraiyano and a couple of other nen sat
cross-legged in a comer, pretending to splice cable, but nostly keeping a
careful eye on the visitors. Laughter drifted out fromthe deckhouse and down
fromthe rigging, where Katanji and a group of adol escents were apparently

cl owni ng, invisible among clouds of sails. The sun was high and warm Honakura
had di sappeared. Brota sat like a red nountain at the tiller, chatting to an

el derly woman in brown. Traffic on the Ri ver was increasing, and that night be a
sign that Sapphire was approachi ng Aus. Or sonewhere.

Then Nnanji hissed in astonishnent. The girl in the yellow bikini had energed
fromthe fo'c'sle door. Snmiling, she sauntered toward the swordsnmen, taking her
time so that they could enjoy the hip novenent. She was wearing a sword.

Not nerely fenal e swordsnmen, but young, beautiful, and sexy femal e swordsnen?
Nnanji nuttered, "How could a man ever fight that?" Wallie was wondering the
sane thing.

Tom yano roared, "Thana!" and | eaped to his feet. She turned and frowned as he
bounded across to bar her path. He whi spered sonething angrily and tried to stop
her, but she dodged past him

She wal ked qui ckly over to WAllie and saluted, while he stared in disbelief at
the two swordnmarks on her flaw ess brow. She had shiny black curls and a snoot h,
cof fee-col ored skin—an all-over perfect conplexion, very little of it not
visible. Her face was lovely, with a classic chiseled beauty. She was too young
and too slimfor his taste, which preferred Jja's nore anple curves; but he

t hought of fashion nodels and he could readily admit that few nmen woul d spurn
this lithesome warrior maiden. Nnanji was al nost panti ng.

Wal | i e responded and presented Apprentice Thana to his oath brother. Toniyano
hovered in the background, fingering his dagger.

Thana stood denurely with hands fol ded and eyes downcast bel ow | ong | ashes,

wai ting for the highrank to speak first. It had not been Nnanji she had been
trying to inpress. For a nonent Wallie was at a | oss for words. The crossed
straps of her harness
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pulled the light cotton of her bra sash very tight, with outstanding results,
wort hy of much study.

He tore his eyes away and took a deep breath. "I was al ready enjoying ny voyage
on your fine ship, apprentice. Your conpany increases the pleasure greatly."
She contrived a maidenly blush and fanned himwi th those eyel ashes. "You honor
us with your presence, ny lord."

"1l amnot sure that the captain altogether agrees."

Thana pouted slightly and gl anced around to see what Torn i van o was doi ng—he
was | eani ng agai nst the mai nmast and still fingering the dagger

"Forgive ny brother's rough tongue, ny lord. He neans no harm?"
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The devil he didn't! Brother? Then this svelte Thana was great, fat Brota's
daught er—ncredi bl e! There was no resenbl ance at all

Before Wallie could think of a rejoinder, Thana said, "I can see that you bear a
remar kabl e sword, Lord Shonsu. Wbul d you be so gracious as to |l et nme exam ne
it?"

The obvi ous undertones were not accidental. Wallie drew the seventh sword for
her to see. She had probably not been genuinely interested, but that weapon
woul d i npress anyone, and she was startled when she saw the Chioxin
craftsmanshi p. He nodded to Nnanji, who eagerly recounted the | egend as she
studi ed the great sapphire, the griffon guard, and the chasing on the bl ade
itself.

Tom yano was not al one anpong the crew in di sapproving of Thana's fraternization.
The wonen were frowning and the nen openly furious. Wallie decided mat Thana was
a self-willed young m nv. Perhaps her nother could handl e her, but her brother
clearly could not.

"It is wonderful, my lord," she said at |ast, gazing earnestly up at Wallie and

ignoring Nnanji. "W are fortunate to have this opportunity to aid the chosen
chanpi on of the Goddess."
Wal li e sheathed the sword. "I was fortunate to have Sapphire arrive when she

did—although | hardly think mat it was by chance. She is a fine vessel, and
can see that she is well |ooked after."
More fluttering of |ashes. "You are kind, Lord Shonsu."

"Thirty years old, | think your nother said?"
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"Ch, she is older than that! My grandfather... bought her. He was captain unti
about two years ago. He died of a fever. He was a great sailor. Then Tom o took
over." She shrugged. "He's crude, but not a bad sailor, | suppose.”

"Way not your father?"

Thana si ghed conspi cuously. "Daddy died a long tinme ago. Besides, he was a
trader. W riverfolk have a saying, ny lord, 'A trader for the head, a swordsman
for the hands, and a sailor for the feet.' W lack a trader at the nmonment. My

ol der brother, Tomi yarro—now there was a trader! He could buy the shell off a

turtle and sell it feathers, Mther always said."
"Then how do you trade?" asked Wallie, who could guess. He was bei ng vanped. She
was too young to have much skill at it, but that very youth made even her clunsy

efforts effective.

"Ch, Mother handles it," Thana said of f handedly.
"Mstress Brota is a very shrewd negotiator."
Thana sni ggered. "You outsmarted her, ny lord."

"1 did?"
"She got a nice sapphire out of you, but she was really after yourhairclip."
Not knowi ng what to say to that, Wallie | ooked at Nnanji, but Nnanji was

gl assy-eyed. Tinme to change the subject. "Your brother said this was a famly
ship. Who are the others, apart fromyour nother and brother?"

"Cousins," Thana said. "Uncles and aunts. Dull! | so rarely get to neet any—
She sighed deeply. "—real nen.”

"So obviously you have no Jonahs, yet you were brought here by Her Hand | ast

ni ght ?"

"It is exciting!" Thana said, with a nervous gl ance at the | andscape. "That has
never happened to us before."

"So your nother said. | expect you will be returned to your home waters as soon
as we disenbark."

"Well, | hope not!" She tossed her curls. "W've been tradi ng between Hoot and
Ki for years and years and years. It's very dull. | keep telling Mother to try

sonewher e new. "

"And why does she not, then?"

"Profit!" Thana spoke with contenpt. "She knows the markets. Sandal wood from
Hool to Ki, pots and baskets fromKi to Hool. Back and forth, back and forth.
Dull! This is an adven-
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ture! We're not even in the tropics any nore, are weT

"No, we're not. But excitenent can be dangerous."

Thana smled wi nningly. "Wat should we fear when we have a swordsnan of the
Seventh on board? |I'm sure you could handl e a whol e shipful of pirates all by
yoursel f, Lord Shonsu."

"I certainly hope | don't have to!"

Pirates could be a tricky subject, bringing in the matter of sailors using
swords. No sooner had that thought occurred to Wallie than Nnanji blundered into
the conversation. "It must be very difficult for you to get fencing practice,
Apprentice Thana?"

The topic did not seemto bother her. She turned to | ook at himrather

calculatingly. "Indeed it is, adept. Wuld you be so kind as to give ne a | esson
after |unch?"
Nnanji beaned. "I should be delighted!"

Thana sm |l ed and turned back to her mmin business, Wallie. Wallie had not |iked
that smile.

"W nust be getting close to Aus," he said. "So nere nmay not be any 'after
lunch.' But surely we are your Jonahs, and it is said that Jonahs bring a ship
good | uck."

"W need it!" Thana dropped her voice conspiratorially. "I have wondered
sonetines, Lord Shonsu, if we were cursed."”

"How so?" Wallie sensed the approach of sone creative storytelling.

"Well, first nmy grandfather... then Uncle Matyrri died of a cut on his hand..
and then pirates! A year ago. They killed ny brother, and another uncle, and one
of ny cousins died of wounds later."

"That's terrible!"

"Yes. It was tragic. |'ve gotten over the worst of it, you know, but of course
still mss themterribly."

"This was at Yok?" Wallie inquired.

She reel ed backward as if he had struck her, turning so pale that he thought she
m ght be going to faint.

Qut of the corner of his eye, he saw that Tom yano had hal f drawn his dagger. He
was too far off to have heard the words, but he had seen his sister's reaction
What had Wallie provoked? "Your brother nentioned Yok."

She nodded dunmbly, staring at him trenbling,

"l assunme that these pirates were renegade swordsnmen?"
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Thana |icked white |ips and then nmerely nodded agai n, seeningly incapable of
speech. Wallie felt that he was wal king a sheet of glass over an abyss. Tom yano
was not the only one to have noti ced.

VWallie lowered his voice. "OF course | would not say this to anyone outside our
craft, apprentice, but a bent swordsman is a terrible abomi nation.. .deserving
of no nercy." He glanced swiftly at the perplexed Nnanji. Even he had noticed
Thana's terror, but he had not yet worked out the only possible explanation. "M
oath brother and | ran into a band of renegades two days ago. W dealt with them
severely. The Wrld is a better place wi thout such scum"

Thana seened to relax slightly, and a trace of color crept back into her cheeks.
"That... that sentinent does you great honor, ny lord."

"Such things are better not discussed," Wallie said ponpously, and | ooked to
Nnanji for agreenent.

Nnanji said, "Er? Wat?"

Then adults and children began energing fromthe fo'c'sle carrying baskets of
fruit and loaves. Wallie felt relief like a cool breeze. "Ah! Here comes |unch
You wat ch what happens now, apprentice. This is where Adept Nnanji gets back al
the profit your nother hopes to nake on ny sapphire.”

tftt

By the People's standards, the riverfolk were an informal lot. Lunch was laid
out on the forward hatch cover, and the people sat around wherever they I|iked,
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on hatches or buckets or the deck. The food was plain but satisfying: fruit and
cheese and sausage. Brota yielded the tiller to Tom yano after a heated

di scussion that included covert glances toward the swordsnen. Then she parked
her massive formon the rear hatch and proceeded to denpnstrate how she had
acquired her bulk, alnmost rivaling Nnanji's Gargantuan efforts.

Crew and passengers separated into clunps. Wallie was given
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a wide berth, but Katanji had won acceptance by the younger sailors. Nnanji
attached hinself to Thana and was gobbling w thout pause, while animatedly

rel ati ng how Lord Shonsu had been given the seventh sword. He was using the
versi on Wal Ue had given Garadooi, alnost word for word, and that was safe.
Wal | i e sat crooked-leg on the deck, |eaning against the starboard bulwark wth
Jja at his side, trying not to seemas worried as he felt. Clearly his mssion
was going to be nore conplex than he had thought. Granted that Sapphire had been
sent to rescue himfromthe sorcerers, her purpose nust be nore than nerely
transporting himto Aus. Wat exactly had happened at Yok a year ago? Thana had
mentioned pirates, but that was not what Tomi yano had said. Thana's panic had
been horribly remniscent of Qili's apprehensi on when Wal He had brought up the
subj ect of assassinations. These sailors were not hunbl e peasants who would flee
into the hills; any hint that Lord Shonsu was prying into a nmurky past would
bring the knives out of the fire buckets very quickly. Hostility hung over the
sunny deck |ike invisible fog.

There had been no conceal nent at Ov—Garadooi had proved that —but Sapphire could
have reported a crine to swordsnen in any city on the River, so the first answer
did not work for the second problem The next city up ahead mi ght not be Aus. It
m ght be Yok.

Wal He had chosen the wong side to sit for a good view of the nmountains, but
Sapphire's tacking let himcatch a glinpse of them now and agai n. They were
faint and blue in the noon heat, not visibly changing.

He needed a talk with Honakura, but private conversati on was inpossible on this
crowded deck. The old man was sitting happily on a hatch cover, chatting to a
woman as anci ent as hinsel f.

The neal drew to a close. Children began clearing up the food. Wthout a gl ance
at Lord Shonsu, Brota stunped off to relieve her son at the tiller. Tom yano
trotted down fromthe poop and began assenbling a neal for hinself before the
baskets were renoved

Peopl e were staring out to starboard. Wallie rose. Sapphire was arriving at a
city.

At first glance he could see nothing remarkabl e about it. The nountains of

Regi Vut stood unchanged to the northeast, so it
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could only be Aus, and it |ooked nmuch as Wallie would have expected a city of
the World to look. Lying on flat ground, it was already |argely obscured by the
hi gh war ehouses of the dockyards—two- and three-story wooden buil dings,

weat hered silver and topped by red tile roofs. Beyond those roofs a few gold
spires and taller buildings of gray stone with the sane red tiles stood stark
agai nst the cobalt noontime sky. The frontage of warehouses was broken by narrow
all eylike streets wi nding back into the town. The bustling crowds were too far
off to distinguish the colors of their ranks, but seened to be conposed of quite
unexcepti onal peopl e going about unexceptional business. Sapphire was picking
her way anong anchored ships of many types and sizes, and others were noored

al ong the quay. Horse-drawn wagons runbl ed al ong the streets, their sound wafted
over the water by the w nd.

Wal lie studied the roadway for a while, looking for swordsnen, but it was stil
too distant. Then he took another | ook at ne buil dings.

Then he took three long strides over to the hatch cover where Tbni yano was
eating.

"Captain? Wiat is that tower?"
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The sailor flashed hima hostile glance and then stared at the city. He chewed
for a while, swallowed, and said, "No idea."

"You' ve never seen one like it?"

"No." He | aughed contenptuously. "You thinking it mght be full of sorcerers,
swor dsnman?"

Yes. Garadooi had tal ked of sorcerers building a tower in Ov. Several of
Nnanji*s stories had mentioned towers, although none of them had described what
sorcerer towers should | ook Iike. The structure that concerned Wallie was quite
unl i ke anything else visible in Aus—assuning that this was Aus. It was square
and dark and rmuch taller than anything else. It stood close behind the row of
war ehouses, a block fromthe riverfront. Its w ndows were blacker gaps in the
bl ack stonework. It was sinister

"l have never seen anything like that, either," Wallie said, wi thout nentioning
mat he had never seen a city of the Wrld before. "If ny suspicions are correct,
then it is not only me who will be at risk, Captain. Your nother and sister are
swor dsnen al so. "
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Tom yano snorted. "I amsure they will defend you. You paid your fare to here,
Lord Shonsu, Here you are. Here you stay."

Then he added, "Good riddance."

Nnanji caught Wallie's eye. Nnanji was thinking the sanme thing he was.

Wallie marched to the nearer steps, trotted up to the poop, and strode over to
where Brota sat by the tiller.

"That tower, mistress? Have you ever seen anything |ike that before?"

"Down, please, nmy lord. | need to see."

Restrai ning his warm ng tenper, VWallie knelt. Please do not speak to the driver
Now he saw that Brota was perform ng some tricky maneuvers, bringing her ship in
through a crowded anchorage in a fitful breeze. The wind seened to be failing.
"No," she said. She frowned. "No, | haven't."

Neither Quili nor Garadooi had ever been to Aus, and suddenly Wallie remenbered
the inexplicabl e sonmething he had seen on the face of one of Lady Thondi's
conpani ons. Thondi associated with hi ghrank sorcerers. |f they had taken over
Aus as well as Ov, then both she and her friends would know about it.

Hi | ari ous—¥al | i e had been heading fromfrying pan to fire. That would al so
explain why the pursuit in the nmountains had not been nore strenuous.

He did not need to explain for Brota. She glowered at the nysterious buil ding,
her strangely mascul i ne eyebrows |owered in thought. "You bought passage to this
city, ny lord."

"No, | did not. | bought passage to the nearest city where | could enlist

swor dsnen. "

She grunted. "So you did. Well, | have never heard of sorcerers near the River
Yes, |'ve heard tell of themin nountain |ands, but they worship the Fire God.
The Goddess woul d not..." She glanced at Wallie's sword and stopped.

Tom yano wandered up the steps, nunching a peach. He | eaned agai nst the gunwal e
and regarded the kneeling swordsman with disdain. The city was com ng cl oser

Wal lie twisted around to study the crowded dock road again, w shing heartily
that he had a good pair of binoculars. "If | amcorrect, mstress, then you are
i n danger al so."

"Not as many as | woul d have expected for a place this
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size." Brota was counting the ships tied along the dock and those anchored out
in the River. "But every ship carries water rats, my lord."

"Maybe not here."

She reached up and untied the bow mat held her pony tail. The graying hair fel

| oose about her shoulders. "One city is much like another to a trader. | have

cargo to sell. You take your swordsnen into the deckhouse, my lord, and we shal
see."

Wallie could not argue further, not with the contenptuous sailor |istening. He
rose and stal ked away.
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As he stood by the deckhouse door, ushering his charges ahead of him he stared
again at the approaching dock. It was still just too far off to distinguish
either swordsnmen or cow ed sorcerers, but getting close enough that he, in turn,
woul d soon be visible to them He ducked inside quickly.

Nnanji was pouting at this conceal nent, but had the sense to say nothing. Wallie
wal ked around, closing the shutters and opening their |louvers so that he could
see out without being seen. Honakura had parked his tiny formon one of the big
chests and was smirKking.

"Don't tell me | should have expected this!" Wallie grow ed.

"I woul d never be so crass, ny lord."

Wal lie sat down beside him They were directly bel ow the hel nsman, but enough
shouti ng and wagon noi ses were drifting across the water to drown qui et voices.
Qui ckly he recounted the nysteries he had uncovered on Sapphire: the interview
with Thana, and the problemof sailors with foil scars.

The old man reacted with sone glee. He was enjoying hinself inmensely. "As far
as the scars are concerned, nmy lord, |I think I have observed themon sailors."
"But never on other civilians?"

Honakura shook his head. "And | have known sailors to seek absolution for
killing men in sword fights."

'There nust be a sutra, then. Certainly it would nake sense to let sailors
defend thensel ves against pirates.” Not that the Wrld al ways nmade sense. Wallie
pondered and caught hinself nibbing his chin, a mannerism Nnanji had begun to
copy. But eleven hundred and forty-four sutras took too |ong to search and nust
wait until another tine.
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"Al so," Honakura remarked innocently, "I was talking to Swordsman Lina..."

"Who? | didn't know there was anot her—you nean that antique crone you were
sitting beside at |unch?"

"Well, if you mnk her age discredits her testinony..."

"Beg pardon, old nan! Forgive ne."

Honakura snorted. "She said one thing | ought to pass along. 'Warn that fine
|l ord of yours not to try his swordwork on the captain.'"

"She's color-blind!"

Honakura bridled. "Senile, | expect." He went into a sulk and refused to say

nor e.

Sapphi re nudged gently agai nst fenders.

Wal lie stood by a window, next to Nnanji, who was cuddling Vixini in sullen
silence. Lines had been thrown, and nen were nmaking themfast... perhaps sailors

fromother ships, for they waved cheerily as crewren call ed down thanks. One of
the gates was thrown open, and a gangpl ank | aid ready, but it was not run out.
Not hi ng nore seenmed to be happening. Jja and Kata& i and Honakura had gat hered
around the ot her dockside wi ndow. Even Cowi e was peering out at another,

al t hough she probably did not know what she was | ooking for

The dock road was nmuch too narrow for its traffic, squeezed between the water
and di e warehouses. A nmuch larger ship directly aft was unl oadi ng bales of cloth
and gray sacks, with many slaves mlling around and wagons |lined up to be

| oaded. Carts full of firewood runbled slowy past at intervals in one
direction, wagons | oaded with building lunber in the other, the iron-shod wheels
deaf ening on the cobbles. Solitary horsenen and sedan chairs and handcarts
provi ded nore hazards for roe dodgi ng pedestrians. It all |ooked Iike a port
should. It snelled of dust and horses and fish and river

Then Nnanji hissed and pointed. Two sorcerers were progressing through the
crowd, a brown Third and an orange Fourth. Cowls hid their faces and | ong hens
their feet; their arnms were fol ded inside vol um nous sl eeves. The effect was
sinister and
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i npersonal . They strolled as if patrolling, heads noving slightly fromside to
side, pace slow and regul ar. The other pedestrians nade way for them After a
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few heart-stopping nonents they had passed the ship and were continuing on their
way. Wallie released a long breath that he had not known he was hol di ng.

The door flew open and Brota rolled in. She scomed at Wllie and then stood
asi de as Thana foll owed. Then canme young Ma-tarro, struggling with a |ong

| eather bag, and finally the very old woman who had to be Swordsman Lina. Brota
banged the door closed. She had seen the sorcerers, obviously, and was going
into hiding, along with the Sapphire's other swordsnen. None of them bore
swords, and only Brota had | ong hair.

Mat arro dropped die bag and it clinked. Nnanji stiffened. He thrust Vixini back
at Jja and went prowling over to inspect that bag.

"It is not nmy doing," Wallie said. "You woul d have conme here anyway—there are
only Bl ack Lands downstream"

Brota pulled a face and lifted flabby arns to tie up her pony-tail

"What are we waiting for, mstress?"

"Port officer."

"I's that a craft?"

She roll ed her eyes at such ignorance. "No. It is a sinecure. The king's nephew
or an elder's son or such trash—swi ndl ers, bloodsuckers, and bastards..
"They're usually faster after our noney than this," she added sourly.

Havi ng to bend forward under the low ceiling, Wallie drew his sword.. .just in
case. Nnanji had been rummagi ng in the bag of swords that Matarro had brought;
he drew his own and rose. The gangpl ank ran out with a screech and a thud. The
wat chers noved to the wi ndows on the deck side

Thana stood very close by Wallie, peering through the Iouvers. "Qo!" she

whi spered. "That's very nice!"

Her ent husi asm was under standabl e. The young man striding up the plank was

al rost as tall as Wallie, noving with a smoboth grace. He could have been carved
fromoiled wal nut—very dark and notably handsone, wearing orange sandal s and
breechclout, with a gaudily enbossed | eather pouch slung over
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his shoulder. VWallie thought of beach wear advertisenents.

The newconer flashed white teeth at Toniyano and nmade his salute. "I am

| xi phino, sailor of the fourth rank, port officer of Aus, and it is ny deepest
and nost humbl e wi sh that the Goddess Herself will see fit to grant you | ong
I'ife and happi ness and to i nduce you to accept nmy nodest and willing service in
any way in which | may advance any of your noble purposes.”

Tom yano nade his reply with surprising grace, while the visitor's eyes slid
back and forth, studying the assenbled sailors. The men were all near to fire
buckets, Wallie noticed. Dislike of swordsmen did not automatically nmake them
sorcerer supporters.

"I wel come you and your ship to Aus, Captain," said the beachwear nodel with
anot her shimering smle, "on behalf of the elders and the wi zard."

"W zard?"

"Ah! Your first visit to these parts? Yes, the wizard is the omi nous Lord
Yzarazzo, sorcerer of the Seventh. Aus has |ong been free of swordsman

bar barism"

"What about water rats?"

Again the teeth shone. "They will not be nolested if they stay on board. W have
two local laws | nust explain, Captain. The first is sinply that any swordsman
setting foot ashore will be delisted. Pernmanently."

Tom yano reddened. "My nother is a swordsman. She normal ly handl es our trading."”
"That is unfortunate. She may trade fromthe deck. If she steps off the plank,
she will violate the law. " |xiphino shrugged and then chuckl ed. "But she will
find that Aus is a good place to trade. Trading on deck is not uncomon, and the
profits will probably be higher than you are used to."

"\Nhy "

"Because sone ships have a prejudi ce agai nst sorcerer towns, so fewer call than
before. But the traders are honest—rel atively speaki ng, of course—and the
peopl e are peaceable."

"Then the sorcerers keep order?"
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The port officer |aughed. "They do, and very well, too."

The man had not once | ooked at the deckhouse, although the crew nmenbers were
carefully leaving that side of himclear, for the benefit of the watchers.

Curi ous!
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"What does a sorcerer do if, say, the apprentices riot?" Tom yano asked.

Anot her | augh. "W keep our apprentices under better control than that, Captain.
But we have had viol ent persons—visiting swordsnen have attenpted viol ence on
occasion. | can tell you that the sorcerers' nethods are just as effective as
the swordsnmen's. More so, | should say. A spell can be cast froma distance."
Tom yano was a skeptic. "Turning theminto frogs?"

"Turning theminto corpses, Captain. Sonetines charred corpses
the di m deckhouse, gl ances were exchanged.

The officer was still being am able. "But apart fromthat one restriction,
Captain, Aus is like any other city and nore pleasant than nost. The trading fee
is tw golds."

The captain raised his eyebrows into the fringe of his hair. "That seens very
reasonabl e. "

"In nost cities that is the fee. The difference is graft, and ny nmasters do not
permt that."

Tom yano silently handed over two coi ns and shook hands. The young man bowed his
handsone head slightly and turned as if to go.

"You said two | ans?"

"Ch, yes. Stupid of me." The port officer flashed his smle again. "There is an
absol ute restriction agai nst swordsnen of high rank—Si xths or Sevenths. They are
not even allowed in port. But such are rare. You have no free swords aboard, do
you?"

"Of course not," said Tom yano.

The officer turned to | ook at the deckhouse, then back to Tom yano w th quiet
amusenent. "And you swear that by your ship, sailor?"

Sweat broke out on Wallie's brow. H's hand tightened on the hilt of the seventh
swor d.

"l do."

Nnanji drew breath with a hiss.

The port officer gave the captain a long cynical smile, shaking his head as one
m ght di sapprove of a naughty child. Then he spun on his heel and departed, his
sandal s sl apping on the
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gangpl ank. Totni yano absentm ndedly w ped his forehead with the back of his hand
and began shouting orders.

"My lord brother!"

Here it cane. Ever since the first time they had net, Wai he had known of
Nnanji's inpossible idealism He had known that sone day it nust lead to
trouble. And here Nnanji had an open-and-shut case.

"1 have told you that you cannot make a denunciation to ne, Nnanji. WIIl you
denounce the captain to his nother?"

Nnanji flushed scarlet and glared around the group. Even in the gl oomof the
shuttered deckhouse, Thana, Una, and Ma-tarro were visibly hostile. Brota's eyes
were chi ps of steel

"I think ny son's remark was made for your benefit, adept!”

"l do not hide behind perjury, mstress! Then nmy own honor would be sullied."”
This was insanity! Suicide! Wallie had two cities full of sorcerers to worry
about now, and Nnanji was provoking the sailors as if he actually wanted to be
thrown ashore. He would certainly not live to the next port, nor would Wallie.
Then Wallie saw a way out.

"It was not perjury, Nnanji. It was sinple, honest-to-God-dess truth. W are not
free swords."

Nnanji turned to stare at himbl ankly.

Pause. Wthin
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"You told me there were three types of swordsnen. You m ssed one—nercenaries.”
"Well, dial's not really a type, lord brother. | mean the chance doesn't come up
very often." Nnanji was anbi val ent about nercenaries. Taking noney to wage war
was barely honorable. On the other hand, nercenaries could wallow in blood and
feats of honor.

"Neverthel ess, we are on a specific mission for the Goddess. Therefore we are
mercenari es, not free swords! So the captain spoke the truth. Now shut up!"
"Yes, nentor."

Brota gave Wallie a long, hard | ook and then alnost sniled. "You swear that, ny
| ord?"

"By ny sword."

She nodded, apparently satisfied.

Tom yano nmarched in and pulled the door closed behind. He
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| eaned against it and glared at Wallie. O d Una threw open a shutter on the
River side, adnitting gratifying light and fresh air

"Thank you, Captain," Wallie said.

"He knew you were here!"

"Apparently."

"I think we should | eave," Brota nuttered. "I don't like ms."

"Can't!" her son snapped. "No wind now Calmas mlk."

Wallie was not surprised. "I should prefer that you stay awhile, anyway."

Brota scow ed. "You nean that? Wy?"

"Because," Wallie said, "I have to |earn nore about sorcerers. The Goddess woul d
not have given ne an inpossible task, so there nmust be sone way to fight them
They must have a weakness. | can't guess what it is, and the only way to find

out is to ask questions in places like this. How many nore citi es have been
captured? Wien? How? Where is the nearest swordsnman city? Those sorts of
questions. You can find out for ne, mstress; you and your crew. It will be a
service to the Mdst High."

"I't mght be a penance, also, but Wallie was not about to inquire about
Sapphire's cryptic past.

Tom yano | ooked at his nmother and she nodded. "I1'Il lay out sone sanples, then,"
he sai d grudgingly.

"Two questions, " VWallie said. "You shook the port officer's hand. Was it snpoth
or cal |l oused?"

"Smoot h. Why?"

"Not a sailor's hand?"

The captain's eyes narrowed. "l expect his father is an elder, or sonething.

He's just a playboy sailor. Never nind that—

"Second question: have you ever in your life queried a tax for being too | ow?"
Tbm yano's face reddened. "Wat the denpbns does that nmatter? You saw and heard,
didn't you? He knew about you. The sorcerers have told him"

"He was a sorcerer," Wallie said.

Facemarks were so basic to their culture dial the idea took a while to sink in.
Brota seened to accept it first, and her
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shrewd eyes shrank to slits within their winkles. "Wy do you say that?"
"Because he refused the extra noney," Wallie said. "If that really is the
custom as he sai d?" She nodded. "So? He did (hat to persuade us that his
masters were all-seeing, all-powerful. But he didn't act like a flunky being
wat ched by his masters—he was anused, relaxed. And you can't buy that sort of
hi gher loyalty, because he could take the extra salary and demand the graft,
too. H s hand is smboth. He is a sorcerer.”

Hi e ot hers exchanged frightened gl ances.

"Well, we're here," Wallie said. "Go and do your trading. But renenber that
anyone may be a sorcerer, regardl ess of facemarks. 1 suggest you don't allow
nmore than one stranger on board at a tinme."

"My lord brother?"
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"Yes?"

"Sorcerers can make thensel ves invisible. The ship nmay be full of them already."
Wal | i e groaned. "Thanks, Nnanji. Good thinking."

ttttt

A display of lunber and a few brass pots had been set up on the quay. Brota
settled into a chair on deck and waited for custonmers. Sailors slipped dowmn into
the crowmd and wandered off in search of information, river lore as well as
mlitary intelligence. Honakura went also, at his tortoise pace, and he was sure
to be a shrewd investigator. Hawkers cane by with carts, calling wares. O d Lina
tottered down to haggl e over pink plucked fow s and baskets of strawberries.
Fromtinme to tine sorcerers went by in pairs, paying no especial attention to
Sapphire. The afternoon wore on, hot and airl ess.

Nnanji had gone back to sit by Matarro's bag of swords. He had scow ed over each
one in turn, finding them nuch shorter than he expected, and had finally pulled
out his whetstone and started to sharpen them
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Vi xi ni had gone to sleep. Jja and Cowi e sat |ike scul ptures, with sl aves'
unlimted patience. Wallie watched through the shutters.

"Mentor," Katanji said. "May | go out on deck?"

"No. Wiy aren't you wearing your sword?"

"My kilt is downst—bel ow decks, in Mat'o's cabin."

Nnanji grunted and went back to whetting. Wallie did not interfere, although he
saw no reason why Katanji should be inprisoned as he and Nnanji were. Katanji
had no ponytail and his facemark was a festering red sore, al nbost unreadabl e
even at close quarters.

Ti me passed. Nothing much happened. A trader sniffed disparagingly at Brota's

| unber and wal ked on. The first two sorcerers went by again. Nnanji's whetstone
scraped nastily and untiringly. Honakura wandered back past the ship to explore
in the other direction. Katanji fretted, noboning fromw ndow to wi ndow. Wallie
grew tired of standing, rolling his problenms around in his mnd until he was
giddy. Always the answer was the sane-he nust have nore infornmation

It was not fair! How could he wage a war unl ess he knew his enem es' powers?
Mlitary intelligence was what he needed. Mata Hari... George Smley... In
Thondi ' s house he had been a whodunnit detective. Now he found hinself in a spy
thriller, and the damabl e facemarks of the People nmade it inpossible. He needed
to becone, for a while, Janes Bond, or even Travis MGee. A few days as a

| ongshoreman or a porter in Aus would | et himuncover the data he needed, but he
had seven swords indelibly engraved on his forehead.

Nnanji's whetstone nmade a tooth-jarring screech

That did it.

Several tinmes, Wallie had been forced to renenber that enotions were not a
mental process. |In acquiring Shonsu's body, he had also acquired his glands. He
had | earned to | ook out for danger signals when he had his sword in his hand and
adrenal i ne coul d be expected, but sometines those gl ands could sneak up on him
As now.

Frustration, inpotence, the ignom ny of hiding, even per-
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haps sone residual jet lag, all suddenly boiled over. Wallie Smth | ost Shonsu's
t enper .

"HelI!'" he snapped. "I'm going ashore!"

Nnanji | ooked up approvingly. "Right!" he said, and put away hi s whetstone.
"You're staying here," Wallie told him "You'll guard ny sword and ny haiiclip:
Katanji, go to Brota and ask her for sone black cloth. Shut up, Nnanji."

Ten mnutes later, he had stripped down to a piece of black burlap around his

|l oins and a rag around his brow. He had never felt nore naked, and his

consci ence was whi npering cautions at him but it was too late to back down. He
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started for the door.

"My lord brother!"™ Cdutching Wallie's harness and sword, Nnanji was glaring
mutinously. "This is wong! A swordsnan without his sword is without his honor
You asked nme to tell you—

"Your objection is noted." Wallie stepped around hi mand marched out on deck
Brota stood with fists on hips and | ooked hi m over w thout expression. "You're
all beef and no brains. What are you trying to prove? It's stupid!"

I nsol ence! But he was not a lord of the Seventh when his head was bound. He

wal ked by her without a word.

Jja stood at the top of the plank, pale and troubled. He sniled cheerfully and
tried to get by her, also, but she stepped in his path and put her arnms around
hi m

"Master, please? | know a slave should not say such dungs, but please do not do
this! It is very dangerous."

"Danger is ny business, Jja."

He ki ssed her forehead and eased her out of his way.

She clung to him "Please... Vallie?"

She never called himthat except when they were making | ove.

He shook his head. "W nust trust in the Goddess, darling."

He | ooked bom ways for sorcerers. Not seeing any, he trotted down the plank and
m ngled into the pedestrians, settling to their pace. He had a good vi ew over
peopl e' s heads, and no one seened to pay nuch attention to him although he
intercepted a few

scow s mat he found nore puzzling nman threatening. He strolled past display
tables | oaded with wares and guarded by traders; past hawkers' carts bearing
piles of bright fruits, golden |oaves, and heaps of bl oody neat encrusted with
flies; past stationary wagons with horses tossing their nose bags in a jingle of
harness. He stepped out of the way of other wagons runbling along; he jostled in
and out of the crowd and was careful not to get his bare toes stepped on, or
stub them on the cobbles. He scanned the litter of trade goods being | oaded and
unl oaded. He began to enjoy hinself.

The air was still; hot and sticky. The docks of Aus stank, but he was having
fun.

Then he saw a couple of cow s approaching. Turning his back on them he squeezed
into a group around a hawker's cart where |unps of sonething were being roasted
on a brazier and offered on sticks. The old man tending it gave himone of the
scow s he had noticed and then nmuttered, "Here, nmen," and handed him a stick
Now WAl lie recalled that beggars also wore bl ack and bound their heads. So the
m ghty Shonsu was a beggar, a big, husky beggar who should go and find an honest
job? He suppressed a grin, thinking of his pocketful of jewels back at the ship.
He bit into the offering and found it rubbery but delicious, hot and spicy. On a
second mout hful he decided that it was octopus, or squid. Fresh-water octopus?
In return he nunbl ed a benediction: "May She strengthen your arm and shar pen
your eye."

The scruffy old hawker recoiled in shock, and at once Wallie wi shed he could
bite back his words, for that was a swordsman's bl essing. The hawker was

frowni ng—an athletic young man with long hair..

Wallie grinned. "As they say."

The hawker's eye flickered over Wallie's shoul der, to about the spot where the
sorcerers might have reached. "Not any nore," he whispered. "Not here." Then he
shouted, "Be off with you!"

Wal li e glanced round and the sorcerers had passed. He set off again through the
crowd, chewi ng on his snack. He passed a ship unloadi ng baskets of vegetables,
anot her loading tiles. Then be stopped in surprise, causing a man behind to bunp
into

134

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

DAVEDUNCAN

135

hi m and curse. Just ahead was a | arge, two-horse wagon, parked by a small ship.
Sacks fromthe wagon were being carried up the plank by a gang of youths, and
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the plank squeaked loudly with every step. Beyond it the dock was heaped with
goods/ nostly long rolls of cloth, with a few anonynous bal es and bundles. In
front of the plank, closer to Wallie, the rest of the ship's cargo had been
spread out all over the ground, fromship to wagon: boxes and jars, but mainly
copper and brass pots, shining bright in the sunshine.

What had caught Wallie's eye anong m's clutter were two | arge, snaketike copper
coils. Studying the collection of pots, he identified a couple that were as big
as garbage cans and had |lids and narrow spouts at the top. Hypothesis: the coils
fitted on top of the pots. That neant distillation

W ne, yes; beer, yes; but he knew of no words for brandy or noponshine or spirits
or alcohol. Was this sorcery? Excited by his discovery, he headed toward the
shi p.

And there was Tom yano, talking to a sailor. He saw Wallie at the sane nonment as
Wallie saw him and his face bl azed with rage. He broke off his conversation and
strode over.

"What in hell are you doing, Shonsu?" he denanded in a | ow and furious voice.

"Snooping,"” Wallie said. "I ama Nanel ess One, though. Only swordsnen may search
me. "
The captain was not anused. "There's enough under that headband to kill you

seven times over. You' re endangering ny ship!"

Per haps he was, but Wallie smiled innocently. "No I'mnot. Your ship is safer
with me ashore. Now tell ne, see those copper snakes? What are they, and what
are they for?"

Tom yano | ooked around reluctantly. "I've no idea," he said. "Cone over here,
out of sight."

He returned to the bottomof the plank, and Wallie followed, safely hidden from
general view by the high-piled wagon. The gang of grubby adol escents and young
men continued bearing sacks on board, many of themtrailing a trickle of yellow
dust behind them while a bl owsy wonan | eaned over the rail and counted on an
abacus. The older sailor wore a captain's dagger and he was pulling sacks down
fromthe wagon for bis workers.

The ship's hull was shabby and badly in need of paint. It was a nean and dirty
parody of the famly ship that Wallie had left.

The captain was overwei ght, gray-haired, and | ooked both stupid and | azy,
conpared to the sinewy Tomi yano as their respective ships conpared. He eyed
Wal | i e suspiciously, but greeted Tom yano's return as an opportunity to break
of f work once nore and continue their chat. Wen the next adol escent came for a
sack, Wallie haul ed one down and | oaded it on his back. Then he did the sane for
the others; that woul d keep the captain talking.

Wal | i e eavesdropped. Down from Aus were shoals, said the sailor, and beyond
those the Black Lands—no cities and no people for two weeks' sailing. Captain
Tom yano should head up. Next city was Ki San, big and rich. No sorcerers there.
Thi ngs had been slack in Aus ever since the sorcerers cane. Ki San woul d pay
nmore for luxury stuff |ike sandal wood. A big copper and brass city, Ki San

That was a natural opening for Tom yano to ask about the coils—and the sailor
closed Iike a constipated clam an obstinate oyster. Coils he would not discuss.
Now Tomi yano's curiosity was aroused, also, and he went over to exam ne the
mysteries. Wallie joined him The tubing was nade from sol dered copper sheeti ng,
but it was skillfully wought, and when Wallie picked one up he had no trouble
in attaching it to one of the two big pots. The lids were tight-fitting, and bom
pots were enpty, but they could only be intended for distillation. The old
sail or was nervous and trying to change the subject, although in answer to a
direct question he admtted that the goods were headed for the tower. Toni yano,
obviously intrigued now and being hel pful to his silent conpanion, offered to
buy one and was enphatically turned down.

"What would a sailor want with those?" asked a hi gh-pitched voi ce behind them
Wal li e spun around and found hinmself facing two sorcerers.

One of themwas holding a silver fife.

Bom were strangely bulky in their cunbersome garnents. The taller was a man of
about forty, wearing a Fourth's orange.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...-%2002%20-%20The%20Coming%200f%20Wisdom.txt (75 of 184) [10/15/2004 2:29:08 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20Duncan%620-%2... Seventh%20Swor d%20-%2002%620-%20T he%620Coming%200f%20Wisdom. txt

136

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

A thin, suspicious face showed fromunder his hood, and his arns were fol ded

i nside his sleeves.

The other was in brown and had three feather marks. He was plunper and younger
Hs lips were curled in an arrogant sneer, close to the nouthpiece of that slim
silver tube. Three notes on one of those had been enough to kill Random

The remark had been addressed to Tom yano, but both sorcerers were | ooking at
Vallie.

Trickles of sweat ran cold on his ribs; he was trapped. On one side was the
wagon and on the other the ship, with the sorcerers blocking the exit toward
Sapphire. Behind himthe way was obstructed by the litter of trade goods and the
gangpl ank and the nountain of rolled cloth. He could think of at |east three
sutras that should have warned him quite apart from comopn sense. Nnanji's
honor, Brota's practicality, Jja's |love —he had spuned them all and DOW rnust pay
for his folly.

Wrst of all, he did not know what dangers he faced. Could a nman outrun a spell?
Even if he were facing only knives or swords, he would have little hope of
escapi ng by dodging and taking to his heels, although the sorcerers' gowns woul d
i npede themif it came to a chase. If all they had to do was blow into that

fife, or they could chant some words to turn himinto a charred corpse..

"Just curious, adept," Tonmiyano said in a voice unusually hunble. "W hadn't
seen anything |ike them before."

"Curiosity is dangerous, sailor," the Fourth replied, wthout |ooking at him
"especially for swordsnen of the seventh rank. Would you not agree now...

wallie?"

ttt ttt

I npossi bl el Jja knew that nane, and Honakura, and Nnanji. No one else in the
Worl d. Even had one of them been captured, there had been no tine to extract
information, by torture or... or by any neans that Wallie could inagine.

Jja had spoken his nane at the top of the gangpl ank. There
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had been no one within earshot. Not even Brota coul d possibly have heard that.
It had to be invisibility. O telepathy. .- But if the sorcerers had either of

those abilities, then they were unbeatabl e.

"Ch, you do | ook worried!" The sorcerer smrked. "And you told Jja that you
woul d trust in the Goddess?"

No one coul d have overheard that.

Wal |i e knew he had gone pal e and he was struggling desperately to keep hinself
fromtrenbling. Fear, yes. Fear of the unknown, nore so. But nostly fury at his
own utter brainless-ness. Idiot!

"Move!" the Fourth snapped. "Myve over there!" He nodded toward the plank

The ship's captain was perhaps not as stupid as he seenmed—he had fled up to the
safety of his deck. Wrk had stopped.

Wal lie hesitated, then shrugged and turned. He picked his way through the pots,
hal ti ng when he reached the plank to | ook back at the sorcerer

"The ot her side—against the ship!" the Fourth commanded in his squeaky voi ce.
oediently Wallie noved to the edge of the dock and ducked under the plank

The sorcerer nodded in satisfaction. "1 don't like the snell of swordsnmen." His
| augh was as shrill as his voice.

The junior sorcerer grinned. 'Take off that headband!" he ordered. He had fol ded
his arnms like his superior, and the flute had di sappeared. WAs that perhaps a
short-range magi c?

Wal lie shook his head and spoke for the first time. "I ama Nanmel ess One,
serving the Goddess." H s voice sounded steadi er than he had expect ed.

"You are a swordsnan of the seventh rank! And here we honor the Fire God. Take
off that rag and tie your hair back."

Wal lie obeyed in silence.

Wiy did both sorcerers now have their hands hidden inside their vol um nous

sl eeves? They seened to be hol ding sonething in there, either a weapon or sone
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sort of magical charm Wallie assunmed. A knife would be bad enough, and he had
no idea howto fight magic. Their eyes were cold in the shadow of then* cow s,
but they seened nore rel axed, now that weir cap-
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live was farther away. Could that nean that their spells would take time to
operate, and they needed di stance between themand their victins? If so, then
WaJli e had already been outsnmarted, for now he was even nore hemred in than
before, by the drop to the water on one side, Die rolls of cloth behind him and
the chest-high plank in front.

He gl anced down. The fenders and the curve of the bow |l eft a gap between the
dock and the peeling wood of the ship. There was room enough to junp there, into
the deceptively innocent water. On Earth he would not have hesitated, but here
even in harbor the water was free of floating litter except for a few fragnents
of wood. He could no longer trust to the gods to recognize his ignorance and
save himfromthe piranha. He had been warned—niracl es were never perforned upon
demand. That way of escape was cl osed

"Junp if you wi sh," nocked the senior sorcerer. "It will save ne a spell and
save the trouble of pushing you over afterward."”

"Il wait," Wallie replied, as calmy as he coul d nanage.

The sorcerer sneered at himtriunphantly. Then he spoke to his conpani on without
taking his eyes off the swordsman. "W shoul d deal with the sailor acconplice
first."

"Leave himout of this!" Wallie shouted. "He never net nme before today. | took
his ship at sword point."

"He tells fibs, swordsnman. The usual penalty for perjury is a nouthful of hot
coal s."

"He had no choice, adept! | was listening, in the deckhouse, with ny sword at
his sister's throat."
The Fourth hesitated. "I mnk you are lying, swordsman. But we shall be

merci ful . Show hi mwhat we use the kettles for, since he is so curious."

The Third noved toward Tonmi yano, gliding through the copperware pots |like a
ghost, seenming not to touch the ground. He went very close, peering into the
captain's eyes, causing himto step back warily, hard agai nst the copper stills.
"So you want to know our business, do you?" The sorcerer sounded anused. He
seened the nore confident of the two, and therefore by conparison the ol der
sorcerer was not confident. That nust mean nere was hope—but where, and how?
DAVEDUNCAN
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Wallie could not see Tom yano's face, only his back, but he could hear the anger
in his voice: "lI apologize. | did not know they bel onged to you."

There was devilry brewi ng; the sorcerer's voice was nocking. "Well, pick one up,

and | will show you."

"No, " Tom yano snapped.

The sorcerer snapped also: "Pick it up!"

The sailor put his hands on his hips. "No!"

The sorcerer muttered sonething and waved a hand before the captain's face.

Tom yano recoiled angrily; then he screaned and clutched at his cheek. He
doubl ed over, cursing and stanping his feet.

Wallie clenched his fists and gl anced at the Fourth. He was still watching the
swordsman, apparently enjoying his inpotent rage and fear

Furiously Tom yano strai ghtened and grabbed for his knife.

It had vani shed. The shock seened to sober him he turned a fear-filled face
toward Wallie. He was pale with pain and there was a hi deous burn at the side of
his mouth. He was shaking his left hand as if the fingers hurt, also.
"Swordsmen cut off ears when people annoy them" the Third said. "W are not so
bar barous, but we |ike to renenber those who transgress. That will warn any of
my brethren who neet you in future that you are not to be trusted. Now, Captain
Tom yano, pick up that kettle!"

A crowd was gathering at a respectful distance behind the sorcerers, and the
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sailors were watching from above. Tonmiyano shot Wallie a glance of fury. He
knelt and wapped his arns around the big pot. It was not heavy, and he

strai ghtened up, turning again to face his tornentor.

"W use them Captain, to breed birds in," said the Third. "You don't believe
me? Look!"

He reached out and pulled off the lid. Wth a loud flutter, a white bird flew up
into Tom yano's face. Startled, he stepped back, tripped over a caul dron, and
crashed to the ground in a clanorous rattle of nmetal and bouncing pots. The two
sorcerers |laughed heartily, and after a nonment there was | aughter fromthe
sail or audience on the ship and also fromthe steadily grow

140

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

ing cromd at the end of the wagon. Tom yano rose shakily, while the bird circled
away into the sky.

The junior sorcerer turned and floated back to the side of his superior, and
they both | ooked across at Wallie.

"Now it is your turn, swordsman," the Fourth said in his high voice. Wallie's
heart was racing, and he was wondering how | ong a spell took and how fast he
could junp. He should have done it while the other was busy tormenting the

sail or.

There was a pause, an agonizingly |long pause, while sorcerers stared at
swordsman, and swordsman stared back. Wallie kept his breathing slow and tried
not to tense his nuscles, but he was soon wi shing that they would get on with
what ever they pl anned.

"You were astonishingly stupid, Wallie," said the Fourth. "Even for a swordsman,
you were very stupid."”

"I don't dispute that," Wallie said. What was going on here?

The Fourth nodded faintly inside his cowm. "This is a very hunbl e swordsman,
Sorcerer Resalipi."

St udyi ng the shadowed face, Wallie thought he saw beads of sweat on it—the nan
did not want to kill. Perhaps if Wallie were to attack them he could do it; but
killing in cold blood is not to everyone's taste. Wallie knew

The brown hood turned toward the orange and whi spered sonet hi ng i naudi bl e. Was
the Third offering to performthe execution?

"No, Resalipi," the Fourth said, "I think a hunble swordsman coul d be
instructive. | give you a choice, Lord Wallie. You can die now, or you can craw
back to your ship on your belly, as a denonstration of your hunmility."

Hope! Hope like a small flame rising in dead enbers. Wallie Snmith woul d rather
crawl than die any day. "And then | and the ship may | eave safely? You will give
me your oath?"

Even that tiny show of resistance was al nost enough to change the sorcerer's
mnd. "You are in no position to bargain!" he squeaked. Then the junior pronpted
hi m agai n. "Good idea! Know, swordsman, that we of the sorcerers' craft swear by
fire. Take off that sack and throw it over."

Wal lie hesitated for a fraction of a second as realization of what was com ng
began to dawn. Then he reached down to rip
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off his loincloth. He wadded it and threw it over the plank toward the
sorcerers. As long as they played with him he was still alive. He glanced

ruefully at Tomi yano, watching in angry and surprised silence. He did not | ook
at the crowd.

The Third glided forward and picked up the burlap, carried it back and dropped
it in front of his superior, who held out a hand and nunbl ed sonething over it.
It began to snoke, then burst into flames. Both nmen | ooked at Wallie to see if
he was inpressed, so he | ooked inpressed.

"I so swear," the Fourth said. "Now-ever there and lie down." He pointed at the
bottom of the plank

Again Wallie was nonentarily tenpted to refuse. The Shonsu part of himwas
rebelling violently at the thought of a swordsman humiliated. Naked except for
the tie around his ponytail, feeling nortally ashaned and vul nerabl e, he wal ked
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to the place indicated, knelt, and then |ay down, head raised to watch them

The sorcerer stared at himfor a mnute, apparently surprised. "Well! Start
crawming! If you stop, then you will die."

Wal lie | ooked to his companion and even he was astoni shed. "I have a hot-bl ooded
junior on board," he said. "Captain, please go back to the ship and warn them
Nail Nnanji to the mast if you have to. | want no nore trouble."

"But tell himto watch,” the junior sorcerer said. He | aughed, and the captain
j unped over sone pots and ran.

"Craw , swordsnan!"

Wal lie rose to his hands and knees.

"On your belly, | said!'"

VWallie lowered hinself flat and began to drag hinself along the cold, |unpy, and
incredibly foul road. They used a | ot of horses on that road. He passed the
litter of copperware and the end of the wagon, and the crowd parted for him

He had only five ship-lengths to go.

It took about ten years.

"Keep your head up, swordsman!"

The sorcerers foll owed behind him shouting to the crowd to make way for a
swordsman. A corridor opened in front of him a corridor lined with surprised,
nocking faces and loud with ribald comment. He detoured around the piles of
goods on the dock. He passed by the wheels of the hawkers' carts and the
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|l egs of the display tables. He told hinself to be pragmatic-huniliati on was
greatly preferable to death.

The | aughter started before he reached the end of the first ship. Then the
throwing: filth and rotted fish and a few harder things.

"Keep your head up, swordsman!"

He saw bare feet and boots and sandal s and then gowns that reached to the
ground, so he knew that nore sorcerers had arrived. The crowd told himto nove
faster and to be careful not to scrape anything off. The children started
bui |l di ng an obstacle course with bal es and boxes, so that he had to drag hinself
around t hem

"Keep your head up, swordsnman," said that high-pitched voice behind him He had
been nocked by a crowd before, when he was on his way to the Judgnment of the
Goddess, but then he had been Wallie Smth, a confused Wllie Smth and in pain.
Now he was a swordsman of the Seventh and al ready accustoned to thinking of

hi nsel f as such. Now the scorn cut deeper.

"Make way for a swordsnman!"

The corridor of people and boxes tw sted around until it led to a wagon, and he
obediently crawl ed t hrough underneath and was cheered when he energed. He
wonder ed what he was crawling away from-ausic? A white bird or a burning cloth?
Per haps the sorcerers had been bluffing all the tinme. Yet Kan-doru had died. The
garrison in Ov had died, and probably the garrison of Aus. The fat sail or had
run up hi s gangpl ank

He m ght not have nade it at all had he not suddenly thought of Nnanji. Nnanji
had denounced himto Inperkanni for using a disguise. Disguise was not

honor abl e, but m s—Nnanji could never forgive this. And Wallie had nmade the kid
swear the fourth oath, Your honor is ny honor. So he had destroyed Nnanji's

honor as well as his own. Nnanji would kill him strike himdown unarned as a
reprobate, without as much as a warning... except that Nnanji in his own eyes
woul d be a reprobate al so and hence not have the right. Perhaps Nnanji was nore
likely to kill hinself, proper behavior in a shame culture. Frantically Wallie

scanned sutras. What was the Wrld' s equivalent of the Roman falling on his
sword, or the Prussian officer cleaning his pistol? He could find nothing in the
sutras to show
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that the Goddess expected seppuku. Swordsman slang, then: "He washed his sword."
O course.
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Now he saw the full extent of his stupidity. Shonsu or Nnanji would never have
gone ashore unarnmed, but had either sonmehow been trapped as WAl lie had been
trapped, nmen he woul d have junped fromthe dock. That had been what the
sorcerers expected; probably what the gods expected, too. He should have had
more faith. He had tailed not once, but tw ce.

Nnanji val ued his honor above all else in the Wrld, and Vllie was literally
dragging it in the dirt. There could be no forgiveness, no forgetting, no
under st andi ng. The fourth oath was irrevocable. He could not have been nore
cruel had he planned it, and it was entirely possible that he woul d arrive back
at Sapphire to find Nnanji already dead. He was still frantically hunting for a
sol uti on when he realized that he had reached alnost to the end of his tornent
and in worrying about his protegd he had been craw ing automatically and had
forgotten to listen to the jeering around him

Sapphire's gangplank was in view. an oasis, the Holy Grail. He finished the

di stance and dragged hinmself onto the plank. He rose to his knees and then to
his feet, waiting for some final treachery, but all he got was a derisive cheer
fromthe onl ookers.

He was filthy beyond words, scraped and shaking. He turned and | ooked at the
sorcerers. He thought they were watching himwi th satisfied anusenent, but it
was hard to tell under the cows. He nodded his head in a hint of a bow, then he
spun round and wal ked up the pl ank

One: Sorcerer sees swordsman. Two: Swordsman craw s.

But not end of story.

At the top of the plank a very pale Jja handed hima cloth, and he wapped it
around hinself. They stared at each other in silence for a nonent, and then he
gl anced around the deck. There were sailors there, and Brota and Thana, but
there were no faces. No one was |ooking at him He was invisible.

Except to Jja. Slaves were supposed to keep their eyes | ow
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ered. Jja never |looked himin the face unl ess they were al one together

"Only you!" he whispered. "Only you do not care about honor?"

"Honor? Honor to a slave?" She grabbed his armand pulled himtoward the

fo' c'sle. Astounded, he let hinself be |led through the door and into a cranped
shower cubicle, dark and snelling of nold. She pulled the wap away from hi m and
wor ked the punp handle, getting alnbst as wet as he did as he rubbed away the
filth.

"Jja... I'msorry,
"Sorry? | told you!"

She was furious with him terror turned to rage, and the transfornmation in a
meek and obedi ent sl ave was nore unexpected than all the sorceries he had

Wi t nessed.

"Where is Nnanji?" he asked.

"l have no idea!"

Clean at last, he clutched her and kissed her, and she tried to struggle agai nst
his vastly greater strength—and that was another sorcery—but he forced his kiss
on her until she acquiesced and returned it. Wen they parted she stared at him
again for a nonent in the gloomand nmen burst into tears. He held her tightly,
both of them soaki ng wet.

"You did tell ne, ny love, and 1 should have listened. | amvery sorry,"

She | eaned her head agai nst his chest and whispered, "No, it is | who nust be
sorry, master, for speaking to you so."

"You will never call nme 'nmaster' again! Never!"

"But..." She | ooked up in dismy. "Wat can | call you?"

"Call ne 'lover' when | deserve it," he said, "and 'idiot' the rest of the
time—and that is positively the last order | shall ever give you. Ch, Jja, you
are the only sane person in the Wrld, and | |love you nmadly. Cone. Let's go and
see what we can rescue fromthis mess |'ve made."

She handed himhis kilt and his boots. He ran a conb hastily through his hair
and then braced hinself to go out on deck once nore in the stark, pitiless
sunshi ne. Brota, Thana, Tom yano, other sailors... still none of them was

he sai d.
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acknow edgi ng his pres-
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ence, the invisible swordsman. H s appearance provoked a cheer fromthe dock. He
did not | ook that way.

His hairclip and sword were in the deckhouse. He marched across. As he rounded
the aft hatch cover, the door opened, and Honakura cane out, very wearily,
reminding Wallie of ne stereotype of the kindly old country doctor |eaving the
sickroom You may go in now. The old priest wal ked forward and tried to go by
Wal lie, who noved to block him

"Well, old man?"

He | ooked up, his face giving nothing away. "That young man has a head tike a
coconut. ! have never net a harder. But he understands now. "

"I amvery grateful, holy one."

The bleary old eyes seened suddenly to flash. "I did not do it for you. You are

a contenptible lunatic." The old man wal ked away.

VWallie went in and pulled the door closed.

Cowi e was sitting on one of the chests at the far side, staring blankly into
space. Nnanji stood in the mddle of the floor, very pale... young and hurt and
vul nerable. He was still holding the seventh sword in its scabbard, the straps
and buckl es of the harness dangling. Wallie wal ked over to him He should have
prepared sonething to say, but for a noment he could only stare at the strangely
bruised 1 ook in Nnanji's col orl ess eyes.

"The gods are cruel, ny lord brother."

"Nnanji..."

"I could not have done it."

That was absurd. / could not have displayed such cowardi ce, and therefore you
have nore courage than | have? Sonme of Honakura's contorted | ogic, no doubt.

"Nnanji, | amsorry."
Nnanji shook his head sadly. "The gods are cruel. 'Wen the m ghty has been
spuned' ? The old nan explained that you had to suffer that, brother... but |

could not have done it. Not even for the Goddess Herself." He | ooked as if he
wanted to confort Wallie with a hug.

"Ch.. .Onh, hell!" That cute little sol ecismm ght excuse Wal Ue's behavior to
Nnanji, but it was a lie. He could not hide behind such deception, no matter how
hateful the truth. '*! did
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not think of the riddle. It never entered my mnd. | craw ed because | did not

want to die."

Nnanji closed his eyes and shivered.

"I't was the way of honor in nmy other world." There was no way Wallie could ever
reconcile a shane culture and a guilt culture. The ways of thinking were too
unlike. But he had to try—try to show Nnanji that what he had done was not such

an atrocity to him "I had broken a law. | paid the penalty. It hurt no one but
me, you see. It was better than dying, | thought. | told you | was doing ny best
inthis world... but I warned you. | said that | was not really a swordsnman."

"Uh!" Nnanji shook his head as if to clear it and turned away to hide his face.
"But the gods nust have known that you would do mat thing."

"l suppose so. Perhaps | should have junped. Perhaps She would have let ne...
return safely." There was no easy word for sw nming.

Monents crawl ed by. Crowd noises drifted in fromthe dock

"I did warn you, Nnanji. That first day, when we sat on the wall in the tenple
gardens..."

"1 amnot one of those heroes you find in epics/ | renenber."”

"I can't release you fromthe fourth oath. It is irrevocable. But the second has
| apsed, if that is what you want. We remmin oath brothers, but we need never
nmeet again. At the next port you can |eave."

After another nonent, Nnanji turned around and strai ghtened his bony shoul ders.
"No. | also have a part to play. The old man still thinks so. | will stay." He
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hel d out Vallie's hairclinp.

Surprised and gratified, Wallie took it and scooped his hair back to fasten. "It
may not be for very long. The little god warned me—puni shnent for failure is
death, or worse. Hona-kura nay be m staken about the riddle. I may have screwed

everything up. So it may not be for very long."

Nnanji swal |l owed hard. "Wrse? You have been puni shed al ready, then. Maybe
not... And it was ny fault, too, brother!"

"Never! What do you nean?"

"You told me to warn you when you were nmaking a m stake. Taking off your sword—
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"You did warn ne. | ignored you."

Nnanji drew the seventh sword

Wal lie's heart skipped a beat and then began working a little harder than usual
He was unarmed. Nnanji with a naked sword in his hand was a natter to consider
very carefully.

"l could have stopped you, brother," he said softly.

Wal lie said nothing. In the dimess of the deckhouse, light flashed fromthe
deadly blade as Nnanji twisted it to and fro, |ooking down at it pensively. "I
shoul d have stopped you. But you were Her chanpion."

Were? One thing certainly had died this day—Nnanji had been brutally cured of
hi s hero worship.

Then he | ooked up at Wallie and forced a thin snmile—as insubstantial as dust, a
smile that registered nuch more wy than joyous.

"Are," he said. "Her chanpion, | nmean." He held out the scabbard and harness. He
retai ned the sword.

Very uneasy now, Wallie took the harness and began buckling it on, wondering
what was happeni ng under that red hair.

"I hope | still am But | don't feel like a chanpion today."

Again Nnanji | ooked down at the sword in his hand, watching the play of |ight on
the sapphire, the silver, and the razor steel. . "Do you renmenber the last thing
Briu said, my lord brother?"

"No. "

"The last-but-one thing. He said, '|I suppose we nust keep trying to do better.'"
Per haps Nnanji was regretting his change of nentors.

No; he stared calculatingly at WaHi e for a nonment, and then went down on one
knee. He held out the seventh sword in both hands, proffering it. He said
solemmly: "Live by this. Weld it in Her service. Die holding it."

It was the cerenony of dedication. The sutras required it for a recruit's first
sword, but the swordsnmen applied it to any new blade. Nnanji was using it for a
rededi cati on—a renewal, Shonsu reborn. But it also neant friendship, for when a
swor dsman acquired a new sword he would ask his best friend to give it to him
So it nmeant forgiveness and reconciliation, affirmation and a fresh start. It
meant: "Be a swordsman now." It was full of squishy swordsman romantici smthat
was typica
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of Nnanji and now felt absurdly reassuring and right.

Angry at the childish lunp in his throat, Wallie spoke the reply: "It shall be
my honor and my pride."

He took the sword and smiled at Nnanji as he rose. "Thank you, brother. | shal
try to do better."

Nnanji did not return the smle. He said softly, "So shall |
They both swung around as the door opened.

"Master!" Jja said urgently. "The ship is about to | eave. Novice Katanji is not
on board."

ttt t ttt

Nnanji was al nost at the door when WAllie's hand closed like a lion's jaw en his
shoul der. "Bad tactics, brother!"

"Ch, right!" Nnanji said.

So he remained to fret unseen, and it was Wallie who nmarched out to investigate.
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Ironic cheers fromthe dock greeted him Lunber and pots had been retrieved and
untidily piled on the deck. The wind had returned. Hands stood at lines, Brota
was at the tiller, and two men were already stooping to take hold of the

gangpl ank. They straightened up angrily as Wallie's boot cane down on it.

One of them was Tom yano, and his eyes spat fire at Wallie. The burn on his left
cheek was bl ack and cracked |ike charred alligator hide. Even under a thick wad
of grease, it had to be hurting like hell. His voice was slurred as he tried not
to nove that side of his nouth. "Wat the denpbns are you doi ng now, swordsman?"
"Qur First is still ashore.™
"The bag-heads told us to |eave,
wi th then?"

"l suppose | nust." Wallie stepped out on die plank, and the crowd hushed at
once.

There were eight or nine sorcerers down on the dock now. They had cl osed off the
roadway fromthe water across to the warehouses, and spectators massed behind
the cordon on both
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sides. There were people | eaning fromthe warehouse wi ndows and peopl e
precarious on wagons and people in the rigging of the nearby ships, apparently
assenbl ed to view this unobtrusive scouting mssion by the Shonsu expedition,
sneaki ng unnoti ced around Aus.

The Fourth with the squeaky voice was still there, but a Fifth now stood beside
him an inpersonal red nonk with a blotch of shadow i nstead of a face—so the
Sapphire affair was bringing out the big fish. Katanji might be mles away, but
hopeful | y he was sonewhere close, trapped in one crowd or the other with enpty
roadway between hi mand the gangpl ank. His facemark had been a suppurating ness,
but it would not stand a cl ose scrutiny.

Wal | i e paraded down the plank with all eyes on him his skin tingling in
expectation of sone unpredictable supernatural attack. He stopped a foot from
the end, folded his arnms, and stared across at the Fourth and Fifth.

"I would speak with you, Adept Sorcerer," he called. The two cow ed heads, one
red and one orange, turned toward each other, conferring for a few nonents. Then
the Fourth cane slowy forward and stopped a few feet away, out of sword range
fromthe plank. The cold eyes stared out of the cow.

"What nore do you want, swordsnman?" asked the squeaky voi ce.

Wallie tried to read the thin features. There was sonet hi ng new t here—tess
triunph? Resentnent? A reprinmand, perhaps?

"I wished to thank you for sparing ny life, adept. Indeed, | would shake your
hand if you would allowit." O course, if you can read ny mnd, you'll see what
I amdoing is distracting you and your friends.

"Snake hands with a sorcerer? Have you asked any swordsmen to shake your hand
yet, Shonsu?"

Hurry, Katanji!

Shonsu!

"You did not know ne by that nane earlier, sorcerer."

A flush swept over the shadowed face. "That is not true!"

Wal lie had not planned to do nore than create a diversion. To rouse the
sorcerers' ire further m ght be dangerous folly—but instructive. He snl ed.
"You are lying, adept!"

The sorcerer bared his teeth. "No! It would have been fun to
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have carried out the original sentence, but this way is better, W shall have no
further trouble fromyou now. You m ght have di splayed heroi sm which could have
been dangerous. Your friends will be inpressed by this."

Oiginal sentence? Tell e nore!

"No, adept. You were being nerciful, and | appreciate mat. Again | offer you ny
hand. "

"Again | spurn it. My nasters' patience is not unlimted. Only ny oath has

the captain nunbl ed. "You going to go argue
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protected you this far. Get back on that ship, Shonsu! You will have nore
crawing to do when you return to your nest."

Qut of the comer of his eye, Wallie saw soneone break out of the crowd and cone
runni ng al ong the edge of the dock. He dared not turn. The sorcerers' cow s mnust
restrict their peripheral vision hopelessly.

Where is my nest? You know nore about Shonsu than | do. "Well, | hope mat your

| eni ency has not caused you trouble." It had—the sorcerer col ored again.

Soneone junped up on the plank behind Wallie and ran up to the deck. Wallie
turned, as if surprised, and caught a glinpse of Katanji's skinny form
breechclout tail flapping.

"Who was that?" the sorcerer squeaked

WAl lie shrugged. "Sone sailor brat. Well, | bid you farewell, adept. The Goddess
be with you. The next sorcerer | neet, | shall spare for your sake."

"It is the next swordsman you need worry about, Shonsu!" The sorcerer turned and
swept away.

Wal lie* started back up the plank, beginning to shiver with the rel ease of
tension. But the sorcerer had been correct. Now that he was known by nane,
Shonsu's reputati on had gone to nmuch | ess than zero. How could he ever earn an
arm now?

"Invisibility," Wallie said. "It has to be."

He stood beside the starboard poop steps with an arm around Jja. Honakura sat
hal fway up, at eye level for once, a tatty black nonkey with his el bows resting

on his knees. Nnanji |eaned against the rail with one boot on the bottom step,

| ooki ng bleak as tundra. H's eyes were dull, as if sonmehow turned inward. At his
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side Novice Katanji, restored now to proper swordsman dress, was being snall and

hunbl e and i nconspi cuous, waiting for the skies to fall when his brother got him
al one—er sooner, if Lord Shonsu chose to pull them down personally. The other
two were in the deckhouse, Cowi e caring for Vixini or possibly vice versa

Aus was sliding away into the di stance, Sapphire starting to roll as the w nd
blustered in md-River. The sun rode high yet, and the evening was far from
over. Being champion for the CGoddess was exacting work—n the first three days
of his mssion, Wallie had nanaged to antagonize two cities' worth of sorcerers,
the entire swordsnen's craft, and a shipful of sailors. And perhaps the gods

t hensel ves.

The sailors were the nost inportant at the nonent.

And in return he had | earned... what?

He had descri bed what he had seen—a burning rag, a bird appearing, a dagger

di sappearing, an inexplicably scorched sailor. Add in the stories from Ov,
stories of magic fifes and ranpaging fire denons. Add in the tales Nnanji had
recounted fromthe tenple barracks. Yet worse than what he had seen was what he
had heard.

"1 thought perhaps they could tell people's thoughts," he sai d—Shonsu had known
no word for telepathy. "Listen to our mnds? But we can rule that out, because
fool ed them when | was covering for Katanji; they didn't know what | was
thinking then. So it has to be invisibility. Wen Jja spoke to ne, there was a
sorcerer standing beside us."

Honakura si ghed. "And how nmany on board now?"

"Who can say? Keep tal king and we may hear themstart to |laugh.”

Nnanji lifted his head and began | ooking around, as if counting invisible
sorcerers. O perhaps he was watching the sailors. They had al nost finished
tidying up the deck, and the glances they directed at the passengers fromrine
to tinme bore a nasty flavor of nenace. Tomi yano had run up the other steps to
the poop, going to talk to his nother at the tiller. He had replaced his stol en
dagger.

"My nmind chokes when | ask it to swallowinvisibility," the old man conpl ai ned
He had not previously heard Nnanji tell Tarru's story of the sorcerer on the
donkey, the first nmention of
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the subject, so Nnanji had repeated it for him Honakura bared his guns in a
hi deous scow .

Wallie agreed. "M ne, also. But | can see no other explanation. Perhaps... if ny
folly in going ashore had any value at all, it was in giving ne a chance to talk
with sorcerers. And | | earned that much. So ny stupidity was not a total |oss."
"Way not invisible swordsnmen?” Nnanji remarked glumy. "Make ne invisible, ny

|l ord brother, and I'll clean up Ov and Aus for you."

He woul d, too—and enjoy doing it.

Tom yano cane down the steps and hurried to the far end of the deck. Sail ors,
men and wonen, clustered around himlike a huddl e of children plotting mschief.
"Honorable Tarru's story coul d have another explanation," Honakura mnmused. "The
sorcerers nmay be able to alter face-marks. Then the man on the donkey j ust
becane a tanner or a serf, or sonething.”

"I had seen that," 'Wallie said patiently. The old nman could not adjust to the
i dea of a swordsnman using brains.

"And that would explain the fake port officer, too, if you were correct in
believing that he was a sorcerer.”

"That al so! But facemarks cannot explain how they over-heard Jja and ne. There
must have been a sorcerer on deck."

Honakura sighed. "Yes. And if | could change ny shape, | suppose | shoul d choose
to look much like that port officer—young and beautiful. Wuld you | ove ne
then, Jja?"

"He was very handsone," Jja said tactfully. She smled and reached up to kiss
Wallie's cheek. "But | |ove only swordsnen."

"One swordsman,"” Wallie said

"One big, strong swordsman.”

He kissed her for that. It was a long tinme since they had shared the feather bed
in the royal suite of the tenple barracks, a long tinme when a nman had a body as
lusty as Shonsu's. Already the tenple was beginning to feel |ike the good old
days.

There was troubl e brewing anong the crew. The surreptitious gl ances were now
reveal i ng amusenent. Sonethi ng had been deci ded, and the word was bei ng passed.
Wal lie's disgrace had changed their fear into contenpt. The captain had been
disfigured for life, the ship itself put in danger. Watever the
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cause of the sailors' original hostility, they had valid reasons now to resent
these swordsnman intruders—and | ess cause to fear the Goddess. Chanpions do not
craml hi the mre.

"Next topic," Wallie said. "How did they know | was on board? The port officer
did. I went into the deckhouse before | was visible fromthe shore—+'m sure of
that. My eyes are as good as any, and | couldn't nmake out the people on the
quay. "

Honakura's winkles withed as he screwed up his nonkey face in thought. "W

t hought they could send nessages, ny lord. The sorcerers at the quarry saw you
board a blue ship. | didn't see many blue ships in Aus.”" In an illiterate Wrld,
of course, ships did not bear their names enbl azoned on their stens.

"Possible,” Wallie said. "Although | am convinced that the sorcerers did not
know me as Shonsu. Not at first. Thondi would have told them ny nane, but that
message did not get transmitted all the way to Aus. Soneone in the crowd
recogni zed ne." He was distinctive. Big swordsnen were rare.

"Then they can see at a distance,"” the priest said. "They saw that the bridge
was down, but perhaps not that swordsnen had crossed it. Then sorcerers from
both sides net at the ruined bridge... That would fit! That was why they were so
long in following us to the quarry!"”

"Possibly," Wallie conceded. "And they saw ne on board as Sapphire cane into
port? Possible, possible!”

The sail ors were spreadi ng unobtrusively around the aft end of the deck. The
children had been taken bel ow. Nnanji straightened and reached up as if to fee
that his sword noved freely. Just in tine he changed the gesture into one of
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gripping the nearest mmi nstay and | eaning against it. He could recognize danger
fromcivilians nowhe was growi ng nore tense by the mnute.

"You are ammssing an inpressive |list of your opponents' powers, ny lord,"
Honakura remarked. There was enough cynicismin his tone that Nnanji flashed him
an irritated gl ance.

"So what did you learn, old man?" Wallie asked.

"Very little, |I admit. | could see nobody watching the ship. | saw you conme down
the plank and nmen | saw two sorcerers go after you, but | did not see where they
came from They had not passed ne."

Wallie grunted. Had those two been invisible until then? In-
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vi sible nen on that tumultuous dock road woul d have been tranpled to death in

m nutes. So had they been invisible on board Sapphire and then followed him
ashore?

"The locals were reluctant to discuss sorcerers with a stranger," Honakura said
crossly. "Naturally. But | did learn that they have been there a long ti ne—ten
years or nore."

"Ten years?" WAllie had not expected that. "How nany nore cities have they

sei zed, then?"

"l don't know. "

A small voice said, "My |ord?"

"Yes, novice?"

"Wth respect, my lord, it was el even years ago, Swordsnen's Day, 27,344."

"I ndeed?" Wallie said. "Who told you that?" - The boy colored slightly. "A
wench, ny lord. She was selling perry in nmugs. She had a swordsnan fathernark."

Wallie felt a snile escape him He glanced at Nnanji, who frowned warily.
"Was the perry good?"

Katanji grimaced. "Horrible, my lord. It was the fathermark; | don't like
perry."

This time Wallie laughed, in spite of the tension building around the deck

"What el se did she tell you, then, after you had conplinmented her on her
excel l ent perry?"

Gat hering confidence, Katanji said; "Her father was killed by the sorcerers, ny
lord, so | didn't think she would betray ne, although she noticed ny facenark.
They didn't use fire denons here. The garrison was hosting their annual banquet
and the sorcerers cane. They sent in a challenge.”

"And the swordsmen would all be two-thirds drunk—er four-thirds. What happened?”
"They all ran out nme front door, waving their swords and ... and shouting, mny
lord. She said the sorcerers slew themby calling down thunderbolts."
"Thunder bol t s?" That was new.

"A flash of lightning," Katanji said solemly, "and a clap of thunder. As each
one cane out, he was struck down. It wasn't like Ov. They weren't torn to pieces
or chewed, ny lord. Al-
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nost no marks on the bodies at all, she said. A few burns, but al nost no bl ood."
And from another wisdomgain ... "Go on!" Wallie said.

"Then the sorcerers ordered everyone out, checking for survivors hiding anong
the guests, she said. They found a couple trying to clinb out a back wi ndow and
they killed them too. Then the sorcerers burned down the hall to make sure.

Ei ghteen di ed, the whole garrison. And she thought about another dozen had cone
to town since and been killed, at various tines, ny lord."

"Very well done!" Wallie said. "Nnanji, | think you should overl ook the matter
of going ashore without pernission."

Nnanj i nodded, grinning proudly.

Katanji | ooked relieved. "The sorcerers have driven out the dyers."

"They' ve done whatT

"Al'l the dyers have left town. The worman did not know why, but it has raised the
price of textiles, and clothes." He glanced over at the crew. "And leather... |
thought the sailors might be interested."
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Nnanji growl ed. "Never mnd that! Wat else that matters?”

That's about all... Oh, ny lord? The next city up is Ki San, and there are no
sorcerers nere. But the next one on this side is Wal, and there are. Are
sorcerers, | nmean. She didn't know about any other towns, not even Ov."

The People did not travel nuch, except for traders and sailors and mnstrels.
There were no newspapers or TV stations.

"You have done very well, novice! That is excellent information. And you
uncovered all that in very little tine. 1

Katanji flushed, obviously very pleased with hinself and enjoying the praise. "I
didn't have tine to talk with anyone eke, ny lord."

"Nnanji, you will instruct your protgge* in sutras seven seventy-two, seven

ei ghty-three, and seven ninety."

Nnanji nodded-—those dealt with mlitary intelligence and espionage. "And ei ght
hundred and four, ny lord brother!" He grinned briefly—eats.

"However," Wallie said, "that facemark of yours will heal properly in a few
days, novice. | don't suppose that we shall be
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sailing back into Aus again, but if we do, you will not try that same trick
again, is that clear?"

"OF course, ny lord," Katanji said, not quite hunbly enough to stop Nnanji
scow i ng at him suspiciously. Then he was distracted. The shapely Thana had cone
out of the fo'c'sle door and been greeted by broad grins. Was m's what the
sailors had been waiting for? She was not wearing her sword. There were no
weapons in sight except for the captain's dagger

"So?" Honakura renmarked. "You think that now the m ghty has been spurned and you
have gat hered wi sdom from anot her? What about earning arm es and turning
circles?"

Wallie glared at him "You tell ne!"

"It is your riddle, ny lord."

"Yes, but you've seen sonething, haven't you?"

"I think so." The old nan leered. "It was sonething you said yourself, ny |ord,
but it seenms so obvious that | hesitate to—

"Troubl e!" Nnanji said.

Thana was holding two foils and two fencing masks and she was headi ng aft,
toward the swordsnen.

"Adept Nnanji ?" She stopped al ongside the mai nmast, slimand ravishing and stil
clad in only the two skinpy strips of yellow cotton. She smiled endearingly.
"You prom sed ne a fencing | esson?"

Nnanji gul ped audi bly. "How can | fight facing that?" he whispered.

Wallie had other worries. "It's sone sort of trap. For gods' sakes, check her
foil before you start.” That notion did not cone fromthe sutras or from
Shonsu's swordsnan instincts—Shonsu woul d never have thought of that sort of
treachery. Shonsu had never seen Hanmlet, Act V.

Nnanji shot hima |look of incredulity. "And anyway there isn't roomto draw, |et
al one fence!" He glanced up at the nore open area of the poop deck. That woul d
still be small.

Wal lie shook his head. "See how short those foils are? And this is where the
fight would be if pirates boarded, so it makes sense to practice here."

The | argest clear space on Sapphire's main deck was before the mai nmast, where
Thana was standing, but it was minuscule by a | andl ubber's standards, cranped
bet ween the di nghi es and

the forward hatch. The crew were spread all around it, waiting wi th unconceal ed
gl ee.

"Del i ghted, Apprentice Thana." Nnanji did not sound convincing.,

"Let nme hold your sword,” Wallie said, thinking of all those overhead ropes.
"And don't underestimate her!"

Again Nnanji registered disbelief—-he m ght be suspicious of trouble, but he
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obviously did not doubt his ability to outfence a fenmal e Second- Wallie was not
so sure. The swordsnen sported very |l ong swords, as long as a man coul d possibly
manage wi th one hand, and they were fond of flanboyant | eapings and
swashbuckl i ng strokes nmat would certainly not work on shipboard.

Nnanji gl anced overhead, drew his sword carefully, and handed it to Wallie. He
paced over to inspect the foils Thana was offering. Frowning, alnost as if she
had guessed WAl lie's warning, she held out both and | et himchoose. He obviously
Ii ked neither, but he took one and tried a few swings with it. Then he stepped
to the center of the cranped space and turned to face her. They donned their
masks.

"Best of seven, adept?"

Nnanji lowered his foil. "I thought this was a | esson, apprentice?"

"OfF course, adept. Foolish of ne." She guarded at quarte.

"Try that a little higher," Nnanji's mask said. "Better. Now?"

Thana | unged, Nnanji recovered and fell flat on his back on the hatch cover
Thana shouted, "One!" The crew how ed.

He | asted a fraction |onger on the next passage, standing his ground as well as
he coul d while the blades whirled. But then he started to recover again and
either he was uncertain what was behind him or the effort of remenbering
spoi l ed bis concentration. A cut to the head connected. "Two!"

He had overl ooked the possibility of junping up on the hatch cover, which would
have gi ven himnore room but then Nnanji had never seen pirate novies. On the
third pass he attacked furiously and nanaged to gain ground. Thana recovered
easily, backing away between the mast and the stays. It was fast and devilish

close-in work, quite unlike the style Nnanji was used to. He caught his foil in
the shrouds, and Thana jabbed himin the ribs. "Three!"
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The crew was screanming |like an aviary of parrots. WAllie was clenching his teeth
and cursing through themat the sane time. |If Thana was a Second then the water
rats judged rank nuch harder than |andl ubbers, but he was inpressed with the
swor dsmanshi p bei ng di spl ayed and thinking that he woul dn't mind some of that
close-in practice for hinself.

The ship rolled..

"Four!" Thana yelled triunphantly. She pulled off her mask and capered about,
taki ng bows and being | oudly cheered.

Scarl et-faced, Nnanji slunk back to his friends |ike a whipped dog, stil

hol ding his foil and his kilt, and mask. He had been gone about three ninutes.
Avoiding his nentor's eye, he | eaned forward against the rail as if he were
about to double over and throw up.

The unwel come guests had been shamed at their own ganme. After the fun would cone
t he busi ness.

Tom yano sauntered across, junped up on the aft hatch cover, and put fists on

hi ps. Three sailors slipped by behind himto stand opposite the visitors—el ose
to fire buckets.

"We're going to put you off at the first jetty, Shonsu. You can walk fromnere."
Nnanj i straightened and turned around.

The ship had crossed the River and was skirting the bank at a safe distance.
Wallie saw farns. There would be jetties. "I rem nd you, Captain," he said with
faked calm "that | paid our fare to the first port at which | can enlist a band
of swordsnen.”

The sailor sneered | opsidedly. "Who would serve under you, Shonsu? The first
swordsnen you neet will put you on trial for cowardice. The contract can never
be fulfilled. You're going ashore, and good riddance!"

To call a swordsman a coward nmust lead to blood as surely as lightning led to

t hunder. Tomi yano mi ght be seeking to provoke a fight so he could kill the
passengers, gaining the seventh sword and whatever el se of value they possessed.
The absence of the children was ominous. However, the adol escents |ike Matarro
were present, so probably bl oodshed was not the main intention. But it was
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certainly being offered as an option

It was not an option Wallie could accept. Nnanji had just

been shown up as usel ess under shipboard conditions, and even Shonsu coul d not
prevail against a blizzard of flying knives.

Nor, even if his pride would allow it, could he appeal to Brota, for she had
been informed in advance and so nmust have agreed. He coul d acqui esce and go
ashore, relying on the Goddess to prevent the ship fromleaving, but obviously
the sailors were no |l onger worried about divine intervention, and Wallie thought
they were probably right. He nust not demand nore help frommt quarter. He had
been given Sapphire as a man m ght be given a cantankerous steed, and it was up
to himto ride her. In epics, heroes never fell off.

To go ashore neekly now would be to resign his conm ssion—he felt certain of
that. It mght be another test, or the start of punishnent. But there was
absolutely no satisfactory way out.

And Nnanji was waiting to see what he would do. Be a swordsnman now

VWallie still held Nnanji's sword. "Catch!" he shouted and threwit, hilt first.
Tom yano caught it like a circus juggler. The other sailors reached hands down
to the buckets and then froze.

"What the hell?" the captain demanded furi ously.

Wallie took the foil and mask from Nnanji's nervel ess hands, ignoring his
startled stare.

Agai n he shouted, "Catch!" He threw the nask.

Tom yano dodged. It struck the shrouds, fell, and clattered eway across the
deck.

"What the denobns are you doi ng?" he roared

"As you please.” Wallie wal ked forward to the edge of the hatch. "Sail or

Tom yano, |, Shonsu, swordsman of the seventh rank, do hereby enpower you as a
posse for the purpose of resisting a passenger, arned with a foil."

"What ? You're crazy!"

"We'll see."

"What are you playing at?"

Wal lie sprang up on the hatch cover. "Sailor, you are an insolent dog. You are
about to be whipped. Guard!"

He | eaned forward and struck with the foil. Tom yano parried and instinctively
riposted. Wallie parried mat and |unged. fc the background, Nnanji's voice said,
"Devilspit!"
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Cl ang-clang-clang... For a few nonents Wallie sumed himup. He was fast and he

had sonme very good routines. Mich better than Thana. About a Sixth, maybe? Then
Wal lie got down to business. He smashed the foil across the sailor's chest,
raising a red welt. The captain swore, lunged, was parried. On Wllie's riposte,
the foil button ripped a strip across the sailor's ribs. Then Wallie

del i berately bloodied his nose; it was dangerous to strike so close to his eyes,
but it would hurt. The torrent of blood was very satisfying.

Recovering before the onslaught, Tom yano junped down backward fromthe hatch
cover. Vallie followed and drove himin fast reverse around his own deck,

t hrashi ng and cudgel i ng wi t hout nercy.

And why had he enbarked on this insanity? Not just to inpress Nnanji. Nor the
sailors. He was signaling to the gods: Here is ny flesh, and there is a sword.
If my lifeis forfeit, take it. If sentence has been passed, then carry it out.
Foi |l agai nst sword was an inpossi bl e handi cap. Tom yano could take risks that
Wal lie could not, for all he would suffer was another welt, while Wallie's first
m scal cul ation would be his last. He nust also hit hard, while Tom yano was

wi el ding Nnanji's sword, and none coul d ever be better sharpened—t woul d cut
flesh as easily as air; a touch could be fatal

Yet Wallie had two advantages. It was astoni shing how much Shonsu's mnuscl es
coul d accelerate mat foil within a few inches of novenent, how hard he could hit

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/D...-%2002%20-%20The%20Coming%200f%20Wisdom.txt (89 of 184) [10/15/2004 2:29:09 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20Duncan%620-%2... Seventh%20Swor d%20-%2002%620-%20T he%620Coming%200f%20Wisdom. txt

with it. And, although the captain was astonishingly good, Shonsu was the best
in the Wrl d.

There was no contest. It was a massacre.

And the crew could do nothing. Their captain was in no real danger. They could
hardly intervene unless he called for help. And Toni yano would not call for help
when the odds were so much in his favor-¥Wallie had judged his man correctly.
There was no sound but the rasping of breath, the strident clanor of netal, and
the steady pounding of WAllie*s boots as he stanped, left foot follow ng right.
Horrified sailors scranbled clear as the butchery cane their way. He had done

t hi s bef ore—Shonsu knew how to fight on a ship's deck. H's style of fighting had
changed conpletely. Neither the clutter nor the noving deck i npeded himat all
Foil and sword whirled in noisy silver fog. Tom yano back-stepped al nost as fast
as he could go, parrying as well as he could, never connecting. Wallie foll owed
relentl essly, knocking the nan's offense aside as if he were a paral ytic,
shreddi ng his defense |ike paper. Soon bom nen were gaspi ng and sweating, but
the captain was al so pouring bl ood. Hi s back and chest and ribs were battered
and skinned, as if he had been fl ogged.

"That' ||l do!" Wallie panted. "Throw down the sword."

But the fight went on

Tom yano was a proud man. He would not quit. He would not call for help. He had
tried everything he knew and been thrashed in spite of it, and still he would
not quit.

Wal | i e stopped striking and continued to parry.

"l said to drop that sword!"

Still Tomiyano was trying to kill his opponent. Their nad progression around the
deck had ended, and his strokes were slower and shaky, but he was not going to
qui t.

Wallie would have to break his collarbone. "Last chance, sailor!"

Suddenly the captain switched to a two-handed grip and nade a hard, |ong, slow
downward cut like a scy the stroke or a golf swing. Wallie nade an easy parry
and die sword cut through his foil and his kilt, and severed his fenmoral artery.
| npact !

He lay on his back, staring up at two triunphant, pain-naddened eyes behind a

bl ade drawn back for the coup de grdce, stark against a whirling brightness of
sails and sky, and he heard only the thunder of his own heart as it sprayed his
life out in a scarlet fountain. Tinme was frozen into eternity. No one breathed.
Then tiie sailor cursed and turned away, renoving the sword.

Wallie tried to sit up, and someone turned out all the lights.

BOOK THREE:

HOW ANOTHER BORE THE SWORD

Nnanji was reviewing the sutra "On Staunching Bl ood" as he junped forward, but a
sailor was there before him with his thunbs already pressed in Shonsu's groin.
Thana arrived with a bucket of water—ebviously the riverfolk knew what to do
when there were no heal ers around. And one did not package fish food.

So he let themtend the wounded swordsman and contented hinself with pulling Jja
out of the way. She was acconplishing nothing except getting herself covered
with blood. Brota's shadow fell over Shonsu as she knelt down to take charge,
and she seened to be capable.

"He'll need a warm bed," he told Jja as he | ed her back toward the deckhouse.
"There are blankets in those chests."

They reached the doorway and were nmet by a strange wailing noise. It was comni ng
from Cowi e, who nust have energed to watch the fight. She had done this howing
before, he remenbered angril y—what an error she had turned out to be! He sl apped
her face. She reverted at once to her normal silent blankness. Jja pushed past
her .

The priest was still sitting on the steps, |ooking a thousand years old, totally
shocked.

"You all right, old man?" Nnanji demanded. Honakura nodded and then took hol d of
hi nsel f and snil ed.

Katanji. ..

"Catching flies, novice?"
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"Er, no!"
"No, whatT
"No, nentor."

"Then cl ose your nouth and stand up straight."

Responsi bility, Shonsu had sai d.

Brota's voice canme frominside the huddle: "He's coming round. Put that hilt
between his teeth... needl ecase..." Yes, she knew what she was doi ng.

Nnanji took a deep breath and gl anced around. The npbod had changed. Even river
riffraff nust appreciate the show of swordsmanship they had just
seen—ncredi bl e! They couldn't feed a chanpion like that to the fish, and now it
seened like they didn't want to. So he could relax a little, wait for Shonsu to
conme round. But he needed his sword; he headed forward again in search of the
capt ai n.

Tom yano was | eaning against the rail, barely able to stand fromthe took of
him An elderly woman was fussing beside him trying to dab at himwith a towel.
He was resisting her attentions, holding a rag to his bleeding nose with one
hand and clutching Nnanji's sword in the other. Hs eyes were bleary with pain
and he was still choking for breath, one big ness of bruises and welts and
scrapes, fromsweat-matted hair to feet soaked in Shonsu's bl ood.

For a civilian, he'd put up quite a fight, perhaps the best fight Nnanji had
ever seen. Even if Shonsu had pul ped him the sail or had managed to parry nany
of the strokes, and even one woul d have been a feat agai nst Shonsu. He'd stayed
upright, which spoke in trunpets for his toughness. Considering the puni shnent
he had taken, it was amazing he was still on his feet now He forced his eyes
back into focus when he saw Nnanji, and the wonman retreated apprehensively.
Nnanji held out a hand. "May | have ny sword back pl ease, captain?"

Tom yano took the rag away fromhis face and raised the sword so that the point
was al nost touching Nnanji's navel. The sailor's armwas shaki ng, which was
hardly surprising, and the needl e point wavered before its target. "Wat wll
you do with it, sonny?"

"Sheath it, sailor."

They continued to glare at each other for several m nutes.
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Bl ood trickled fromthe captain's battered nose and oozed fromhis scrapes. If
the sailors were pirates and planning to feed Shonsu to the piranha, then now
was the nonment, and Nnanji woul d be getting his sword back point first. But it
was not the first time he had been threatened with a sword, and there was
nothing else to do but wait and see, so he waited. Hi s hand was steady—+t was
the captain who was shaking. Qther sailors were watching. This was inportant.
The two of them seened to stand there for a long tinme, while the sailor's

breat hing gradually sl owed, but eventually Nnanji felt the challenge reverse
itself—nstead of the sailor inquiring whether he was afraid of the sword at his
belly, he hinself was inquiring whether the sailor was afraid to return it.
Finally To-m yano |owered it, wi ped the blade with the cloth, and held it out
hilt first.

Nnanji took it, sheathed it, and said, 'Thank you."

He wal ked away.

That had gone rather well.

The huddl e around the wounded nman was still there, so he headed for the
deckhouse to see if the slave had got the bed ready... and by the door he cane
face to face with Honakura again. The old relic had apparently recovered from
his shock—he was smling in an irritating manner

"Well, old man? Have you an expl anation for this al so?"

"Explanation is like wine, adept," the priest said. "Too nuch of it in one day
can be harnful ."

Damed slippery priest-talk! "It can also be like nmy nother's honenade bread:
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very good when new, but harder to swallow as it gets older."

The old man just shook his head, and Nnanji blurted, "Wy didn't She save hinP"
"She did."

He gl anced at the watchers grouped around Brota and the stricken swordsnan.
"That's saving? | saw no nmiracle.”

Honakura chuckled drily. "I saw two! Could you take that sort of a beating and
then not finish the job?"

Nnanji thought about that. "Perhaps not. And he'd been totally humliated in
front of his crew"”

"That nade it easier, though."

DAVE DUNCAN
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"Why? Never nind. Wiat was the second niracle, then?"

The old man cackled in his infuriating way. "I'Il let you work that out for

yoursel f, adept."

"I haven't got tine to play ganes," Nnanji snapped. "I've got responsibilities.”
He marched into the deckhouse, feeling strangely annoyed by the old nman's stupid
grin.

Shonsu had been bandaged and now was carried into the deckhouse and laid on a
blue cotton pallet. Brota | ooked himover, glanced at Nnanji w thout speaking,
then waddl ed out. The rest of the crew foll owed her

Jj a began washi ng bl ood off her naster. He was unconsci ous and pale as... very
pal e. Nnanji took his haircUp, his harness and sword. He went over to sit on, one
of the chests and checked the pockets. Shonsu had told himof the sapphires, but
he whistled at the sight of themand hurriedly put themin his own pouch before
anyone el se saw. Then he counted all his nmentor's noney. My goods are your
goods, but he was going to keep nem separate. He laid his own coins on the chest
for now. There was a cool breeze blowing in fromthe w ndow beside him waving
his pony tail.

He renoved his scabbard and replaced it with Shonsu's and then he sat and
studi ed the seventh sword for a while before sheathing it on his back. He w shed
he had a mirror—ertainly no Fourth had ever worn a sword like that. Reluctantly
he put the hairclip in his pouch, also.

Katanji peered in, still pale. Nnanji beckoned hi mover.
"How nmuch noney have you got, protege?"
Katanji | ooked surprised. "Five gold, two silver, three tin, and fourteen

copper, mentor."

Wiere had the little scoundrel gotten that much?

"Ckay. Count mine for ne, will you?"

Katanji blinked, but he knelt down by the chest and counted wi thout having to

use his fingers. "Forty-three gold, nineteen silver, one tin, and six copper."”
Right. "Then take it and look after it for me," Nnanji said.

Hi s brother obeyed, stuffing the coins into his pouch
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"They're not going to put us ashore," he said. "The others wanted to and Brota

refused—for now. The captain's been taken below Is... is he going to |ive?"
"Shonsu? O course.”
Katanji | ooked over doubtfully at the wounded man, then he put on what their

nmot her called his soft-boiled | ook. "Nanj? They won't speak to nme when |'m
wearing this sword."

Nnanji opened his nouth to inpart sone truths about proper swordsnan behavior..
and renenbered. "Take it off, then."

The expression on the nipper's face was al nost |aughable. So was the speed with
whi ch he wrapped hinself in that stupid breechclout—as if Nnanji would change
his mind. Then he tied on his noney pouch and ran. But there would be tine
enough to turn himinto a swordsman when they all got off this rotten floating
bar nyard

There were two or three hours of daylight left; Nnanji decided to stay where he
was. It was the best defensive position he could have found, and he coul d keep
an eye on Shonsu. The wounded nman was neither conscious nor unconscious. Wen
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spoken to he woul d open his eyes and seemto understand, but nostly he just |ay
and t hrashed around restlessly, often asking for drinks, which Jja gave him
through a reed. Then he would | ay his head back again and cl ose his eyes. He
shivered sometimes and sweated. She did not |eave him She had laid a rolled
pal l et across the door to keep Vixini fromstraying, but the baby was behaving
hi nsel f for once.

Nnanji played with Vixini alittle and talked to the slave wonan a little, but
nmostly he thought swordsmanshi p. This shipboard techni que was very interesting:
very little footwork, and then only short steps. Trenmendous armwrk; point, not
edge. He wouldn't give Tomiyano a fair match, even on | and, but he would
certainly beat Thana there—she'd never get near him Yet obviously on the ship
he was a scratcher again. A good swordsnan ought to know both ways, and clearly
Shonsu di d.

How good was Tom yano? Two or three ranks bel ow Shonsu. But he had been fighting
with a longer sword than he was used to. Gve hima half rank for mat and take
one off for being on his own deck, and at |least two for wi elding sword agai nst

foil. The trouble was know ng how to grade Shonsu
DAVE DUNCAN
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There was no neasuring Sevenths. "To be a Seventh," Briu had |liked to say, "is
sinmply to be unbeatable.” Shonsu was the best in the Wrld, maybe a ten?

He finally judged that Tomi yano was a high Fifth or low Sixth. And a sailor
Where had he got his practice? Perhaps fromthat dead brother that Thana had
mentioned. If not him then there nust be others around al nost as good, for it
was very hard to be greatly better than one's fencing partners.

Yes, he would learn this new way of fighting. As a start, he reviewed his match
with Thana, and then Shonsu's, carefully going over every step and every stroke.
The norning sun clinbed very slowy; it seened uncannily slow to a wonman who had
lived all her life in the tropics. Fair wind, and the River wide and bright. It
was a fine day, she could admit; this was a better clinmate for one of her size.
The word in Aus had been mat there were no dangers in this direction, no
shal | ows or unexpected bars. Traffic was light. Wsely, the crew were staying
away from her while she ground away at her decision, so she sat alone at the
tiller with no distractions.

She had sl ept badly and awakened no closer to a solution, although she usually
found that sleeping on problens was the best way to straighten them out. The
only progress her dreaming m nd had made was that it had seen what was m ssing.
It woul d come, she was sure, so she was just going to wait for it—for him A
good trader knew when to be patient, so she would let himnmake the first nove.
The swordsman was still alive, and sonehow she had known he woul d be. He seened
to understand when he was spoken to, but he would answer in grunts and nods. She
had never seen so nmuch bl ood cone out of one body before. Even at Yok, her deck
had not | ooked so |ike a sl aughterhouse.

Tom o was still sedated, and she was going to keep himthat way for a while. If
he had offended the gods, then he had npbst surely paid for it. No bones broken,
thanks to the Most High, but a terrible beating. It mght nake hima little
easier to handle for a while. He had been getting fractious, even before this
tornent began, and so had Thana. In fact, Thana had been growing into
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quite a problem After Yok they had seened to settle back into nuch the sane
steady, routine life as before, except that they stayed down from Hoof and never
gone near Yok or Joof; those had been once-a-year destinations, anyway, for the
spring crops. But no, it had not been the sane. Change had been in the wi nd,

al t hough she had been refusing to adnmit it. Now they all had nuch nore change
than they could ever have wanted.

Sonet hi ng was going on... people beginning to crowd out on the nmain deck. She
wat ched warily, out of the coner of her eye, not showi ng that she was paying
attention. Then she saw the tiny figure cone into view, painfully clinbing the
starboard steps. Here he was. This was what had been m ssing.
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He advanced slowy, puffing a little, and snmiled at her. He nade no greeting and
he sat himself beside her on the bench without waiting for an invitation. Only
his toes touched the deck

She gl ared down at the shiny skin on the top of his head. "You'll have to nove
of f mere when | tack," she growl ed—he had trapped her into speaking first.

"l shan't be long. Have you made a decision, mstress?"

"I'"ve decided |I like beggars on ny ship as little as swordsnen."

Hi s eyes were surprisingly bright for his obvious great age. "I outrank you."

Li na had been right—-he was a priest. She could tell by the way be spoke. A

Si xth? For a nonent she thought of telling himto prove it, then changed her

m nd quickly. The nmood the crew was in, they'd all fall flat on their faces
before himif he really was a priest of the Sixth. He would be giving the
orders, instead of her

She grunted, trying to nake himsay nore, but he stayed silent, hands clasped in
his |lap, |ooking straight ahead, scuffing his feet like a child. Waiting for
her, of course. Inmpudence! Then her attention was drawn back to the nain deck
agai n.

"What' s goi ng on down there?" She hoped her guess was w ong.

"Anot her fencing | esson."

Oh, no! She reached for her whistle.

"H s idea."
DAVE DUNCAN
169

"l don't believe it! A male Fourth asking |lessons froma fenmal e Second?"

The ol d man nodded, grinning. He was not |ooking at Brota. Probably it hurt to
turn his neck up at that angle. "Adept Nnanji is an anbitious young man. He says
your fencing is different. Is it?"

"Yes. But | never net a |andl ubber who would admit it was better."

"I"'mnot sure he went quite that far. But he is always eager to learn."

The fencers were in position, nost of the ship's conpany standing around to

wat ch the sport again. The old man was silent once nore, still letting her |ead
t he conversati on.

"I could put you all ashore," she said. She had seen nmany local jetties, nost of
which woul d likely handl e Sapphire's nodest draft. No settlenents of any size,

t hough—one that woul d have a healer able to tell a sword cut froma snakebite.
"You're not going to."

"Don't be so sure."

"I"'msure you won't, mistress. | didn't say you night not try."

"So you cane to warn ne?"

This time he twi sted his head around far enough to flash his guns at her in a
smile. Then he went back to watching the fencing. The sound of clashing foils
drifted up in the wind, but the crowd was oddly silent.

"You're a priest!"

"Yes."

"What's a priest doing running after swordsnen?"

"Col lecting nmracles."

"Such as?"

"Such as your son not finishing off Shonsu when he had himon the floor. On the
deck. "

"You think he's still the Goddess' chanpion after that fool trick he pulled in
Aus?"

The little man adjusted hinself on the bench. "Don't try to outguess the gods,
M stress Brota. |If She wanted a swordsman to do mat, Shonsu was the only one she
coul d have chosen. Right?"

"But why—

"I don't know. But | shall find out if | live |ong enough..
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or not, as the case may be. | |earned patience a couple of lifetinmes ago."
She studi ed the pennant and adj usted course. The sails filled nore fully, and
the ship | eaned over happily, like a sleepy dog relaxing. 'Tell ne another
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mracle, then."

"Have you ever seen a slave so loved? O a Fourth so young? Anyone who has

hel ped Shonsu has been rewarded."

"And ny son was puni shed for being difficult?"

He nodded.

"Even if | agree to let you all stay, the rest of the fanmily may not go along."
He chuckl ed wi thout | ooking up

"One!" That was the swordsman's voice. The crowd muttered.

"He's beating her!" Brota exclai ned.

"He is a very fast learner. Don't underestinate Adept Nnanji. He is not nearly
as stupid as he would like to be. Youth! He will grow out of it."

"Shonsu lost a |l ot of blood," she said. "If that's all, then he'll be up and
about in a few days—before we even reach Ki San, |likely. Then what? He'll need
revenge on Tom o for wounding him"

The ol d man chuckl ed again. "Not Shonsu. He'll shake his hand and offer himsone
| essons. "

"Then he's |ike no swordsman in the whole World!'"
"That's very true." He did not explain.

"Besides, | never heard of a |andlubber giving a sailor fencing | essons. Sone of
themwon't even admit it's legal."
"Is it?"

"There's some sutra or other," she muttered. Water rats did not bother much with
sutras. "And what if he dies? |I've seen wounds becone cursed, old man. My
brother-in-law had a nick on his hand, and it killed him M nephew=

"A sword cut?"

Was that a threat? How had this nasty little busybody |earned about mat? But he
was still apparently intent on the fencing, as though he had not spoken

"Two! " Nnanji snout ed.

"Shonsu is not going to die. He may be very sick..
considering a sudden idea. "Yes, he may

The ol d man paused as if
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be quite sick. But he won't die. And you'll have no trouble with the rest of us.

Your daughter can handl e Adept Nnanji for you. His brother is—=

"H's brother is alittle inp! He was getting a |l esson on knots fromdigano this
nmor ni ng. Way woul d a | andl ubber need to know knot s?"

He | aughed al oud, spraying spit. "That's what Nnanji asked him But you can
guess. And the slave won't | eave her nmaster's side, so she's no problem™

"It's that other one. | don't like ship's whores. That Katanji was dropping
hints to the boys. Does he?

"I wouldn't put it past him" He | ooked up at her in surprise. M don't think
Cowi e's inportant any nore. You can get rid of Cowie if you want to, mstress."
" How?"

Hi s eye tw nkled, and they suddenly | aughed together

"And young Thana has her heart firmy on Lord Shonsu's tray," the priest said.
"I'sn't youth wonderful ? Do you remenber what mat was |ike, mstress? The
bur ni ng? The agony of being apart? How one person becane the sun and all the
rest of the Wrld only stars?" He sighed.

How coul d she forget? Tomy, young and sl ender, handsone as a string of

di anonds. What coul d | andl ubbers ever know of the whirlw nd courtships of the
riverfolk, the few scattered hours together when the two ships net in port? The
awesone commitnent, a |leap of faith, knowi ng that one m ght never see one's
famly again? And what was | eft now of Tomy but a son who'd been nmani ¢ enough
to sauce a swordsman of the Seventh and a wayward, shrewd tittle mnx of a
daughter. ..

Anot her yell of triunph from Nnanji. Thana had not scored at all yet. She would
not now, not if the red-haired youth had nastered water rat footwork already.
"Thana has always insisted she would marry a Seventh," Brota admitted. "Tonm o
says a nightsoil carrier of the Seventh ..." She had allowed the confrontation
to be turned into a conversation, alnobst a conspiracy, as if the two of them
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were arrangi ng everything between them This shriveled antiquity was as sharp as
any trader she could think of.
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"Not this Seventh, though," he said. "No matter how |l ong she has to try."
"Expect to be on board for sone tinme, do you?"

He nodded and rose stiffly. "It will be quite a | ong voyage, | think."

"Where to? There are swordsnen in Ki San."

"But Shonsu is not able to recruit them because of the wound your son gave him

So the contract will still be in force." He beaned at her. Even standing, his
eyes were no nore than | evel with hers.

She glared angrily. "I could give back his jewel."

He shook his head. "You shook hands. | have given you your warning, M stress

Brota. Don't antagoni ze the Goddess any further. Serve Her well and you will be
rewar ded. "
"And what if he dies?"

"He won't."
"You can't know that." Yet his eerie confidence inpressed her, and she could
usually snmell lies at a hundred paces.

"l do know that," the old man said sinply. "I amcertain."

"Certain is a strong word!"

"There is a prophecy, mstress. | know that Shonsu is not going to die this
time, because |I know who is going to kill him And it is not your son."

He wal ked away, unsteady on the sl oping deck

Nnanji shouted, "Four!" He had won the | esson

tt

"It's too late to drop them overboard,” Tom yano said angrily. Sapphire had just
overtaken a wall owi ng ore barge and was about to pass on the | eeward side of a
cattle boat. It would not steal their wind, but the nei ghborhood woul d be

| owclass for a few minutes.

Yes, it was nmuch too | ate—there were witnesses. The R ver was busy as a

mar ket pl ace. Morni ng sunlight danced on the

bustling waters. River gulls screanmed and swooped overhead. Brota sai d nothing.
"W could buy a ship apiece with that dammed sword. Not to nention his hairclip.
And however many nore gens he may have in his pouch." In four days he had nmade a
remar kabl e recovery. The swellings were goi ng down, although his shoul ders were
striped in nore shades than a seanstress' silk box, and he noved his arnms as if
they were old as the sutras. He was | eaning on the rail at her side, grunbling.
She did not think he was serious, but if she showed interest he mght be. Trying
her out, tenmpting. H's ordeal had not nmade him easier to handl e. Watever the
cost, he had felled a swordsman of the Seventh, and very few sailors had ever
been able to claimthat.

"Conpany astern," he added.

She turned to eye the galley overtaking, its gilded oars noving |ike wings, its
prow enbel | i shed with shiny enanel ed arabesques. It was heading to cut her off
before she passed the cattle boat. The stench caught Sapphire briefly. Ugh!
"He's going to die," Tomiyano said. He turned around and cautiously | eaned

el bows on the rail. H's chest was al nbst as gaudy as his back, and his burned
face was flaking. "His leg | ooks |like a nmelon. Have you listened to hin? Not a
word makes any sense. G bberish!"

"I told you to stay out of the deckhouse."

"I did. | |ooked hi the wi ndow And you can smell his wound fromthe hol d.
Dammed | andl ubbers all over the ship! That Nnanji is dangerous. Every tine |
|l ook at him | expect himto start denounci ng soneone. Self-righteous young
whel p!'"

Brota did not speak. Nnanji had pronised no denunciation in Ki San. Nnanji was
under control. Thana had needed very little coaching. He revol ved around her
like a trained noth.

"And nmat Katanji!" Tom yano spat over the rail
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Qoviously his liver had been tainted by the bruised blood. A rhubarb purgative
was what he needed. She wondered if beer would disguise the taste, for he would
never take it voluntarily. "You're the only one to conplain about him He seens
to get along with everyone else."

"That's what | nmean! Have you seen how Di wa | ooks at
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hi n? And Mei ? But we are going to throw themoff in Ki San, aren't we?"

Brota nudged the tiller judiciously. Perhaps it had been a m stake never to
accept passengers before—Fom yano was reacting as if he'd been raped, and sone
of the others were al nost as bad. He had been bom on Sapphire and had never

sl ept anywhere else in his |ife. He worshi ped the old hul k.

Roars of fury came floating across fromthe galley. It veered, and then
feathered oars and | ost way, in danger of stripping its sweeps against the
cattle boat. Brota began planning her next tack. A couple of huge cargo ships,
three tinmes Sapphire's size, were |unbering along ahead, while tiny |uxury
yachts flitted in and out |ike dragonflies—the owners comng to escort their
cargoes, perhaps. She had never seen so nuch traffic so far froma dock. The
great manor houses stood ranked al ong the shore; suburbs conming into sight. Ki
San nust be huge, and she felt excitenent nounting, even in herself. The crew
were expectantly lining the rail on the main deck. "You are going to kick them
out in Ki San?" "Wiit and see what the boy says."

"H n? He told Thana he'd never seen a city before Aus. This Ki San is..."

Tom yano considered the shore and the river traffic. "It's going to be worth
seeing. It'll snuff "emall up and not even sneeze. He'll stay aboard!"

O course Nnanji would decide to stay, but likely he had not worked that out
yet. He was down on the nain deck with the rest, his ponytai) shining copper in
the norning sun, the silver griffon and its sapphire shining nore brightly
beside it. Everyone was down there, except Shonsu and his slave. Real devotion,
there. She never seened to sleep

Evi dently Tomi yano had al so been | ooking at the sword and suddenly he realized
its significance. "Buthecan'tgoashore, can he? Swordsnmen woul d be a bigger threat
than sorcerers!" He | aughed, then nuttered sonething scornful about swordsnen,
but under his breath so Brota could pretend not to have heard.

A chal | enger needed no reason. That sword would be Nnanji's death warrant if any
hi ghrank caught himwearing it. O course in theory be could carry it in a
sheat h and wear his own, but Adept Nnanji would surely regard that as beneath
hi s

honor. And it would not save himfromcivilians, or swordsnmen tow on scrupl es.

A lunber boat and two fishing smacks ahead... "My head's aching," she said.
"Eyestrain. Pity you're not fit enough to handle this for ne."

"Move over!"”

"But your shoulders ..."

"Move over, | said!'"

She left himto it and headed for the steps. She was tired of his griping, and
the rest of the famly was as bad, although they were nore subtle about it. She
was going to let the swordsnen stay—dntil she had sold her sandal wood. She woul d
pitch themoff just before Sapphire sailed. Safer that way. Unless, of course,
the gods were feeling generous, as die old man had predicted. She was a trader
and words were cheap. Let themshow it.

Brota was down with the rest of the famly, sitting on a hatch cover, when Ki
San itself came into view, glorious in the sunlight. She had seen nore of the
Worl d than any of them but even she was inpressed. A nmillion green copper roofs
spread out over many hills in a forest of spires, cupolas, and domes. On the

hi ghest summt a pal ace shone in white and gold. The bustling dock front
stretched out of sight, outlining a bend of the River, a giant hedge of nasts,
and rigging dwindling anay in an arc into the far distance. Lighters and barges
flitted about Iike gnats. Wndl asses and wagon wheel s sent a continuous runbl e
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of noise floating out over the water

Wat chi ng the hubbub of the docks drift by, Brota began to wonder if they would
ever find a berth. Then a little ferryboat pulled out ahead, and Toni yano shot
Sapphire into the gap as easily as he could have hit a spittoon. He grinned in

| opsided triunmph. The crew cheered and junped to furl the sails and throw |i nes.
Brota heaved hersel f up and wal ked over to Adept Nnanji.

"Wel |, adept? You wish to remain on board?"

He gul ped and nodded, still staring in horror at the city. "I do. You will send
for a healer, mstress?"
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"Very well."

"Ah, mstress?" He turned his attention fromthe view and squirnmed slightly. "I
want to sell Cowie. A slave who has hysterics at the sight of blood is not a
sui tabl e conpani on for a swordsman."

"That's true." Brota nodded solemly. Well done, Thana!

Nnanji stamrered. "Er, | wondered if you would sell her for ne? You would get a
hi gher price than | would."

"Probably. A man selling a slave like that means she's no good. A worman selling
her can claimshe's too good. O course |I'Il want a conmm ssion. A sixth?"

H's face fell. "Thana said you'd only want a fifth."

"Al'l right. For you, a fifth."

He beanmed. "That's very kind of you, mstress.”

"My pleasure, adept."

The port officer departed, Matarro was sent for a healer

The chance of a Seventh as patient brought a Sixth with no | ess than three
juniors to carry his bags. He was a butterball of a nman with a low, oily voice
and a smooth manner; green linen gown freshly pressed, black hair slick on his
scal p. He frowned when he saw the invalid. The heal ers clustered around,
muttering and prodding, while the |laynmen retreated into an anxious group in the
far corner of the deckhouse. Brota carefully placed herself on Nnanji's right.
Finally the Sixth rose and regarded the group in sonme doubt. 'To whom do | have
the honor to report?" he asked.

"To ne," said Nnanji, stepping forward. Brota noved with him

"The wound is cursed," the heal er said cautiously.

Obvi ousl y.

"In the case of a civilian, | would recomend that a chirur-geon be sunmoned to

renove the linb."
Brota braced herself, but Nnanji's sword armbarely twtched.

"No. "
The heal er nodded. "I thought not. Then |I regret to announce that | cannot take
this case.”

Brota was ready to intervene, but the |lad knew the correct response. "W respect
your | earning, your honor. Wile you are here, however, perhaps you woul d advi se
us on... on these foil bruises on ny ribs. Wat would you recommend?" He had a
tear glistening in one eye, but he did not seemto have noticed.

The heal er nodded gravely and recommended that Nnanji be kept cool, given plenty
to drink but take care not to choke on it, put hot conpresses on the bruises
every two hours and in between apply a balm which one of the juniors produced
froma bag. Nnanji solemly thanked himand paid gold for the balmand the

advi ce.

"And you will return tonorrow, your honor?" Brota asked. Nnanji | ooked
surprised, but the Sixth beamed and said of course he woul d come back to check
on the adept's bruises. She had no intention of remaining overnight, but she did
not want the man tattling to the garrison about a Seventh in port. Not yet.

She acconpani ed the heal ers as they went out on deck

"How | ong, your honor?" she asked.

"Five days?" said the oily Sixth. "At the outside. But he was a strong man. You
could, of course, call in the priests."
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Fi ve days, Brota thought.

The heal er was al nost a sword victimhinself as he left, for Matarro and Katanji
had appoi nted thensel ves a cerenonial guard at the top of the gangpl ank, |ike
those the big ships had, and their salutes were erratic. Brota concealed a smle
and shouted for Nnanji to come and give thema | esson. He cane boiling out of

t he deckhouse and did so in flanes.

"Gods' arnbones!" Matarro said when the nonster had gone. "Does he really expect
us to stand like this all day?"

"No." Katanji nelted back into a confortable position. "He's just upset about
Shonsu. Nanj is okay nostly."

Then Brota was goi ng ashore, and they flashed their swords again, but |ess
danger ousl y.

They wat ched as sanpl es of wares were set out on the dock, sandal wod and a few
brass pots. Brota settled herself in a chair, and the busy dock life of Ki San
thronged by in the hot sunshine. Wagons, runbling along with | oads of barrels
and
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bal es, raised clouds of acrid, horsey-snelling dust while highrank traders
strolled by with their followers to sneer at the displays. Hawkers pushed | oaded
barrows, calling their wares to the ships; porters trundled carts. Sedan chairs
and pedestrians and mul es and pedlars wound their way in and out through the
traffic. Robes and | oincloths and waps, in white and bl ack, yellow, brown, and
orange flashed by in the bustle and noise. There were many swordsnmen patrolling
t he area.

"What happens now?" Katanji asked, fascinated.

"Puke all," Matarro said. "If sone trader fancies what we've got out, he'll cone
and inspect it and say it's all crap, and Brota'll tell himhe's an arnpit and
it's great stuff. Then they'|ll both try to make the other name a price so they
can say that it's unthinkable. After that they get down to business. If

he' sserious, he'll cone on board and | ook over the stock itself. Finally they
shake hands,"

Not much happened for a while. A few traders sniffed |i ke dogs and wandered
away. Then Thana | ed out Cow e, cleaned, coiffed, and appropriately clad, and
took her down to the dock. The Firsts saluted and ogled as they went by.

"You never did," Matarro said.

"Did, too!" Katanji rolled his eyes. "Last night again! Nanj was snoring like a
grindstone. | crawl ed over and hel ped nyself. Three tines."

"She |l ooks like a lunmp!" the ship boy said doubtfully.

"Never!" Katanji assured him "As soon as | start, she just goes wild. Loves it!
Heavi ng and panting! Geat stuff!" He went into slavering detail

Matarro was inpressed, but not quite convinced. "Swear on your sword?"
Certainly he swore on his sword, Katanji said, with the confidence of one who
coul d not be discredited. Then their attention was called to the dock

Cowi e' s appearance had proved nore interesting than a whole nountain of

sandal wood. A trader of the Sixth broke off negotiations at the next ship and
hurried over, which was enough to get Brota off her chair right away. A Fifth
crossed the roadway at the sane tinme, then another Sixth. Their followers
streaned in behind them formng a crowd, which began to grow and jostle.

Mat arr o
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swore a few oaths of disbelief, and Nnanji energed fromthe deckhouse to watch.
It |ooked as if Brota might be holding an auction, for hands were wavi ng and

voi ces bel | owi ng.

"Haven't they ever seen boobs before?" Katanji denmanded.

"Not like those!" Matarro said |ongingly.

Then nere was a disturbance at the back of the crowd and it hastily opened for
the | atest newconers, swordsnen.

"Holy ships!" said Matarro. "A Sixth?"
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Nnanji bolted back into the deckhouse. He peered out through the w ndows,
muttering under his breath, trenbling with rage and frustration

Jja was applying balm She | ooked up, white-faced and red-eyed, brushing her
hair aside with the back of one hand. She smiled slightly. "Adept? If you put
the sword under the edge of the bedding and stayed close to the door, then it
woul d come to no harm™"

But Nnanji could not dispose of a trust so easily. He renmined in the deckhouse,
fretting angrily by the shutters.

The crowd rapidly dispersed, leaving only the troop of swordsnen and a few
curious onl ookers. Then Nnanji suddenly exclainmed, "Jja! Look at this!"

Toget her they watched Cowi e being assisted into a sedan chair. |ncredul ous, they
saw her borne away with an arnmed escort. "I have seen many miracles around
Shonsu, " Nnanji whispered, "but never one like that. A slave in a sedan chair?"
Brota stopped a nonment to talk to one of the traders, men cane stunping up the
gangpl ank. When she reached the safety of her own deck she threw her head back
and roared a carillon of river oaths, waving her fists in the air. Her crew

mel ted away, knowi ng better than to speak to her in that nmood. She wheel ed round
and stornmed the deckhouse. Katanji trotted after her. Matarro foll owed nore

ci rcumspect|y.

She al nost took the door off its hinges. "There's your noney!" she snarled,
smting a small leather bag into Nnanji's hand with considerable force. ' Twenty
gol ds!" "The Sixth bought her?"

"Yes! The Honorabl e Farandako, swordsman of the Sixth, reeve of Ki San!" She
spat the words. "I had themup to fifty
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and t hey woul d have gone hi gher—ei ghty or ninety. Then your nobl e swordsman
conmes up and says that twenty is nore than enough for a slave and takes her
Swor dsnen! "

Arred robbery! Nnanji | ooked at the little bag that still lay in his oversize
hand, |ooked at Brota... |ooked down at the restless, flushed face of Shonsu
"Brother," he said sadly, "we have need of an honorabl e swordsman."

There was no reply.

"He was generous, his honor!" Brota was still quivering with rage. "He needn't
have paid nore than one. Or none at all!"

"Why, mstress?" Nnanji asked. "Wiat is so special about Cow e? Wiy a sedan
chair?"

"The king," Brota said, |owering her voice alnbst to conversation |evel. "He
collects slaves like her. He need only deliver her to the pal ace steward and he
can be sure of at least a hundred." And if she had thought to research her

mar ket properly, she could have done nat.

"I''"'m happy for poor Cowie," said Jja. "She goes to live in a palace. The CGoddess
rewards those who help ny nmaster.”

Nnanji and Brota | ooked at each other, startled and rather shamefaced at not
havi ng t hought of that.

"Well, you got themup to fifty golds," Nnanji said, spilling the coins into his
other palm "A fifth of that is... ten, right? So ten for you and ten for ne,
which is what | paid for her."

Brota snorted, but took the noney before he came to his senses.

"Here, Katanji, keep those for ne," Nnanji said. Then he renenbered that the two
Firsts had been left on guard duty. He exploded at them driving themfromthe
deckhouse with prophecies of cataclysns and doom

"Five score gold pieces!" Katanji grow ed when they were back at their posts,
safely out of range. "For a mattress?" He pulled a face in disgust. "Boy,
sonmeone's going to get a king-size disappoi ntnent!"

Mat arro grinned, knowi ng that now he was getting closer to the truth. Then they
started to laugh. They | aughed so hard that they al nbst dropped their swords.
ttt

"Three hundred.'" Tom yano gl anced hurriedly over his shoulder to see if the
traders had overheard his astoni shment. But they were watching their slaves
carry the sandal wood down fromthe ship and load it onto the wagon
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Brota nerely nodded and conti nued wei ghing coins fromthe table into a | earner
sack. Never had Sapphire carried a nore profitable cargo, and at those rates
they had left thirty golds' worth sitting on the jetty where Shonsu had boarded.
It was not yet quite noon, and good sailing weather was going to waste.

"Next port?" she asked.

"Three days to Wal. After that three, maybe four, to Dri."

Fi ve days! "Cargo?"

"Brass," her son said, and she nodded. Ki San was proud of its brass and
copperwork. Her own collection of pots had been greeted with derision, but
fortunately there were only a few score in the hold, leftovers. Load up with
this good stuff, and they would all sell together. Moreover there was a brass
war ehouse directly opposite their berth—that nmight be a clue fromthe Goddess or
it might not, but it could save the rent of a wagon. |ndeed, the trader was

al ready standing at the front, hoping. She handed the bag to Tomi yano and | ed
the way across the road. Had they had to go far, she woul d have donned her
sword. Had it then been needed, he would have wielded it.

The trader was a Third—young, nervous, probably just started on his own. H's
establi shnent was small by |ocal standards, yet he had an open-fronted shed

| arge enough to have taken Sapphire. New businesses had debts. She nade the
conventional opening remarks and he replied. There were the customary objections
about traders only trading with traders, but she had already found the | ocal way
around that, and few traders ever put a sutra ahead of a profit. The quality

i mpressed
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her, and Tom yano signaled that it was as good as any he had found. Caul drons,
tankards, pans, knives, and pl ates—above all, plates. Plates were heavy. She
wander ed around between the piles, eyes busy. Metal gl eaned everywhere, even
hanging fromthe ceiling. She found the dark comer with the junk and all owed for
that. Vol unme, weight, packing, danmage..

Then she gratefully accepted a chair and put on her hel pl ess wi dow act. Tom yano
pl ayed skillfully along, reading her signals as she seened to fidget. How nmuch
brass could they carry? Depends how nany pl ates, how many pots. She appealed to
the trader for help, knowi ng that Sapphire was nuch room er than she | ooked—the
cabins were small. They discussed hold size. She said big and Tom yano patiently
said small. The trader believed the sailor

"Here," she said suddenly, dunping the bag down. "Three hundred that we just got
for our lunber. You take that and we take as much as we can carry. That's
easiest, isn't it?" She smled innocently.

Tom yano roared at her: three hundred gol ds—they coul d never carry that nuch.
Yet the trader was suspicious. "You are serious, mstress?"

"Certainly." Keep himoff balance. "Three hundred for all we can carry, our

choi ce. Delivered on deck."

He | aughed. "M stress! A thousand, perhaps."”

Hooked!

"Three hundred in that bag, mat we just got for our lunber. If you have it
brought at once, we can get in half a day's sailing. If | go el sewhere | haggle
and we stay the night."

He nodded, staring across at the ship, calculating. "For a shipload... eight
hundred. "

She waddl ed out of the shed and | ooked at Tomi yano. "Two nore this way, three
that," he said, pointing. The trader called to her, and she kept wal ki ng. Seven
hundred. She kept on, Tom yano blustering at one el bow and the trader at the

ot her.

"Al'l the best craftsmen in the city—=

"There just isn't roomfor three hundred golds' worth! It'll get scratched and
dented. And weight! It'll sink us."

She snorted. "Wth Shonsu on board? Ha!"

The cobbl es were hard on her ankles and sl owed her pace.
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"Five hundred, ny last offer.’
brass deal er conmi ng up ahead.
"What if he dies?" Tomiyano snarled. No talk of throw ng overboard now.

"The healer said we had five days. W've used half of one."

"Four hundred," the trader said.

They had reached t he next warehouse, a nmuch |arger place. The proprietor had
been warned by his spies and was waiting. He nmade the sign of greeting. "Done!"
said the young man behind her in a sob, and she turned round and hel d out both
hands.

There were pots everywhere: in the cabins, along the passages, in the dinghies,
on the decks. The plates had gone in the hold, and Thmi yano fretted about draft
and shifting cargo and i nconplete repairs and ballast and trim The trader had
wept hysterically, screanming that he was rui ned. The crew were astounded and
wondered if she had taken | eave of her senses. Wth pots all over the deck, what
do you do if it nuns? How do you get to the ratlines in an enmergency? Brota
ignored all of die comments. She knew an opportunity when it barked | oud enough
and she did not think Shonsu was going to be drowned. She could get three fifty
for this Iot, perhaps nore. Five days. A slow death, that, and his | eg had not
started to turn black yet.

The only place without nmetal was the deckhouse. One | oad had been placed in
there. Nnanji had noved it all outside and stood glaring in the doorway, his
arns fol ded and the seventh sword on his back. He m ght be a sinple swordsnan,
but he seenmed to have made a good guess as to what was happeni ng and why. The
deckhouse stayed cl ear.

Sapphi re nmoved drunkenly away fromthe dock, responding to her tiller with a
reluctance mat felt |ike resentnent.

The deckhouse was the only place left to eat, so when the anchor fell, it was
there that the food came—oast dodo and rich-smelling manatee pie; fresh brown
| oaves and steani ng di shes of fresh vegetables fromKi San. Brota sat on one of
di e chests, and everyone else crowded in on the fl oor
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She sensed strange noods in the conmpany. The crew were worried about the trim
and the cargo, anxious about tonorrow s weather; but they were also jubilant
over the windfall fromthe sandal wood, believing now that the Goddess was
smling on them Hool was a discarded nenory. Their only sadness was a certainty
mat the wounded man in the corner was going to die of his wound as Matyrri and
Brokaro had di ed. The passengers were norose, but were equally certain that he
woul d live. As dishes passed around, little conversations would start up and
then fade away agai n uneasily.

Then Tom yano canme in, carrying a |large copper pot with a strange coil on the
top of it. Brota held her breath. He gl anced around until he |ocated Nnanji,
then picked his way cautiously over |egs and around people to reach him and
laid the pot gently on the deck

"Adept Nnanji," he said in a gruff voice. "Do you know what this is for?"

Nnanji frowned at it, |ooked up, and shook his head.

"Your nentor saw sone |ike these in Aus," Tomi yano said, "but larger than this.

The trader was still with them and the next

He was very interested in themfor some reason. | had hoped you would know. We
got it with the others,"
Nnanji closed his eyes. "All he told us was: '| saw some copper coils that |

t hought mi ght have sonething to do with sorcerers and | went over to | ook at
mem'" H's voice had taken on sone of Shonsu's |ow runble. He opened his eyes
again. "I can't help you, captain. But perhaps you would |l et ne buy that, so he
can |l ook at it when he recovers."

"I'"ll give it to you," Toniyano said gruffly.

Brota thought a prayer to the Holiest: a peace offering! Incredible! But would
the swordsman take it?

"l cannot accept a gift fromyou, Captain,” Nnanji said. "How nuch to buy the
pot ?"
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Tom o flushed furiously. "Five golds!"

Nnanji calmy reached into his nobney pouch and counted out four golds and
twenty-one silvers, laying themon the deck at the sailor's feet. Madness!

As soon as he had finished, the sailor kicked the coins away across the floor
He stanped over to the other side of the deckhouse, his face dark with rage,

| eaving the pot where it was.
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Brota sighed and decided not to interfere. Wien nen behave |ike children, wonen
shoul d stay out

"What's the next port, nmy |lady, and how | ong?" Honakura asked from a corner
"Wal , in about three days," she said with her nouth full

"There are sorcerers in Wal!" Nnanji said sharply.

Brota | ooked quickly at Tom yano. "Is that right?"

"I didn't think to ask," he confessed, frowning, angry with hinself. "Tines and
current and | andmarks and shall ows and trading, but | didn't ask about

sorcerers! | didn't ask about Dri, either; the one after."

"Dri's all right," Katanji said

He had a great gift for throwing rocks into still pools, that |ad, thought
Br ot a.

"I didn't give you pernmission to go ashore,” Nnanji growed in the silence.
Katanji didn't say anything, kept eating.

Nnanji admitted defeat. "Al right. What did you discover?"

"The left bank is sorcerer country," said his brother, waving a crust in the
general direction of the nountains.

"Don't you know your right hand fromyour |eft?"

"He's right, adept," Brota said. "W're going upstream so that side is the |eft
bank. "

Nnanji gl ared, seeing that he had been trapped. Katanji's eyes were tw nkling,
but he was careful not to smle. "There are Black Lands to the south, nmentor,"
he said. "The sorcerers have taken over at |east three cities on the left bank
Aus, Wal, and Sen, nmaybe nore. And Ov, of course, on the other side of Regiwl,
the mountains. Even the sailors don't seemto know nmuch farther than two or
three cities. But there are no sorcerers on the right bank, at |east near here.
Ki San and Dri and then Casr—they're all right."

Hi s brother nodded and growl ed, "Well| done, novice." Again he sounded |ike
Shonsu—Kat anji noticed and hid a grin in a nouthful of pie.

"Wel | done,"” Nnanji muttered again, scrunching up his forehead in thought. He

| ooked at Brota. "We'll bypass Wal, then?"

"No nore sorcerers for nme," she said. "W can go on to Dri." But they couldn't
reach it in five days
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The food was eaten and the dishes renbved. digarro brought out his nmandolin and
pl ayed awhile. Then Holiyi shrilled a few tunes on his pan pipes. Then a sl eepy
silence... It was al nost dark. The Dream God was starting to shine, this
strangely | ow Dream God, wi der and brighter

"Nanj ?" said his brother. "Sing us a song."

"No," Nnanji said.

"Yes!" said everyone el se. The passengers were in favor now. Jonahs brought
profit.

So Nnanji let hinself be persuaded. His voice was reedy and not strong enough
for a mnstrel's, but his unconscious gift of mimcry led himthrough the tune,
and the words were apparently no problem He chose one of the great sagas, about
the tryst of Illi and the ten-year siege, about the great hero Akiliso of the
Seventh and how he had sulked in his tent because his |iege had taken away one
of his slave girls. It was a famliar tale, but he sounded like a mnstrel and
he had the cadences and the pauses and the triunphs and griefs in all the right
pl aces.

But when he got to the place where Akiliso's oath brother went to fight in his
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stead, he suddenly stopped. "I think that's enough for one night,'
"Finish it another day."

The deckhouse appl auded and prai sed and wi ped a few eyes. Brota fl exed her

shoul ders stiffly. She had been as much caught up in the song as any of them
The old man night be right. Shonsu m ght recover before they reached Dri, where
there were swordsnmen. Then the Goddess woul d rel ease Sapphire. Three hundred
golds for a | oad of sandal wood!

But she thought that Shonsu was going to die.

Matarro's young voice came out of the shadows, for it was quite dark now. Only
the wi ndows gl owed. Reflected ripples of |light played over the ceiling. "Adept
Nnanji? What will you do if Lord Shonsu di es?"

"That's none of your business, mnmy lad," his nother snapped.

"I't's all right," said Nnanji's soft voice.out of the blackness on the other
side. "lIt's a swordsman problem so he's right to be interested. | die also,
novi ce. "

A terrible coldness ran through Brota. "Bedtine!" she called loudly, surging to
her feet. One or two of the children copied her, but everyone el se stayed still,

Nnanj i sai d.

wai ting.
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"Nanj!" squeal ed his brother. "Wat do you nean?"

"There was no abonination!" Brota shouted. "Tom o had been enpowered as a
posse!"

"That's correct,"” Nnanji said. "No denunciation. You see, novice, if | were only
bound to Lord Shonsu by the first oath, as a follower, or nme second oath, as his
prote' ge', then there would be no difficulty. But we two swore a greater oath,
so | would have to try to avenge him"

Tom yano snarl ed wordl essly from sonewhere to Brota's right.

"I't isn't going to happen, though." Nnanji mi ght have been di scussing the price
of fish, so quiet and level was his voice. "But it would be an interesting
problem The captain isn't a swordsman, so | couldn't challenge him and there
was no abomination, so | couldn't just pronounce sentence and kill him Probably
I would have to give hima sword and enpower himas a posse again, to kill ne.
But it doesn't matter, because Shonsu isn't going to die."

"Filthy |andl ubber sword-jockey!" Tomi yano snarled. "You mink you can get away
with that?"

"Not a chance. You would knife me or run me through with the sword. And even if

| did do you, the others would get ne."

The nen growl ed in angry agreenent.

"So don't worry about it," Nnanji said. "I wouldn't do it w thout warning you
Shonsu isn't going to die, and even if he does, you'll easily get ne first."
"That neans all of you!" Brota screanmed. "Wtnesses, your brother for certain.
Yes, all of you!"

"l expect so0," Nnanji said coldly. "But an oath is an oath."

She swore loudly, silencing the rising noise. "That settles it!" she snapped.
"You go ashore tonorrow at the first jetty we see. Al of you. |'ve never broken
a deal innmy life, but this one is finished!"

The crew shouted agreenent.

In the darkness to her left the little old priest coughed. "You did well on your
| umber, mistress?"

The col dness increased, filling her with ice. She had not only accepted Shonsu's
gem—nAow she had al so taken gold
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fromthe Goddess. And she had so overl oaded the ship that any sudden squal
woul d | ay her on her beam ends.

"WIl. .. we'll see tonorrow," she said faintly.

The deckhouse filled with shouts of disbelief. They thought she was crazy. So
di d she.

tttt
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Four days out of Ki San, in late afternoon, Brota sent Tom yano to fetch Nnanji.
The | anky young swordsnan, pal e-skinned and bony, was | eaning norosely on the
rail, staring out over the River. Flashes of sunlight streaked on the silver
handl e of his great sword; the sapphire gl eaned against his red ponytail. Very
few people on the ship would even answer himnow, |et alone venture to address
hi m

She watched fromthe tiller as Tom yano approached and saw hi mdeliberately
jostle a few of the copper vessels so that Nnanji woul d hear hi m com ng.
Qigarro and Holiyi were on deck, also, keeping a wary eye on things.

The captain spoke; Nnanji gl anced up toward her and then shrugged and | ed the
way aft. If he was uneasy at turning his back on the knife-bearing sailor, he
did not show it. The poop was even nore closely packed with pots than the deck
and the two nmen edged their way through.

"M stress?" Nnanji was curious but cautious.

Brota pointed to starboard. Far off over the bright waters, the eastern shore
was a thin line, on which sharp eyes could just discern the tops of buildings
and a good i magi nation could see a tower. Beyond |lay the renpte nountains of
Regi Vul , crunpled blue like crystallized sky.

"m?" said Nnanji.

"Wal ," she agreed, then pointed over the port bow.

He turned and studi ed the swanpy, desolate bush flow ng past only a few
cabl e-1 engths away. There had been no ham ets or even shacks on that bank for
hours. Then he | ooked up at the rigging and back to her, puzzled. "Wat am|
supposed to see?"

Landl ubber! "The sky," she said.

" oh! "
It could not have been nore obvious—a gigantic, boiling thunderhead, dazzling
white on its foamng top, lightning flickering in the dark belowits flat base.
"You overl oaded the ship, didn't you?" he said, turning to her with anusenent.
"Even if | hadn't, I'd want a port for mat thing," she said. "l've never seen

one grow so fast."

Suddenly he grinned, broadly. "She wants us to visit Wal."

Brota could see nothing to grin about. She |eaned on the tiller, and grudgingly
Sapphire began to respond. "W have no choice," she said grinmy.

"Fine," Nnanji said. "I'lIl stay in the deckhouse."

Tom yano's face held hatted and resentnent. He fingered the sorcerer brand on
his cheek. "So will I," he said.

An hour |ater she sent for Nnanji again, and this tine he cane al one. The ship
was carrying every stitch that Brota and Tom yano dared hoist, rolling uneasily
ina fitful breeze, and Wl was dismally far away. He was wearing his own sword
agai n, instead of Shonsu' s—evidently ready for trouble.

"W may not be going to nake this," she told him Perhaps she had been wong;
per haps Shonsu was destined to drown, and she was to be punished for greed.

The swordsman | ooked puzzled. The fingers of the stormwere reachi ng out above
them and about to seize the sun, but Nnanji ignored that. He pointed at Val. "I
t hought you were going there, mstress?”

"We're tacking," she snapped. "Can't sail straight upwi nd, Nnanji!"

"Ch!" he said, not interested in technicalities.

"W have to clear the decks,"” she told him clenching her teeth at his snile.

"The pots will fill with rain?" he asked.

"They' Il roll. We're going to put as many as we can in the deckhouse."

H's smle vanished and for a nonent she thought he woul d

190

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

argue, but then he nodded. "If we put Shonsu behind those two chests he will be
saf e?"

"W had thought of that. He will be safe fromrolling pots, at |east."
Nnanji nodded. "Anything | can do to hel p?" he asked.

She gestured at the cluttered poop. "You can throw these overboard, if you
like."
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He blinked. "You are serious, nistress?"

"Yes!"
He did a fair job of not laughing at her, but it was an effort. "Fine!" he said,
and started tossing the pots and urns and ewers over the rail. Lae and Mata were

al ready doing the sanme on the nain deck, while others were starting to pack the
deckhouse. |bmiyano was enptying the dinghies. Then an army of shadow cane
racing over the water after them and the sunshine died.

Sapphire staggered along, leaving a trail of bobbing brass and copper behind
her. Brota avoi ded Nnanji's eye.

Suddenly there was no wind. The sails flapped listlessly, the ship |ost way and
then wal | owed i n waves outrunning the storm Pots dropped al ongsi de now stayed
there, no longer falling astern

"What ' s happened?" Nnanji demanded suspi ci ously.

"It is the calmbefore the storm W expected it. Wen the wind conies, it wll
be from behind us—and strong. That's why | said mat we may not be going to nake
it. ALl we can do nowis wait."

They coul d al so shorten sail. Toniyano's whistle shrilled, and the hands started
for the ratlines. Nnanji shrugged and went back to heaving cargo overboard.

"... nothing of which | may be ashamed... avoid no honor..." declaimed a voice
bel ow them a deep voice, but faint; audible now only because the w nd had

dr opped.

"What's thatT Brota excl ai ned, taken by surprise.

Nnanji | ooked unconfortable. "It is Lord Shonsu. He is repeating the code of the

swordsnen. Usual |y what he says nakes no sense, but today he keeps quoting bits
of the code."

Brota and Nnanji | ooked at each other uneasily. "Like a prayer?" she mnuttered.
A prayer for forgiveness?
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Above themthe sky grew steadily blacker, and to the west was the father of alt
bl acknesses.

Brota yielded the tiller to Tomyano and Aigarro. It mght take both of themto
hold it when the tinme canme. The air was calm hunid, and nenaci ng. Sapphire
drifted aimessly on the great River

Little deck cargo remained, all securely tethered. The di m deckhouse was packed
tightly, and when Brota and Nnanji went to inspect it they could not see the
patient. Jja was sitting in a far corner on a chest. Shonsu lay at her feet,
safely barricaded behind it. She snmiled bravely across the forest of pots at
them "The sorcerers will find it difficult to reach ny naster here," she said.
Brota nmade a cheerful reply, but if they had to abandon ship there would be no
qui ck way to get Shonsu and his slave out of mat corner. Nnanji did not seemto
have t hought of that. She wondered if Jja had.

" sutras of the swordsnmen... the will of the Goddess..." the sick man said.
Then the wi nd cane.

Tossing and rolling, creaking angrily in every tinber and rope, Sapphire ran
before the storm Brota huddled in a | earner cape in the shelter of the
deckhouse wall and wept for the old ship. It had been an unki ndness to | oad her
so, a breach of trust. At every roll or pitch, there was a nuffled clashing of
metal fromthe cabins bel ow, but Tomli o was nmagnificent. H's grandfather could
have done no better, reading the air by the | ook of the water, angling the old
vessel along the edge of the wind, arrowing toward Wal, staying out of the calm
before them and out of the fury behind.

Still there was no rain, only cold blasts of wind and darkness, pitchings and
creaki ngs. Wal gl eaned in sunshine ahead of themfor a while, grow ng closer
now, but oh! so slowy. The tower becane obvious, an ironic beacon of hope. Then
the shadow fell on Wal, also, and only the distant nountains knew sunlight. The
children were already stowed in a dinghy. The adults stood by the rails and
tried to seemunconcerned as the
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storm pursued them marching on pillars of |ightning across the waters,
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grunbling thunder like a cursing of giants.

Wal | ooked nuch |ike Aus, wooden walls and red tile roofs. There were no ships
at anchor here; all lay safely noored at the dock, stirring nervously as the
waves grew. Tom yano took Sapphire in and found a berth.

Then he marched angrily down to the deckhouse to hide his face fromthe
sorcerers. Brota, watching himgo, suddenly realized that he was going to be
shut up in there with Nnanji. There was room for two people inside the door, but
not nmuch rqgom She shouted, and the captain paused, nodded, and passed his belt
and dagger to Aigarro. Then he stanped inside and shut the door. She went over
and stood close by, just in case there would be trouble; but the sailor was
unarned, the swordsman could not easily draw his sword under that roof—and if he
tried, Tomo would snap himlike a twi g before he succeeded.

Through the shutters she heard only silence and a distant, hoarse runbl e:
sutras of the swordsnen..."

Brota stayed by the deckhouse door to watch over digarro, a heavyset,
whi te-haired man, qui et spoken; usually reliable, but cursed with an
unpredi ctabl e tenper. The docks were deserted before the com ng storm strangely
enpty, dust blow ng over the stones, the litter, and the horse droppings. The
only visible life was a slave gang carrying tinber fromthe next ship and

| oading it on a wagon. The horses had been renoved to safety, but slaves were
wat er proof and did not shy at thunder. Thunder! It rolled al nbst unceasingly
fromthe coal -dark sky mat hung ti ke a black tent overhead.

Brota and Aigarro... everyone else, adults and children, had fled belowto tidy
up down there and rejoice at reaching safe haven. She supposed it was safe,

gl anced up unhappily at that all-seeing tower, so like the tower at Aus, but
here doubly omi nous in the gloom black on black. She hoped that the sorcerers
rules woul d be the sane here, that a swordswonman was safe on board. Then she saw
that one other person had stayed —Katanji was sitting cross-legged in the

shel tered spot bel ow a di nghy, watching and grinning |like an inp, disappearing
as the
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|ightning threw shadow over him reappearing in the subsequent gl oom He was not
wearing his sword, so he should be all right. Sharp kid; he liked to see, |iked
to know.

Then a port officer arrived, and the plank was run out for him He cane hobbling
up slowy, an enaciated old sailor of the Third, and she disliked himon sight.
He paused to nake the salute to a superior to Aigarro, his brown robe withing
around his thin shape, his eyes watering in the wind. H's name was Hi ol anso.
Shonsu had said that the port officer in Aus was a sorcerer. If this was al so
one, he had chosen a much less attractive shape—neager white hair, scraggy neck,
many wrinkles, and |iver spots.

Qigarro responded as captain of Sapphire.

H ol anso bid himwel come to WAl on behalf of the elders and the wi zard, then
headed for the deckhouse, seeking shelter. She stepped in front of it to block
him Frowning, he eyed her face-marks and saw who nmade t he decisions. He sal uted
wyly and she responded.

"You are aware that swordsnen are not allowed ashore, mstress?"

"l guessed as nuch."

Hi ol anso | ooked suspiciously at the deckhouse, turned to study the deck cargo
and then to face digarro. "You seened heavy | aden when you canme in, Captain.
Low in the water?"

"W nade it," Aigarro said wthout expression

The old man nmade a twi sted snmile and shouted over the wind, "Then | et us do our
busi ness quickly. | have no wish to hang around in this weather. The fee is
twenty golds."

"Twenty!" shouted Brota and A igarro together. Thunder bell owed above themin
cel estial outrage.

"l have never heard of such a fee for a ship ms size!l" Brota roared.

The officer smled again, suddenly illumnated by lightning. He winced at the
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ensui ng noi se and then said, "Nevertheless, that is the fee—today."

Qigarro was turning red. "It is absurd! W cannot pay!"

"Then you nust |eave."

Br ot a wonder ed how Toni yano*s tenper was hol ding up, for
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he must be listening behind the door. WAs this old man a sorcerer?

"I have five golds here," digarro said, blustering and uncertain. "Take it and
be gone."

"Twenty. "

They had no choice and he knew it. Brota glanced down at the dock, and Acre were
four or five youths standing there, acconplices undoubtedly. The old crook woul d
order their lines cast off if they did not pay him She had met corruption
before in port officers, but never this blatant, never with a nonster hanging
over the River and waiting to smash her ship,

"l must go and get the nmoney, then," she said, flashing a warning glance at
Adigarro. Veins bulged in his ruddy, stolid face.

"Be quick! O | shall nmake it thirty." Hiolanso was shivering in the cold.
Angrily Brota gave digarro another neaningful |ook, then stanped away, headi ng
for the conpani onway door. She hoped he was using his head—don't |ose your
tenper, keep that man out of the deckhouse. |If that scoundrel discovered a

hi ghrank swordsnman on board, his fee would becone fifty at once. But the nobney
was in her cabin, aft, and the passages were cluttered with copperware. Katanji
scanmpered ahead of her and held the door open against the gale.

She nuttered thanks. She had gone only two steps when he said, "I have fifteen
gol ds here, nistress."

She swung round, unable to see himproperly in the dark

"That woul d be a kindness," she replied.

"Two silvers?"

"You're as bad as he is! Al right, two silvers."

He chuckl ed and counted fifteen coins into her hand. She wondered how a nere
First could have so nmuch. These swordsnmen tossed noney around in a way she found
di sgusting. Sharp ki d—ot many peopl e woul d have seen the opportunity for fast
usury.

Li ghtni ng and thunder greeted her again as she staggered back across the deck,
noting Aigarro's surprise at her speedy return. She handed over the noney.
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"I hope your stay at WAl is profitable, mstress,
bid you good day, Captain."

He bowed and turned.

He wal ked three steps and st opped.

A man was coming up the plank

When he reached the deck, he paused, standing tall and sinister in the darkness,
nmot i onl ess except for the whipping of his gown, arms folded inside his sleeves,
face invisible inside his sorcerer's cow. Then a flare of |ightning showed his
red robe and a nonentary glinpse within the hood: heavy black eyebrows, a
square, strong face, confident and severe.

The darkness returned, and he glided forward through the thunder as if he noved
on wheel s.

"Return the twenty golds to Mstress Brota, Hiolanso," he said.

Brota shivered and not fromthe wind. He knew her nane? The port officer's teeth
were chattering, and his hands trembled visibly as he reached in his |eather
pouch and counted out the noney.

"My apol ogi es, mstress, Captain," the sorcerer said in a deep, hard voice. "The
el ders and the wi zard have been nuch concerned at the corruption anong their

of ficials. Now we have caught one and he will be punished. We offer the shelter
of our port for your ship, and there will be no fee."

"Puni shed how?" Brota asked, thinking of the many tinmes she had cursed officers.
"That's up to tire court." The sorcerer turned his hood slightly to study the
crimnal. "At |east one hand in the fire, and for so |arge a theft, probably

Hi ol anso said nockingly. "I
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both."

Hi ol anso's squeal of terror was drowned out by a m nd-shattering peal of
thunder. He dodged around the sorcerer and bolted for die gangpl ank

The sorcerer swung round to face after himand rai sed an arm Thunder roared
agai n, deafening. A cloud of snpbke swirled for an instant and was w ped away by
t he wi nd.

The plank was enpty. The fugitive had totally vani shed.

Brota heard a whinper of terror and realized that it was
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comng fromherself. Nowit was Aigarro's teeth that were chattering

Tap ,. .tap... Rain was starting.

The sorcerer turned to the sailor and nade the salute to a superior. "I am

Zar akano, sorcerer of the Fifth rank..."
Qigarro's voice quavered as he responded. The sorcerer | ooked to Brota and nade
the salute to an equal, and her voice was no steadier. The port officer had

di sappeared before her eyes. It was true, then. She had not believed in
sorcerers before she met Shonsu. Now there was one on her deck and he had
destroyed a man on her gangpl ank. One instant there had been a man runni ng down
the plank; next instant, only snoke. Never in her |ife had she worried that she
m ght faint, but the thought now crossed her mnd.

Tap... tap... lap tap tap..

"Let us take cover for a nonment," Zarakano said. He reached for the deckhouse
door handle, and Brota was too paralyzed to do anything. The wi nd grabbed the
door and hurled it open with a crash.

Nnanji stood in the entrance, his arns folded, his face a pale blur in the

gl oomfor an instant. Then |lightning flared again, highlighting himin a
brilliance of red hair and orange kilt against a mllion flames of copper. A
mur der ous expl osi on of thunder rattled the whole ship. The sorcerer recoiled in
surprise, started to raise an arm and then lowered it. This was no water rat
swordsman he was seei ng—harness, kilt, even the proper boots. Sword. For a
nmonent nobody noved or spoke, and die wi nd suddenly dropped—the cal mbefore the
storm agai n; silence, no thunder

" no less man justice..." That was Shonsu, still raving in the far corner
Nnanji could not draw under that roof.

Swor dsman and sorcerer faced each other for a long, blood-freezing mnute, then
the sorcerer made the acknow edgnent of an inferior. Nnanji's face was
unreadabl e in the gloom He paused, then nade the salute: "I am Nnanji,
swordsman of the fourth rank..."

There had been much tal k about sorcerers on Sapphire lately

—Kat anji had passed on the stories. Had swordsnman and sorcerer ever sal uted each
other like this? Water rats did not count. This was a neeting of snake and
nmongoose, and the nongoose had sal ut ed.

"l am Zarakano, sorcerer of the fifth rank..

The snake responded.

"I will be evernore true to..." growl ed Shonsu in the background. Lightning
sizzled and t hunder bell owed sinul taneously, drowning himout.
Tom yano was keeping to one side, still invisible, but what if the sorcerer went

into the deckhouse and saw his branded face? What if he heard Shonsu and
recogni zed the code of the swordsnen?

Pl op! Pl op! Huge drops began to hit the deck

Wthout taking his eyes from Nnanji, Zarakano asked, "How nany free swords are
you carrying, mstress?"

"Only Adept Nnanji and a First," she nuttered, wondering if Katanji was back on
deck, wondering if the sorcerer's powers could detect her lie. The rain noise
was beating louder, and the wind rising again, muffling Shonsu's nmunblings.
"Adept Nnanji is a man of discretion," the sorcerer said, in what seened neant
to be a jovial tone. "But so aml. | think |I shall bid you good day, mstress."
Lightning flared blue white again, blazing off the swordsman in his orange kilt,
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flam ng red and yel |l ow from copper and bronze behind him "I see you carry much
cargo. | will cast a spell of good fortune on it for you."

Brota stepped in front of himand reached for the door. Wth Oigarro's help she
pushed it shut, hiding Nnanji, whose feet had never noved. Then she | eaned on
it, feeling weak and horribly shaken. "I thank you, Master Zarakano," she said.
"And wi sh you good day, also." Meaning that she woul d keep his back safe from

t he swor dsman.

Rai n expl oded fromthe sky, torrents of rani, a universe of rain, furring the
deck with white fog.

The sorcerer nodded at her, pulling his cow farther over his face, then hurried
for the plank. She saw himreach the dock and the two yel | owrobed sorcerers of
the Second waiting for
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him Then all three sped across the street and were hidden by the rain.

Even the greatest of storms nust pass eventually. Brota had retired to panper a
headache, but she nust have dozed, for a tap on the door awoke her

"Who is it?"

"Novice Katanji, mstress."

"Just a minute."

The storm had al nost gone. The ship was rocking | ess, creaking |less, and
sunlight was streamng in the w ndow.

Her cabin was a wooden box, but a larger box than the others, with space for a
dresser as well as a chest, and a raised bed that was her sole concession to
age. The lantern on the dresser was the only one aboard, a greater badge of
authority than her son's dagger. She had a rug, drapes, and three snmall wool
tapestries to brighten the box.

She eased herself up and took a monent to gather her wits. The wi nd was dying.
Two hours until sunset, perhaps, with the light coming in | ow under the fringe
of the storm They would be able to salt soon. She grunted to her feet and
padded across to admit Katanji. He was grinning, his face griny and his hair
smel ling wet.

"Conme for your noney, have you?" She chuckl ed. She counted out his fifteen golds
onto the dresser. "These two silvers? Wat happens if | tell your brother?"

He studied her a moment and shrugged. "Then | don't help you the next tine," he
sai d.

What next tinme? "Wiere does a First get fifteen gol ds?"

"Ch, nost of it's Nanj's," he said. "I'mholding die ten he got for Cow e,
remenber ?"

She passed over two silvers. "Thank you, swordsman."

"You' re wel conre, swordsman," he replied inpudently, but the charmof his grin

|l et Katanji get away wi th such insolence. Al the coins went in the sane pocket,
she noted. "Are you going to sail or stay the night, mstress?"

"Sail. The cow s know your brother's on board."

"You don't believe in the spell of good fortune, then?" H s eyes glinted.

She was not in the habit of debating her decisions—not with Tom yano, certainly
not with |andl ubber Firsts, yet..

"No. Do you?"

He chuckled. "O course! Besides, Holiyi was conplaining only today how long it
was since he had a night in port."

**You let Sailor Holiyi worry about his own sex life, novice, or I'll start
Nnanji worrying about yours."
He bl ushed scarlet and | ooked uneasy. He was, after all, only a kid, and yet she

was matching wits with himas if he were a trader of the Fifth. "Anything el se?"
she asked, thinking that die had time for a shower before they cast off.

He nodded. "I have sone information for you. | think it's worth a gold. Mybe
two."

She sat down on the bed, naking the ropes creak loudly, and she stared at him
suspi ciously. "Two golds! Wiat is it, the elixir of lifer
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He shook his head.

"Where did you get information?"

He shook his head again. "Can't say. Do you want to hear?"
"Who decides if it's worth one gold, or two, or nothing?"

He hesitated and shrugged. "I suppose you do."
"If 1 don't want it, then | don't pay?"
He nodded doubtfully. Then he grinned again. "You'll want h. There are two brass

merchants in town, Jasiutko and Fenner-olomni."

He had her attention. "How did you find that out? You been ashore in a sorcerer
town? You're crazy!"

He shook his danp curls. "Swordsnmen don't go ashore here, mstress.”

She glanced at his feet. "lI'd better tell Tom o to clean up the deck, then."

He | ooked down and then bit his Iip, vexed at having m ssed that. "Don't ask
questions, mstress, please."

How had the kid got his face so dirty? It | ooked greasy, sneared. This |l ad had
prom se. In fact he was one of those Shonsu niracles, she decided. "It's worth
knowi ng about the
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merchants, Katanji, but it's not worth two golds."

"There's nore," he said, grinning wildly.

"Let's have it then."

The words spilled out excitedly. "Two nights ago there was a fire. Jasiulko's
war ehouse burned down. He | ost his whole stock."

Brota stared at himfor a long m nute without a word. She had no doubt at all
that he was speaking the truth. She reached in her noney bag and silently handed
himtwo nore gol ds.

ttttt

It mght have been the sorcerer's spell, but she preferred to think it was the
handi wor k of the Goddess. Wichever it was. Brota kept her ship in port

overni ght and next norning sent word to both the brass nmerchants. She nmde them
bi d agai nst each other, for Fennerolonmni dearly wanted to keep Jasi ul ko out of
busi ness. In the end Jasiul ko took the whole cargo for five hundred and
twenty-three golds. Brota shook hands on it, then went down to her cabin and
danced a jig.

Lae had been scouting and cane back exulting about furniture, carved froma type
of oak that grew nowhere el se but near Wal. Wen the deal ers brought sanples,
Brota agreed with her judgnent and | oaded shiny tables, ornate chairs, and
intricately inlaid chests. Sapphire spent a second night in port, and the
sorcerers did not trouble her. Nnanji skul ked in the deckhouse. Shonsu's ravings
grew qui eter, and his wound nore obviously cursed. Hs death seened cl oser man
ever.

No one asked where Novice Katanji was, but next norning he was aboard when
Sapphire set sail in the sunshine for Dri, three days upriver, still carrying

t he dyi ng swordsnan.

The days passed, but Dri cane no closer. Wth all her canvas spread, Sapphire
wal | owed on a river of glass, barely holding her way agai nst the current in a
sickly, fitful w nd.

- Honakura was becom ng concerned. Even he, with a professional faith in

m racles and Shonsu's mission, was finding increasing difficulty in believing
that the swordsman was going to survive his wound. Each norning the great frane
was nore wasted and its continuing survival seened nore |like a direct
attervention by the gods. Jja was eroded to a waith by effort and worry, Nnanji
nmor ose and sul | en.

The sailors had prepared their plans. They had consul ted Honakura about them
for at first they had been unable to believe that Nnanji was serious. The old
man had assured themthat he was, that no danger to hinself or his friends would
ever distract the young swordsnan for a nonment from whatever he saw as his duty
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and the call of honor. If Shonsu died, then Nnanji would head for Toniyano with
a sword.

I f that happened—er so the plan went-he would be caught in a net, trussed like a
pig for market, and put ashore, together with the rest of the passengers.

Tom yano hinself had other ideas. His vitriolic hatred of swordsnen all owed no
roomfor nets in his view of the future. Any nonsense from Nnanji *s direction
was going to be countered with a fast knife, the consequences be damed. Sone of
the men agreed with him

Sapphire was not a tranquil ship.

Yet now she was becal med and so was the quest. The old priest knew that the
matter was urgent—a process that should have taken years was bei ng squashed into
a few short days. The gods were in a hurry, but things had cone to a halt.

Qovi ously soneone ought to be doing sonething and had failed to pick up his cue.
Honakura was quite wilting to help, but he was a m nor character in the drana
and woul d not be permitted to neddl e greatly. And he did not know what was
supposed to happen next, or who was supposed to nake it happen

The Dtondori na prophecies were sonme guide for him of course, and the denigod' s
riddl e was begi nning to make sense. He knew nore than anyone el se about Shonsu's
m ssion—ertainly nore than Shonsu di d—but at the nonment he was baffl ed.

It was a hot and still afternoon. The banks were far off on either side, the
mountains faint in the eastern haze, the water an
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azure mrror. H gh above hi mand | ooking straight up was a tricky procedure for
Honakur a—the youngsters hung in the rigging |like sloths, Katanji anmong them A
group of wonen sat on the poop deck, chattering quietly and knitting, preparing
wanner clothes for winter in this nontropical climte. Holiyi, Maloli, and
Aigarro were splicing ropes, which was a peaceful and sedentary task. Linihyo
and Sinboro dangled lines in silence fromthe fo'c'sle. Young Matarro held the
tiller with obvious pride, although the ship was virtually stationary, her wake
a faint ripple on the sil ken sheen.

The only person being energetic was Toni yano. Down on his knees beside the aft
hatch cover, he was scraping one side of it with a sandstone block. It seenmed an
unpl easant task. He was probably denonstrating that he had recovered his health,
and the spare sanders he had laid out in clear view were a strong hint that he
woul d appreci ate sone hel p. The hint was being ignored. After some thought,
Honakur a deci ded that the purpose was to renove the old paint before applying
new—he had not had to worry about such practical natters since he was a child,
but that seemed logical. At any rate, Tomiyano was the only really active person
in sight, and the screech of his block was the only I oud noi se.

And there was Nnanji, leaning on the rail, staring out at distant fishing boats.
No one in the crew spoke to himnow. He was being treated |ike a dangerous

ani mal .

Honakura sauntered over and |l aid black sleeves beside sinew young arms. Nnanji
turned to regard himfor a nonent in silence.

"Any change?" he asked.

Honakura shook his head.

The swordsman nodded and | ooked out at the water again for a while. The strain
was telling on him inevitably. The snooth juvenile planes of his face had
become nore angular. Even this silent contenplati on was new.

"I was not always popular in the barracks, either, you know," he said softly.
"What do you nean?"

"I mean that you don't need to follow ne around with that
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worried expression. You | ook |ike nmy nother, wondering if |I'mconstipated.”
Honakura was taken aback—an unfamliar sensation, he admitted to hinself.

Then Nnanji asked, "Did | nake an error?"

That al so was unexpected. "Wen?"

"When | sold Cowi e. She was one of the seven."

"There was no mracle to stop you, so | don't suppose so."
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Nnanji groaned. "It feels like an error. |'ve never been so hony inny life."
He had, of course, sported quite a reputation in the barracks. "Wy did you sel
her, then?"

Nnanji's pal e eyes stayed fixed on the far-off fishing boats, but a slight smle
tugged one corner of his nouth. "I interpreted a hint as a prom se."
Interesting! The lad was poking fun at hinself, and that was another new

devel opment. O course he had not been able to go ashore with the other
bachelors in Ki San and Wal. He could not ronp in the rigging with his sword,
either, and the crewdid not invite himto join in their chores.

"What you need is sonme exercise, adept."

Nnanji nodded, still facing the water. "That's what | neant. But even other
exerci se would help, | suppose. Wuld you care for a fencing | esson, old man?"
"A fencing lesson is just what | need," Honakura said wyly, "but it would not
be legal, would it? Try Thana—she mi ght agree to that son of exercise."

Nnanji shook his head. "I think |I nust have | ost weight. She doesn't see ne now,
even when | speak. | work the nipper to distraction; he hates it, and 1 don't
want to sicken himof it too nmuch." He sighed.

Honakura had heard Brota's opinion of Katanji as a swordsman and seen hi m head
off to hide in the chain | ocker when his nmentor appeared with foils.

Then Nnanji half turned, |eaned on one el bow, and grinned at the priest. "1
shal |l have to ask the captain.”

Yet agai n Honakura was startled. "You're joking!"

"No." The grin grew wider. "The sutras say | can't give a civilian a foil—but
they don't say | can't accept one froma
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civilian. | left mne back in Horm And | can't give a civilian a lesson..."
"But he's better titan you are? You are thinking like a priest, adept."

"Where could | have picked up such a bad habit, | wonder? Still, he can't do
nmore man throw ne overboard for asking, can he? And in return for a fencing

| esson, | can get a sailoring | esson, also—4*11 offer to help himw th whatever

that noisy job is."

This was all very nuch out of character! A swordsman doi ng nanual | abor? Asking
fencing | essons froma sailor? Honakura prided hinself on being able to predict
peopl e. He did not wel conme such anonmal ous behavior. A twi nge of intuition

whi spered that this might be what the gods were waiting for, but..

But nmere was al so sonething new in Nnanji's eyes, hidden behind the grin. Most
peopl e, in Honakura's experience, used their eyes only to | ook, few used nemto
see. Nnanji had just changed categories, for he had noticed Honakura's reaction,
and the old man very sel dom gave hinself away |ike that.

The grin grew wider. "WII?"

"He mi ght do much worse. He may flog you as Shonsu flogged him"

Nnanji shook his head. "No. He's not that nuch better than | am It would sl ow
him 1'd butcher him too, if he started that."

"But why should he agree to give a fencing |lesson to a man who may try to kil

hi n? That's crazy!"

"Panache?" Nnanji said. "He likes to inpress the others. He gave ne ny sword
back, remenber?"

Where had this swordsman found such an insight? FromKa-tanji? Yet Honakura did
not think Katanji had been consulted. That woul d be even nore out of

character. ..

"Want to nmake a bet, old man?"

"No, | don't! I think you should stay away from Tom yano. He's dangerous." But
that, Honakura realized as soon as he said it, was not likely to be an effective
argunent in this case. "He'll try to cripple you!"

Nnanji registered astonishnent. "No! Yes, he will, won't he? Well, nen! There's

a real incentive for him" He flashed a truly w cked smrk and went striding off
toward the deckhouse
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door, emerging a few nonments later without his sword and harness

Tom yano | ooked up warily as he heard boots approach. He sat back on his heels,
scow i ng, reached for his knife, and then showed surprise at seeing a swordsman
unar nmed.

Honakura had spent a long lifetime anal yzi ng peopl e and knew be coul d read
expressions better than nost. He saw the dark flush of fury on the sailor's face
when Nnanji nmade his request. He saw it change to disbelief. He saw the
attraction of the idea dawn. Nnanji pointed to the sanding job, |ooking hopeful
and earnest and totally lacking in guile. Then he grinned broadly across at
Honakura as the captain rose, heading for the fo'c' sle, obviously going to fetch
the foils.

Still apprehensive, the old man perched hinmself on a nearby sand bucket and
prepared to watch. The tension anong the crew was far too high to risk such
nonsense; the nmenories of the fight between Shonsu and the captain nuch too
vivid. There would be too many opportunities for things to go wong. It was a

bl atant chall enge to the gods. He should have nore faith, but he w shed he knew
what to expect, or how this could possibly help.

Tom yano was gone sone tine. Quite |ikely his nother had hi dden the equi pnent.
Few peopl e noticed the foils and masks in his hand when he returned, but the
first clash of steel rang through the silent ship Iike an alarmbell, and the
reaction was frenzied. Youngsters came swarm ng down the ropes, the knitting
party on the poop disintegrated, people erupted fromthe conpani onway to stare
in disbelief and then gaze at one another. Brota cane out screaning, her nerves
ragged fromthe days of uncertainty.

"What in hell are you doing!" she yelled, even as she burst through the crowd
around di e doorway |ike a surfacing whale.

The fencing stopped, and the captain pulled off his nmask and | ooked around at
the watchers, then at his nother.

"I"'mteaching a swordsnan to fence," he said. "If all of you would get out of
the way and give us sonme room" Then he put die nade on again and went to guard.
Brota ground out an incredul ous oath. For a nonent she seenmed about to argue,
then she fell back with die others and
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wat ched as the | esson proceeded, quietly winging her fat hands.

Honakura knew not hi ng about fencing and cared | ess, but he could study the
spectators. At the beginning, the wonmen | ooked worried and the nmen nostly

pl eased, eager to see die captain return sonme of the nedicine he had taken from
Shonsu.

It seemed to be a very static match. The two men were standing their ground,
left foot planted, left armhigh. Nnanji's right boot would stanp forward,
Clunp, and then retreat, Tap. The captain's bare foot noved in silent
counterpoint. Foils rang. Cunp... Tap... Cdunp... Tap... Back and forth they

di sputed for that one spot on the deck. Evidently this was not orthodox—eyebrows
began to rise. dances were being exchanged. The sniles became frowns. But
Thana, watching intently, was beginning to smirk. Cunp... Tap..

Neit her man was claimng any hits. The noi se increased, the pace grew nore
feroci ous. Then the captain stepped back instead of forward, and Nnanji

followed. Clunp.,. Cunp... Spectators nuttered in astoni shnment. Again the
captain had to retreat, and ms tinme he kept going, being driven by Nnanji as he
had been driven by Shonsu. The watchers scranbled clear ... faster yet... along

one side of the aft hatch... past the fo' c'sle door. Clunp... Cunp... Cunp...
Forward again toward the nmain nast.

"One!" Nnanji yell ed.

The match stopped. Tom yano whi pped off his mask and hurled it ft) the deck. He
was red-faced, gasping for breath, and obviously furious; glaring nurder at die
swor dsnman.

Nnanji unnmasked, al so. He was equally breathless, but his grin said nore than
all the other faces put together. "Sorry!" He panted. "That was a little harder
man | meant."

Tom yano was hol di ng one hand to his inconpletely healed, still-variegated ribs.
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He brought it away, and there was bl ood on his fingers. Thana stifled a noise
like a giggle. The captain transferred his glare fromthe swordsman to his
sister, then pushed past Nnanji and marched toward the fo'c'sle door, the crowd

parting for himin silence. Nnanji |ooked around at the circle of scow ing
faces. "I didn't nean to," he said.

The sailors turned away.
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He shrugged, laid the mask and foil tidily on the hatch cover, and wal ked toward
the deckhouse. The spectators began to disperse in angry silence.

Honakura slid off the bucket and followed the swordsnan.

Even with all the shutters open, the deckhouse was airless and hot. Shonsu | ay
in his usual corner, wasted and soaked in sweat, his bream ng | abored. Pus oozed
fromhis tunescent thigh. Jja was asleep on the bare floor at his side,
exhausted fromher vigil.

Nnanji stood at the far end, by a wi ndow, wiping hinself with a towel. He had

renoved his hairclip, and his hair was a red nop. He was panting still, and
grinning still. Wthout pony-tail and harness he | ooked astonishingly young and
i nnocent .

Honakura eyed himwi th concern. "You can beat him then?"
He nodded and wi ped his face. "He fooled ne."
"He fool ed you?"

"Yes." Puff. "He's very fast... has some good routines... but now | know
them.." He w ped sone nore and panted sone nore. "He's not a swordsman. A
swordsman woul d have others... he doesn't. | didn't realize!"

"And he tried to hurt you?"

Nnanji | aughed, unable to suppress his joy. "At first. But | truly didn't

mean... to hit like that. W were going very fast. It does happen."”

Shonsu had said that Nnanji's nenory worked in fencing, also. He never forgot
anything. So now he had the captain's neasure. He knew his tricks.

"You have hardly calnmed the crew s worries, adept."”

Nnanji had draped the towel over one shoul der and was conbi ng back his hair with
his fingers, about to replace his hairclip. Hs juvenile grin faded. "No." He
frowned, lowering his arns. "And this does change things, doesn't it? | could
hardly give hima sword if he mght |lose, could I?"

He gazed at the speechl ess Honakura with that strange new stare of his. It was
Shonsu's stare. Then he waved at the oak chests.

"Pray sit, ny lord." That was Shonsu, too.

208

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

Honakura sat, waiting, hiding a rising excitenent.

Nnanji threw away the towel and quietly closed the aft shutters for privacy.
Then he stooped to retrieve his harness and the seventh sword fromthe floor
"Have you. Lord Honakura, in all your years on the tenple court, ever heard of a

valid excuse for civilians killing swordsmen?"

Aha! So that was it?

"No, adept. | have been wondering the sane. But, no. | have never heard of one."
Nnanji rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "One isn't enough—we need two, don't we? 1
think 1've found them but |I'mnot sure of the words. | need your help, ny
lord."

ttt ttt

Long before sunset the wind failed utterly, and Sapphire dropped anchor, stil

in md-River. The evening neal was brought out early, and the fare was sparser
than usual. There were jokes about starving to death if the cal mcontinued—bl ack
hunor. Bl ack was the prevailing nood on board these days.

Brota had found one very, very tiny ray in the darkness—for the first tine, she
t hought Shonsu seened a little better. Reluctant to raise fal se hopes, she said
not hi ng.

Tom yano's stupidity in taking on a swordsman at fencing had cast a deeper pal
than ever over Sapphire. He had tried to adm nister a beating and had t hereby
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al nost lost the first few passes. That had shaken his nerve, and then Nnanji had
countered his every nove and gone on to swanp himwi th i nnunerabl e conplicated
routi nes. She had recogni zed Shonsu's techni ques, of course, and probably

Tom yano had, also, but never in time to block them In a real fight her son
woul d probably be still the better man, for in a real fight repetition did not
matter. But Nnanji had coached Thana and Matarro, Tomi yano's pupils, and had

al so wat ched him fight agai nst Shonsu. That experience had gi ven hi m advant ages
Tom yano had not foreseen. No natter how gifted, an amateur should not neddl e
with a professional.
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But now the crew were nore worried than ever, and there were dark whispers of
caging Nnanji in a cabin. She had refused to listen, for she knew that the

swordsman would fight if they tried it. For the first tine since Tonminoliy had
di ed, her |eadership was being questioned, and the air snelled of nutiny.

Since the fencing, Nnanji had stayed out of sight in the deckhouse. Either he
was being surprisingly tactful, or else the old priest had taken himin hand. He
had appeared only once, when Tom yano returned to collect his sanding bl ocks,
com ng out and offering to help with die work. That had been a peace offering,
but the sailor had rejected it with obscenities. And the ship was too snmall to
keep them apart for |ong.

So Brota abandoned her usual eating place. She sat herself on the aft end of the
forward hatch cover, next to her still-resentful son. It was not a position she
favored, for die flanking dinghies cut off her view of die R ver, but she had
Tom yano under control and could keep an eye on di e deckhouse door. The rest of
die famly collected food and spread around die deck as usual, but there was
little conversation and nmuch angry broodi ng.

Jja appeared. She laid a few scraps on a plate, smiled faintly when spoken to,
then hurried back to her master's sickbed. Ka-tanji, ever sensitive to nood, had
put hinmself in a far corner and was being invisible. The old priest arrived. He
took a slice of bread and a |unp of soft cheese over to the forward end of the
ot her hatch cover, facing Brota and Toni yano. That was an odd choice, and Holiyi
had to nove to make a space for him Was die old man keepi ng an eye on Tbniyano,
al so?

So everyone was eating except Nnanji, and normally he was first pig at die
trough. Then the sound of boots..

Brota |l ost interest in die plate beside her. The red-haired young swordsman was
not going toward the food. There was a strained, tense | ook about him

He stopped by the nmast, facing her. But it was not she that he wanted.

"Captain Tom yano?"

The sailor's hand slunk near to his dagger, and she prepared to grab his armif
he tried to drawit. "
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Nnanji pulled in his chin and said gruffly, "I owe you an apol ogy."

Surprise! No, astonishnent! Formal apol ogi es from swordsnen were rarer than
feathers on fish.

Tom yano's fingers noved up to touch the new scrape on his ribs. A half-heal ed
scab had been knocked off; it was trivial. "I accept that ms was an accident,"
he said gruffly.

"Not that, sailor." Watever was conming, Nnanji was finding it difficult. He was
taut. "l apol ogize for causing you worry. | made a mi stake | ast week, when

Novi ce Matarro asked ne what woul d happen if Lord Shonsu were to die."

CGoddess be prai sed!

"l said that | should have to avenge him | was wong."

Rel i ef! The onl ookers began to snile.

Nnanji took a very deep breath, all his ribs showing as they noved bel ow his
harness straps. "The oath we swore is very unusual, Captain. O course he is not
going to die, but even if he did, | nmisinterpreted that oath." Another pause, an
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even deeper breath, as if he had to force the words out. "Because, if Lord
Shonsu were to die, you would not be at fault."

Tom yano was suspicious, hunting for traps. 'That's very nice. Wy?"

"He enpowered you as a posse. He told you to drop the sword, but he did not use
the correct words. You were entitled ... you were required... to continue
obeyi ng his previous order. Wien a civilian has been deputized, then the
swordsman who warranted himis responsi ble for whatever happens.™

"You' re saying that Shonsu ki —aounded hi nsel f ?"

Nnanji tensed even nore, clenching his fists. "Legally, yes."

Tom yano enitted a | oud bell ow of scornful laughter. "Well, that is very nice

i ndeed! So | have nothing to fear? | can sleep sound, now? | don't need to worry
about you creeping up on ne with a sword?"

"Tomo!" Brota wanted to strangle him

"It nmeans that | bear no onus of vengeance for what happened to Shonsu." Nnanji
was glowering. "It does not nean that 1 may not take offense on ny own account."
Before the sailor could reply, Brota said, "That is good news, adept. W are

very relieved. Now, perhaps, you will join

us in our evening neal ? Tom o, how about sone wi ne to cel ebrate?”

Thana ran forward, took Nnanji's hand, and placed a quick kiss on his cheek
Col or flooded into his pal eness, but he did not |look at her, or smle as he
shoul d have done. The old man was still watching carefully. There was nore to
come, then, although al nbst everyone else was grinning with relief and starting
to chatter.

"It would be a strange case, Captain,” Nnanji said loudly. The listeners fel
silent. "It would nean that a civilian had slain a swordsman and escaped

puni shrent. That never happens. "

Thana backed away. Tom yano went very still.

Nnanji | ooked at Brota and bit his lip. Then he said quickly, "Were is Yok,

m stress?"

She took tight hold of Tom yano's wist. "Ten days up from Hool. Wy?"

"You have never been back to Yok?"

"Since when?"

"Since your son was killed."

She | ooked at the old man. He had known this was com ng. There nust be nore to
it than an inpetuous, arrogant young swordsman's suicidal blundering. "No. W
never went back."

Again Nnanji seened at a |loss for words. Then he shouted, 'Tell ne!"

Tom yano jerked his dagger hand free and threw his plate down. Sausage and
carrots and pastry scattered at Nnanji's feet. "You don't want to know, sonny!"
"I must know! 1 can't denounce you, there is no one on board to judge."

"But mere will be at Dri."

"Then you won't let me reach Dri. You know you won't."

Now t he silence was unbearable, as sailor and swordsman stared at each other,
Tom yano dark with anger, Nnanji grimand pale. Again Brota | ooked to the old
man, but he was being inscrutable.

"As you wish," Tomiyano said, baring his teeth. "Thana? Tell your nosy friend
what you did at Yok."

Thana was pressing hersel f back against the starboard di nghy, shocked. "Mdther!"
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Brota shrugged. This was sone sort of showdown, and she did not understand. It
was too late to stop it, though. 'Tell him™"

"But, Mther—
"Tell him"
"I was still only a First," Thana whi spered. "I went ashore with nmy sword on

Landl ubbers don't like girls wearing swords."
Nnanji had turned to face her, grimand intent. Tom yano's hand sneaked back to
hi s dagger, and again Brota took hold of his wist... wait!
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"There were four of them" Thana said, speaking faster. "A Fourth, two Thirds,
and a First. The adept challenged ne..."

"And you nade obei sance," said Nnanji, "of course.”

She nodded. "Then he told me to strip. W were behind sone bal es on the dock."
Nnanji's lip curled. "And the others?"

"They were | aughing... and making jokes. | dodged by them and ran back to the
ship. They followed."

Hi s face nmurderous, Nnanji swung back to the captain. "Did you drain themall?"
A long pause... long enough to die in.

"Eventual ly. But that didn't bring ny brother back. O Lin-karo. And Brokaro
died a week later."

Nnanji raised a hand, and Tom yano tensed, but he was nerely w ping his forehead
with his wist.

"Wel |, adept?" Brota spoke into silence. "Now you have it. W are swordsnman
killers. Assassins. There was no posse that tine "

He frowned. "You could not have used a posse, mstress. A swordsman nust not
interfere in an affair of honor, and if the Fourth had properly chall enged and
Thana had nade obei sance, then it was an affair of honor."

Tom yano sneered. "Some honor!"

"Legal | y. Havi ng made obei sance, Thana had | ost a duel. She had to do whatever
he demanded, until he sheathed his sword."

Oigarro and Maloli clanbered to their feet at the side of the deck and noved
closer to fire buckets. Holiyi copied them

reluctantly. Nnanji stood alone in the center, like a stag in a wlf pack,
facing the captain's scorn

"Even that, swordsnman?"

Nnanji nodded. "A wi nner can denmand anythi ng, because the | oser can stil

refuse, to preserve his honor."

"But nmen he may be kill ed?"

"Then he must be killed. O course it was shameful! A Fourth should not
challenge a First. Nor make vill ai nous demands. Had | been there |I would have
warned himthat | would challenge, afterward. But he was within his rights. No,
|l egally you are assassins."

"And so you will denounce us when we get to Dri?"

Nnanji swall owed hard and shook his head.

The captain snorted in disbelief. "Wy not?"

"Because you never went back to Yok. The CGoddess coul d have noved you there. She
coul d have prevented you from | eaving."

There was a puzzl ed silence, a dawn of hope. Then the old man broke in, with his
slurred, toothless voice. "Nornally, of course, that is not a defense, mstress.
As | explained to Adept Nnanji earlier, when we were discussing a parallel, but
hypot hetical, case, the gods can strike any sinner dead, so absence of divine

i ntervention may not be construed as innocence."

If anyone still had doubts that he was a priest, then that speech woul d have
drowned them

"But in this case," Nnanji said, "She did nove you. She brought you to Aus, to
that quarry. You dragged your anchor; you were taken a very |ong way—an unusua
di splay of Her Hand. The Goddess has judged the case Hersel f. Your penance is to
hel p Lord Shonsu. No swordsman, or priest, may interfere when Her will has been
made known. A sinmilar thing happened to us at Harm She has pronounced sentence
Hersel f, and no human judge can overrule Her."

"You believe that, old man?" Brota demanded. He nust have been behind all this.
No swordsman coul d think that way, certainly not Nnanji.

He had guessed what she was thinking. "I agree with the adept's argunents, yes."
He grinned toothlessly.

"I don't believe them" Tomiyano jerked his hand free from
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Brota's grip again and junped to his feet. "And | surely don't trust them"
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Nnanji flushed. "I will swear an oath for you, sailor. But | shall need to draw
my sword."

Tom yano hesitated. He was well within range. "Let's hear it."

Del i berately, making no sudden nove, Nnanji drew the glittering Chioxin sword
and raised it to the oath position. It flamed blood in the rays of the setting
sun. "I, Nnanji, swordsnman of the fourth rank, oath brother to Shonsu of the
seventh rank, do solemly swear that all menbers of the crew of Sapphire have
been cl eared of wongdoing in the deaths of four swordsnmen in Yok; and this
swear upon ny honor and in the name of the Goddess."

The seventh sword hissed back into its scabbard.

Ast oni shed pause.

"And your boss?" the captain said. "If he recovers..."

Nnanji smled wanly, |ooking nore nervous than he had up until now "He and
swore the swordsnmen's fourth oath, Captain. My oaths are his, so | have
committed Lord Shonsu, also. And no Seventh will ever overrule another. A priest
m ght, but there would be no one to carry out his sentence. You are out of
danger. "

"You're a Fourth! You think you can bind all the Sevenths in the World?"
Nnanji's nervous smle grew wider, rather like his brother's juvenile, inmpudent
smrk. "It is a grave responsibility! I warned Shonsu when he told ne about that
oath... Yes! Al Sevenths. So all the swordsnmen in the World, | suppose.
Forever. Absolutely. Even if | am m staken, we can only | eave you to the
Goddess. "

"dd man?" Brota snapped.

He nodded his hairless head. "That is correct, mstress."

She was taking the word of a beggar?

Then Thana rushed forward and threw her arns around Nnanji. This tine he | aughed
and enbraced her, also, returning the Kkiss.
Tom yano said, "Well, I'lIl be..." He |looked at Brota as she rose. Everyone

| ooked to Brota.

Too choked to speak, she nodded, smling.

The long terror was over. Cheering rang over the deck. People were scranbling to
their feet, w ves enbracing husbands, children scream ng with excitenent.

Katanji was flat on his back with his arns around Diwa and Mei, as they both

tried to kiss himat the same tine. Thana was still clutched in Nnanji's arnms,
getting back much nore kiss than she had planned to give..

"Nnanji! Nnanji!" Jja pushed her way through the throng.

A flushed Nnanji broke free of Thana so roughly that she al nost fell.

"Nnanji!" Jja grabbed his arm There were tears in her eyes. "He's awake... he
says he feels hungry."

ttt t ttt

Shonsu was going to live, the trading was good, every day brought new | ands to
see. Sapphire sailed on in a glow of summery contentnent. Swordsnen were not so
bad, after ah. Jonahs brought profits.

Sapphire cane to Dri.

Dri was a city of haze and sunlight flickering over water, a city of msty
glitter and iridescence, where gondol as and galleys plied busy canals.

Hi gh-arched bridges |inked w de piazzas; eggshell dones and al abaster towers
faded back into the sky. The air was pungent with the scent of exotic spices and
bl ossonms, vibrant with color and ol d sad songs bei ng sung by undernouri shed
gondoliers. Ornate ships nmade stately progress between edifices encrusted in
marbl e trelliswork, beneath the steady gaze of severe ancestral statuary.

The officials were the worst Brota had ever net. They reached out in boats to
meet Sapphire, as if inpatient for their prey. They took her gold and directed
her to a berth at one of the | esser trading islands.

Shonsu was still very weak. Even Tomi yano nmade no nore than hal fhearted
suggestions that he be put ashore, and Nnanji
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own back near other swordsman. So the swordsnmen stayed on board, and the sailors
prepared to trade.

Brota sold the furniture easily, and the price was fair, even after a predatory
custonms had sucked its due

"Rugs," Tomiyano said, and pointed to the nearest warehouse once again. Brota
mar ched across at his side, and together they inspected and peered and fingered
rugs, and haggl ed and pondered. The trader was difficult and insisted that he
could only sell to a trader... neaning a fee for one of his relatives to act as
agent. There woul d be another tax. Brota was nore cautious than she had been
with the brass. Tradi ng should be based on experience and know edge; at Ki or
Hool she had known what to buy, what would sell, what things were worth. This
strange CGoddess-driven conmerce was a ganble, a leap of faith that nade her
nervous, but at |ast she decided, and hands were shaken. Sl aves began to carry
the carpets and pile themby the ship, for yet another officer nust inspect them
bef ore they were | oaded.

She canme out into the noisy, busy street with her son, and they stood in the
sunlit throng and grunbl ed to each other, wondering if they had done right. A
group of street nusicians twanged and chirped on one side of them a hawker was
shouting the nmerits of his flowers on the other. Carts and pedestrians shoved
and jostled and bustl ed.

Sonehow, Brota thought, she was m ssing sonething. The rugs just did not fee
right, although now she had shaken hands and coul d not renege.

"W shall still have space to spare,"” Tom yano suggested, equally unsatisfied.
"M stress?" said a voice at her el bow. She turned around to frown at the
interruption, raising the from to a glare when she di scovered a slave, who
shoul d know better. He was very young, browner than nost, skinny enough to show
every rib. He wore only a scrap of black rag. He had dark curly hair and |arge,
bri ght eyes.

She recoiled. "Katanji!" She gasped. "By all the gods, boy! You're out of your
m nd! "

He had drawn a bl ack slave line down the center of his face.
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It concealed his single swordmark, and the tiny crossbar could be seen only by a
cl ose inspecti on—and who ever inspected slaves closely?

Tom yano grabbed his arm "That's an abom nation, ny |ad," he whispered. "If
anyone notices, you'll be a slave forever and they' |l put that mark on with a
hot iron. Back to the ship, quickly!"

Katanji squirmed | oose. "But wait! It was all right—+ was round in the back, and
it was dark in there."

Brota | ooked at Tom yano, and Tom yano at Brota; and nmen they both | ooked at
Kat anj i .

"Doi ng what ?" she denmanded

"Inspecting rugs." He pointed to his fathermark. "I know rugs! | saw you go in,
so | did alittle scouting for you. The slaves know all about the business and
they don't care about (heir owners' profits, so they tell the truth—to another
sl ave. "

There could be truth in that. "And what did you |earn?" Brota's curiosity was
aroused.

"The silk ones are the best, aren't they? They're great!"

"Some of them But you nust buy ten wool for each silk. It's a city law. The
other traders said the sanme."

The boy grinned. "That's only for traders! The |locals buy them A swordswonan
could buy them " He was becom ng so excited that he seenmed to be bouncing on the
cobbles. "Did you see the one with the gol den mernai ds? Magnificent! And the
only one they have fromthat shop, because city folk usually buy themall.

know where to go, and how nuch the locals pay."

Brota | ooked at Toni yano, and Tom yano | ooked at Brota. Snuggling?

"The wools are bulky," Brota said. "But even a gondola could bold quite a few
silks."

Tom yano nodded thoughtfully. "You'd have to buy the gondolier. He could | ose
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his boat. O his head."

The regul ars woul dn't dare—their ships could be inpounded."”

But no one will inmpound a ship with Shonsu on it.

"Let's do it!" Brota said. "Tom o, you see to the |oading. And you, novice? How
do we get you back on the ship?"
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He grinned again. "I'll see you on board, mstress." He stepped back and

vani shed |i ke a soap bubble.

Tom yano scowl ed and went running, dodgi ng wagons and people. Wen Brota reached
t he gangpl ank, he was already in conversation with an official, but he paused to
shake his head at her. "I thought he might have |eft a port open. But he
didn't."

When the ship was docked, unlocked portholes were al nost a capital offense—they
could admt rats, four-legged or two-1egged. She glanced around, but there was

no sign of Katanji—which was hardly surprising on a dock so littered with piles
of trade goods, with wagons and people. The official was being officious,
clicking his abacus expensively... another bribe needed.

Her cabin, when she got there, was hot and airless. The seven-tinmes-damed port
official had cl eaned out her supply of cash. She bolted the door, eased down to
her knees, and slid open a panel. O the many hidden conpartnents on the ship,
this was the one she used nost often. She eyed the hoard inside. How many rugs,
even silk, could fit in a gondola? Not many, but perhaps al nbst as many as she
had bought already, with Sapphire's hold filling up with the wools. The boy had
been quite right, it was the silks that would bring the profit. If you weren't
sure of your market, stay with quality. The wools were not in that class. That

| ad was a born trader.

She selected a snmall |eather bag. It held one hundred golds, and she was sure
that a gondola would not take that much, maybe not half that nuch. Then she put
on her sword and conmbed her hair and went back on deck

As she approached the deckhouse, she heard a steady thudding. The ship was
nmoti onl ess, of course, and soneone was taking the opportunity to practice knife
throwi ng. She was stunned to discover that it was Nnanji, sitting on one of the
chests because of the | ow head room working his way through a collection of a
dozen or so blades. Fromthe | ook of the target board, he was doing very well.
He grinned at her surprise. "Quicker than swords!" he said.
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He | ooked rather enbarrassed, but obviously pleased with his native skill.

"l thought those were about the worst abomi nation in the canon, adept? Have

m ssed a new sutra?"

"My suggestion, mistress." That was Shonsu. He was sitting up now, |eaning back
agai nst a heap of cushions, still very thin and wan, but certainly on the nend.
Every day he was visibly stronger. "You know what the sutras say about
sorcerers?”

If she confessed how nmany sutras she knew, Adept Nnanji's ginger hair would turn
white instantly. "Can't say |'ve ever thought about it."

"Not hi ng! They're not swordsnmen, so the ways of honor do not apply. They're
armed civilians, an abom nation in itself—so any thing goes."

"But knives?" Even a water rat could feel uneasy at the thought of swordsnen
hurling knives. Wrse, Jja was sitting quietly in a coner, stitching at one of
Shonsu's boots, and there was one of Nnanji's beside her. Conceal ed knives were
wor se yet.

Shonsu shrugged. He | ooked tired. Thana was kneeling attentively at his side.
She had been pl ayi ng nurse ever since Shonsu recovered consci ousness and coul d
appreciate her efforts. Brota did not think her daughter would succeed any nore
wi th Shonsu than Nnanji was succeeding with her, but a Seventh was worth the
effort.

"When | nmet the sorcerers in Aus," Shonsu said, "they nmade me stand back from
them | wondered if they might need tinme to chant their spells, or whatever it
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is they do. And everything we've heard about them suggests that speed is the
only effective attack. So—knives!" He sounded defensive about it, though
"I''"'mnot arguing, ny lord! Thana, | need you to cone ashore with nme."

Thana turned solicitous eyes on Shonsu. "You can spare nme for a little while, ny
| ord?"

"I think I'I'l nanage," he said politely.

Thana patted his hand, rose in a leisurely display of |Iong, brown |inbs, and
sauntered catlike to the door. Her sashes were beconing quite indecent these
days, hardly nore than ribbons, and Brota caught a whiff of nusk and violets
that woul d have
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choked a goat. She woul d have to explain subtlety to Thana.

Nnanji threw Thud! Bull's-eye. He smrked and reached for another knife.

Jja rose and went across to her owner, receiving a smle of welcone that spoke
nmore than a dozen sutras. Then he | ooked to Brota again. "M stress? |'ve been
trying to make sense of what happened in WAl. You, Sailor OHgarro, Nnhanji, and
the captain, none of your stories are quite the sane. The thunderbolt—you said
the man vani shed in the snoke, but you saw no flash. digarro says he fell off
t he gangpl ank, and there was a flash. Nnanji could not see..."

She had told himthree tines. O course eyew tnesses woul d never agree. "Wat
does Novice Katanji say, ny |ord?"

Shonsu and Nnanji exchanged surprised glances. "I was not aware that he was
present."
Denons! She had just thrown away her guide to the source of illicit rugs. "Oh,

yes! He was there, ny lord."

Nnanji sprang off the chest and headed purposefully for the door. Brota foll owed
hi m out on deck. Katanji was standing by the forward gangpl ank, wearing kilt and
sword and boots. How had he managed. .

She hurried after Nnanji, dodging rolls of carpet being carried aboard.

"I need a word with you, protege!" he said om nously.

Katanji opened his eyes wide. "OF course, mentor." The only trace of his slave
di sgui se was a faint oily smear on his nose. His face had been sneared that
night in Wal, too. "Did you ask M stress Brota about mat sutra?"

Nnanji hesitated, then turned to Brota with a grin. "Can you explain one
thousand and forty-four to nme, mstress?"

Fortunately, a Fifth need only know up to nine eighty-one. "I"mnot famliar
with it, adept."

"Lord Shonsu threw it at ne. He says he doesn't understand it, either, but I'm
sure he's fooling." H's eyes went blank and he quoted in a voice very like
Shonsu's: "' On Lack of Footprints: It is better to give a blunt sword than a
sutra to those beyond help."'"

Brota shrugged. Landl ubber piffle! How was she going to
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extract Katanji, or even get a quick word with hin? "It doesn't seemto nmake
much sense, does it? How can you give anything to sonmeone who's beyond hel p?"
Nnanji nodded glumy. "I thought it mght nmean that it's better to give any help

you can, even if it's not nuch, rather man just advice?"

"Where do the footprints cone in, then?"

"Wll... even if there's no fane or honor to be gai ned?"

"Could it have two neanings," Katanji said, "so you could take whi chever one you
want ed?"

"What's the other one?" his brother denmanded cauti ously.

Thana drifted out of the fo'c'sle door, wearing her best satin wap and yel | ow
sandal s. She had her sword on her back. Nnanji's eyes wandered in that

di rection.

"Pirates | eave no footprints," Katanji muttered, as though deep in thought. "Not
i ke brigands on land. And 'blunt sword' could nean... a foil? And the frees
can't help sailors..."

"That's it!" Nnanji shouted. "You've got it! It neans you can teach fencing to
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sail ors! Thanks, nipper!" Sorcerers forgotten, he spun around and ran for the
deckhouse.

Kat anji watched himgo, shaking his head pityingly. Then he smrked at Brota.
"Let's get the hell out of here!" he said.

Brota chose the | argest gondola she could see, but it heaved m ghtily when she
cl anbered in. She seated herself facing the gondolier to keep an eye on him He
was a skinny, sun-dried nman with w de shoul ders, about the right age to have
many nouths to feed. Thana and the boy sat in front of him facing her

The gondol i er pushed off, and the boat slid out toward the harbor. He sang a
short wel come, tourist stuff, and then said, "Wwere to, mistress?"

"Into the city to nake a few purchases and bring themback to the ship."

He guessed at once. "Rugs," he said, and his face went wooden. Thana hel ped in
the negotiations, |leaning back to smte up at himand |l et himpeer down die top
of her wap while
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she wheedled. It was an article of faith in the famly that Thana al ways got her
own way. W de-eyed and danp on the forehead, the gondolier settled for a |ot

| ess than the port officer had.

The boat glided forward again through sheets of |ight conming off the water.

M sty towers glimrered in the distance. "Were to?" asked the gondolier again.
"Where to, novice?" Brota asked. The rugnmaker woul d think he was furnishing a
barracks when he saw three swordsnen arrive

Katanji tore his eyes away fromstately tall ships, the graceful galleys, the
scurrying small craft. He smled angelically. "Wat's nmy share?" he asked.

The boat flowed onward for a few mnutes, and the only sounds were the nusic and
port noises drifting over the harbor.

"What did you have in m nd?" she denmanded, deciding that five silver was tops.
He grinned. "I get first choice, and you transport mine free of charge to
Sapphire and on Sapphire to wherever | want and unload for ne." Then he paused,
and his face grew serious. "And you pronmise not to tell Nanj. He says trade
isn't honorable for swordsnen!"

Thana began to snicker. Brota didn't know whether to be furious at herself or
amused at the | ad.

"We don't allow private trading on Sapphire,"” she said grimy. "The crew all
know that they have a share, and if anyone wants to | eave he can take it then."
"Wth respect, mstress,"” Katanji said, not |ooking very respectful, "I'm not
crew. "

She surrendered with a wy snile, conscious that Thana was enjoying this and
would love to tell the story to the rest of the fanmily. "No, you're one of the
Goddess* nen, aren't you? Al right, it's a deal. But don't you tell anyone,
either. O you, Thana!"

He | eaned forward and held out both hands for the traders' shake, which anused
her even nore. Then he told the gondolier the Canal of Seven Tenples and went
back to eyeing the busy port.

Suddenly Brota renenbered that this First had at |east fif-
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teen golds in his pouch. She'd been thinking that "first choice" nmeant one rug.
He woul dn't dare... would he?

Bef ore she coul d ask, Thana beat her to it. "How nmuch are you planning to spend,
trader?" she asked.

Katanji gave her a big, toothy smle. "Sixty-four golds," he said.

BOOK FOUR

HOW THE SWORDSVAN EARNED AN ARMY

t

Casr, next city after Dri, lay also on the right bank, swordsman country. The

Wnd God continued to performH s duties apathetically, and when at |ast Casr
came in sight, one hot and tranquil afternoon, Wallie was sufficiently recovered
to be out of doors. Wearing nothing but his kilt, he sprawled oil a hatch cover
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with his head on a pillow, soaking up sunshine like a mllionaire on a private
yacht. The boards were warm beneath him and sails filled the sky.

By himlay his crutch, nade for himby Sailor Hotiyi. On his other side sat Jja,
clad now in sailor breechclout and bra sash. They had to be black for a slave,

of course, but they showed off her delectable figure in a way that Wallie found
t hunderously provocative. Fromtine to tinme he woul d squeeze her hand, or she
woul d squeeze his, and then they would smle to each other in silent

contentnment. Thana, praise to the Mst Hi gh, had at |ast becone discouraged in
her wooi ng and was nowhere around.

The World craw ed along at its leisurely preindustrial pace. It was a very
peaceful way to go to war. WAllie was being given tinme to recover his health and
apparently he was going to nake a full recovery. The pious mght class that as a
mracle cure.

Sail ors sauntered by upon their daily tasks, tending ship and children, clothes
and food. The gl ances they sent his way were at best friendly, at worst

respectfully polite... and that was an-
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other mracle. Their former hostility had vani shed, being replaced by a grudging
acceptance of the passengers. Brota had even found cabins for them doubling up

youngsters and cl earing out storage.

Up on the poop, steel clashed on steel as Nnanji coached Mata. Since his mentor

had uncovered that curiously anbi guous sutra, ship life had been transforned for
himfroma hell of boredomto a heaven of day-long fencing. No | onger was he

restricted to teaching Thana, Katanji, and Matarro. The sailors wel coned the
instruction. On the River, it was w se insurance.
Wallie was still savoring that thought when a shadow warned himand he raised

his eyes to see the hunorless face of To-miyano like a dark cloud in the sky. He
sat up.

"Casr in sight... nmy lord." Tom yano no | onger thought nurder when he | ooked at
Shonsu, but neither did he experience ecstasies of brotherly |ove. "Just
wondering if you felt able to recruit sone swordsnmen yet?" He was obviously
resigned to a negative reply.

Wal | i e shook his head. He tried a snmle, but it was absorbed and not refl ected.
Movi ng the crutch out of the way, he gestured to the hatch beside him

"Not yet, Captain. But sit a nmonent and let's discuss it."

Tom yano shrugged and perched on the edge as if not planning to stay long. His
brui ses were gone now, the scrapes heal ed. The burn on his face had devel oped
white strands of scar tissue. A proud man—proud of his ship, now appropriated by
the gods; proud of his physical self, eclipsed by the titanic presence of

Shonsu; proud once of his independence..

"I'"'mnot fit for duty yet," Wallie said. "But one day, Captain, you'll get your

ship back. One day Til have cleaned up the sorcerers. Then we'll both be free
agents. And perhaps, when that day conies, you and | can neet in a bar sonmewhere
and clean that up together? O clean up each other, if you prefer. 1'll spot you
one friend or two chair legs, and I'lIl flatten the furniture with you. After

that's over, we could tear up the whole dock front? Go wenching and start a

| egend? Build the sort of hangover that nmakes a man suicidal? Ri ot and pillage
and..."

Tomi yano's face stayed wooden. He laid his hands on the hatch as if about to
rise. "Anything else, ny lord?"
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WAl i e sighed—arong approach. "Yes. After Casr, | believe, cones Sen. But that's
| eft bank. Next swordsman city is Tau... a week, maybe?"

"If we get sone decent wind."

"Well, | should be mobile by then."

"You'll be disenbarking in Tau?" The sailor's expression was cauti ous.

Wal lie knew what was bothering him "As soon as |I'mfit and we reach a city with
some reasonabl e swordsnen, then your obligations are ended, the contract
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fulfilled. W'll disenbark. Fair enough?"

The sailor was also a trader. "Define 'reasonabl e swordsnen.
"A pair of Thirds? Able-bodied types, of course. Yes, |I'd say that two Thirds
would do to start with. They, at |east, could cover ny back."

The sail or nodded and agai n seened about to depart.

"Stay awhile," Wallie said. "If you have a mnute? |I've a problemyou nmay be
able to help ne with."

Tom yano settled back, his face revealing nothing, but at that nmonent an

out burst of laughter canme wafting down fromthe fencers and their audi ence on
the poop, with Nnanji's the |oudest of all. The captain glanced that way, and
hi s eyes narrowed.

"Now nere's a mracle for you,
"Mracl e?"

"Nnanji. Not many nen can overcone their own prejudices as he did, Captain."

Tom yano scow ed. "Prejudices? Prejudices woul d be opinions not based upon
experience, would they not?"

"Or on experiences not relevant.” Wallie found it hard to be patient around

Tom yano. "Think what he started with—years of consorting with al nost no one but
swordsnen. OF course he regarded civilians with scorn—+t was how he was trained
to mnk. He was al so taught that assassinati on was an absol utely unforgivable
crime, the ultimate atrocity—

"You disagree with that oath he swore?"

"Not in fee slightest. What | nean is that he found that his training was

i nappropriate and he rose above it. Few people ever do that, Captain. The old
man swears he played no part—
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it was all Nnanji's idea. Wien we first canme aboard, he believed that you and
your famly should be proud to serve him just because he was a swordsman. Now
he regards you as friends and allies. That's quite a feat of adjustnent, is it
not ?"

"It's an inprovenent."

"And you? You believed that all swordsnmen were nmurderers and rapists. How are
your prejudices com ng along, Sailor Tom yano?"

The captain flushed. "My opinions were based on experience."

"But not rel evant experience."

"I admt | was proved wong, in your case. Only in your case."

Wal | i e shrugged, know ng that npbst swordsnen woul d have been ready to draw bl ood
for that remark. But a ship's captain ought to appreciate | eadership, and Nnanji
had denponstrated a faculty for | eadership that Wallie had never suspected behind
that flippant juvenile grin. He had been guilty of prejudice hinself, thinking
of his young assistant as nerely a useful ax-man and a handy wal ki ng reference
library. So there was another niggling question: how large a part was Nnanji
destined to play in Shonsu's quest?

Tom yano went back to business. "Wat was the problemyou wanted to discuss?”
"In a sense, ny problemis knowing what ny problemis, if you can follow that. A
god told ne | had a mssion, but he didn't say what it involved, just that it
woul d be revealed to ne. Well, now |'ve nmet the sorcerers, so | know what |'m
supposed to do, even if | still don't know how But he also gave ne a riddle."
The sailor's eyebrows pushed the three shipnmarks up into his chestnut hair.
Pet ul ance succunbed to curiosity. "Ariddle, nmy |ord?"

"Ariddle. And this is the part that concerns you

When the m ghty has been spuned, An arny earned, a circle turned, So the | esson
may be | ear ned.
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"W assune that a swordsman of ny rank qualifies as being mghty, and spurning
is amld description of what | got in Aus."

Qoviously intrigued, Tom yano scratched his head. "How do you earn an arny?" he
asked warily.

Wallie said softly.

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/...%2002%20-%20The%20Coming%200f%20Wisdom.txt (125 of 184) [10/15/2004 2:29:09 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20Duncan%620-%2... Seventh%20Swor d%20-%2002%620-%20T he%620Coming%200f%20Wisdom. txt

He did not speak the natural continuation of the question: How did Lord Shonsu
earn an armny after what he had done in Aus? If that tale arrived before him he
woul d be refused at best and denounced at worst. If it became known after he had
enlisted swordsnmen, then it would detonate a nutiny. Hi s contract wife Brota had
specified that he was to be given passage to the nearest city where he could
recruit swordsmen, but could Shonsu ever recruit swordsnen now?

Wi ch ni ght be why Honakura had been suggesting that Sapphire's crew night be
the arny in question. They had all been ninble with a sword even before Nnanji
began his |l essons, and his training was rapidly giving thema versatility and
pol i sh they had never had before. Nevertheless, Wallie could not believe that he
was expected to fight several cities' worth of sorcerers with a dozen or so

amat eurs, half of them wonen, and he certainly was not going to nention the idea
to Tom yano. The swordsmen and their conpani ons mght be tolerated now as a

necessary evil, but Sapphire's crew were not soldiers. Warfare had no appeal for
them and fire denmons were certainly not in the contract.
"1 don't know how one earns an arny," Wallie said. "I amsure that the | esson

part concerns the sorcerers—sonehow, there nust be a way to fight them But it's
the circle part | wanted to ask you about.'*

"What circle?"

'"The one we're turning!" He chuckled at the sailor's puzzled frown. "So far we
know of four swordsnen cities to our left, on the right bank—Ki San, Dri, and
Casr straight ahead there. Tau cones next, |'mtold."

"So they say." Then the sailor pulled a face. "W're traders, Shonsu, not

expl orers. Traders trade back and forth—udsually between two cities, sonetines a
stretch of three or four. If the Goddess does not return us to Hoot, then we'll

trade here just as happily. Ki San and Dri will do fine. ! adnmit | like the
climate,
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though I'mtold the winters are bad. W'll study what sells and what's needed.
We weren't even planning to go on to Tau, but | suppose we still have to find
you some swordsnmen. |f there are none in Tau, then we'll bring you -back to

Casr. Or Ki San. You'll be on your feet by then."

Wal | i e had been hopi ng that Tom yano woul d have been nore inquisitive. He ought
to know nore of the geography than Honakura and Katanji had been able to
uncover; but obviously not, Brota had shown the same |ack of interest.

"On the left bank, Captain, we know of Aus and Wal —sorcerer cities. Next cones
Sen. But | know of another one ahead, further upstream"

"What's that?"

"oy "

"But..." The sailor scow ed. "That was where you'd cone from when we nmet you?
That's weeks back, Shonsu!"

To a sailor there were only two directions in the Wrld: up and down River

Di stance was measured in days. Patiently VWallie began to explain, draw ng

i nvisible maps on the hatch cover with his fingers. The River nmade a | oop—rorth
fromOv, then west, around or through the nountains, and then south to Aus. The
Bl ack Lands upstream from Ov were the sane Bl ack Lands that |ay downstream from
Aus. There was the god's circle that nust be turned.

He had worked it out during his conval escence, only to discover that his
conpani ons al ready knew. Honakura had seen it first, on the top of the pass, or
so he clainmed, when Wallie had pointed out the R ver ahead and had argued that
it must flow south. Nnanji had probably learned it fromKatanji .

Eventual ly | ogi c overcane the sailor's prejudices. He nodded. Sapphire was
sailing up the west side of a |oop. Already the nountains of RegiVul lay to the
east and south, and they had been northeast of Aus. At Ov, they had lain to the
nort hwest .

"You expect us to take you all the way around to Ov, Shonsu?" he denanded
angrily.

"l have to go back to Ov, Captain, and turn the circle. Wether that neans the
city itself or the manor house where we
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started, | don't know. Wether we travel there on Sapphire or not, | don't know.
But it would help if you asked sonme sailors in Cast. How far is it? How many
cities have the sorcerers seized? The old man says he knows, but he's just
guessing. "

Seven, of course, Honakura sai d—+t would have to be seven. Wallie had not

di sputed the point, because he was devel oping a hard respect for the priest's
superstitions.

Then boots thunped on the old polished planks, and there was Nnanji, hot and
sweaty and grinning, fencing conpleted for the time being. Behind him the city
of Casr was drawing near. "You will be staying on board, nmy lord brother?" he

i nquired.

"I will,"” Wallie said. He noted once nore the subtle signs of change in

Nnanji —the tiny pause that came before he spoke and after others did, the

cal cul ation hidden below the habitual joviality, the secret pride in his own
conpetence. Wallie's lectures on the theory of thinking and responsibility had
been pronptly followed by practice in white water, and no one of Nnanji's age
could have cone through that without a few scars. On the surface he was stil

the sane inpractical idealist, an irrepressible rapscallion, but sonething
deeper had been awakened now. Blind hero worship had beconme consi dered respect.
Bei ng Nnanji, he would forget nothing.

"I"ll stay, but | don't see why you can't do a little exploring,"” Wallie said.
"You could visit the garrison in Casr and talk with the reeve."

Nnanji's smle vani shed. Evidently he had already considered the possibility. "I
think that mght be inadvisable," he said softly. 'They will ask if | have a
ment or—-who and what rank. And if the reeve hears that there is a Seventh in
town, then he will certainly conme to call."

Wal lie was about to suggest that Nnanji could tell |ies—but of course he

woul dn't. Based on his experience with the venal Hardduju at Hann, and the Cow e
incident in Ki San, Nnanji now had a strong distrust of reeves.

"You m ght |earn sonething about sorcerers, though,"

"I still think it would be inadvisable... brother." Nnanji was being respectful,
but he was prepared to be stubborn. "You are not yet restored to health.”
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Wal lie sighed. "As you wish. But, Nnanji... that oath we swore was the oath of
br ot her hood. "

"Yes?"

"Not not her hood. "

Nnanji grinned and pointed a lean armat the fo'c'sle. "Go to your room
Shonsu! "

Evidently Tom yano was still mulling the god's riddle. "Suppose we did sail all
the way to Ov, ny lord? Wiy Ov? What happens there?"

"Captain," Wallie said sadly, "I'"'mdamed if | know. Maybe 1 m ssed sonet hi ng?"
tt

After Casr the weather broke, as if to hint that summer was aging and might die
soon. In rain and fog and gloomthey cane to Sen. Black Sen, the sailors called
it, and the nane fit—bhlack basalt walls and bl ack slate roofs, norbid buildings
over noisone narrow alleys glittering icily in the wet. Cranped agai nst the

Ri ver between two cliffs, the town had bl oated upward in tenenents of five or
six stories, turning cranped streets into tenebrous canyons. Even the docks were
bl ack, and the sorcerers' tower seened no nore depressing or oninous than the
rest of the city. The pedestrians and the horses cowered along in the wet,
hunched and dej ect ed.

Katanji watched the arrival through the porthole in Diwa's cabin. So far he had
not been summoned to the deckhouse, where Shonsu and Nnanji woul d skul k while
Sapphire was in port. It was too late nowto send Nanj to get him for the ship
was al ready close to the dock, but they mi ght yet send Jja.

Diwa fretted nervously at his side. He had his slave loincloth ready, and his
makeup. That was a m xture of |anmpblack and goose grease, Matarro had said. They
used it to lubricate the capstan. Matarro did not know that Katanji had
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purl oi ned sone, or the other use he had found for it.

Shonsu had torn himapart when he had | earned that Katanji

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

had gone ashore in Wl to talk to the slave gang under the wagon, although he
had been pl eased enough to get the eyewitness reports that Katanji had gat hered.
The port officer had fallen off the gangpl ank when the thunderbolt struck him
He had not been turned into snoke, as Brota had said. There had been two

sorcerers waiting on the dock... the man had been dead or unconscious,.. they
had taken his pouch and pushed himover into the River..
That news had pl eased Shonsu, but he had still been nolten, claimng that

Katanji had di sobeyed orders. That had not been true. As they |eft Aus, he had
been told not to go ashore if Sapphire ever returned there. Nothing had been
sai d about other sorcerer ports. Nanj had confirmed that, quoting the big man's
exact words.

"Very well!" Shonsu had said, glaring black nurder. "But in any other sorcerer
port, you don't set foot on the gangpl ank! You don't even go on deck! Is that

cl ear?"

Perfectly clear—Katanji went in and out porthol es when he was being a sl ave,
anyway. Tactfully, he had not nentioned that he had gone ashore again in VWl,
the next day, and had roamed the town for hours.

And now Shonsu had asked Brota to visit Sen so he could gather wi sdom Sailors
and one ol d priest—what could they | earn? What could swordsmen di scover by

hi ding in the deckhouse and peering out w ndows? W sdom was Katanji's business;
the god had said so.

Sly, sneaky ol d Honakura had found out what he was up to, and he had defl ected
Shonsu a coupl e of tinmes when the conversation had veered onto dangerous
territory. But even he now said that next time nust be the last tine. "Then you
must tell them novice. And they'll have to stop you. But it's worth one nore
try. "

The dock was coming up fast now, on this side. Had the ship turned, then he
woul d have had to nip across to the cabin he shared with Matarro.

"Cood!" Katanji said. He pulled off his breechclout and began tying on the bl ack
| oi ncl ot h.

He had Diwa well trained now. She held up the mirror she
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borrowed from her parents' cabin. He reached for his grease pot and spatul a.
"Hold it still, wench!" he said. Her hands were trenbling.

"Ch, Katanji! It's so dangerous!"

"I'"ve told you! I'ma swordsman. Danger is ny business. A swordsman's woman nust
be strong as well as beautiful... and you are beautiful."

That took her m nd off danger. She blushed a rich, dark shade—very rewardi ng—and
her hands steadied. He smled and concentrated on his makeup again. "Only the
fair deserve the brave, Nanj says."

She whinpered a little. She was a pretty thing, nicely rounded. A few nore years
and she'd be as disgustingly fat as her Aunt Brota, but right now she was just

very cuddly.

"There!" He had done. It was nice to have a girl he could | ook down at. Mei was
too tall for him "I can't kiss you now, or |I'Il snudge it. But I'Il make it up
to you tonight."

She |l aid her cheek against his neck. "Be careful, nmy darling. "I'Il feel

terrible if anything happens to you."
The ship bunmped gently into fenders. He put his arns around her and was
surprised to discover how hard it was to take them away agai n.

"Nothing will. Now, keep a good | ookout. And get down here fast when | signal!"
He opened the porthole a crack. The lines had been tied. There was a pile of
bales just in front... perfect. He opened the flap wi der and slithered out onto

the col d, wet dock.

The crowds were thin because of the rain, but people were walking with their
heads down, not |ooking around, and that suited Katanji very well. He kept his
head down, also, walking with a slave's listless shuffle. It was good to get out
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of his boots; he shucked t hem whenever Nanj was not |ooking, but rarely got away
with it for long. The wisp of loincloth was lots nore confortable than that
kilt. He felt like a kid again, running around with the sun shining on his butt,
not having to strut about with his head up, being a swordsman. He still could
not
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think of hinself as a swordsman, no matter how nmuch Nanj shouted at him

He headed up one of the narrow streets. It was gl oony enough that no one coul d
possi bly see anything wong with his slave stripe. This would be the last tineg,
and he nmust make it pay, gathering lots of w sdom

He chuckl ed at the thought of Nanj. H s ponytail would stand straight up, and
he'd scream li ke Aunt Grza. Shonsu would roar, but in secret he would approve.
Yet he would not overrule Nanj in a thing like this. The big man liked to |earn
things—so did Katanji, and there were not nany people |like that around. Well,
today he would find out plenty to add to what he had | earned in Wal. Then the
two of themwould sit down together, and he'd give Shonsu all the wi sdom and
Shonsu woul d shake his head admiringly and say, "Well done, novice," in that
deep grow of his. Then even Nanj could not screamtoo nuch.

He caught a glinpse of the tower down another alley and turned that way.

Then he reached the square and ducked into a doorway to take a | ook. Just |ike
Wal and Aus—the bag- heads had pull ed down buildings to nake their tower and

| eave an enpty space around it. This was as close as he had gone at Aus, but in
Wal he had wal ked right by the tower and picked up sone of that swordsman
intelligence that the sutras listed. He could do that now, but this tower |ooked
exactly like the others. He could see a big raised door for unloadi ng wagons, so
there woul d be another, snaller door on the far side. No wi ndows for at |east
three spans above the ground, then there were thirteen |ayers of wi ndows in all
The stairs they would have to clinb! But exactly alike. Sorcerers nust have a
sutra for building towers

He wal ked across the square, counting his paces to the tower and al ongsi de the
tower and past the tower. Then he worked his way round the streets to cone out
another alley and did the Same thing in the other direction. Square tower,
twenty-two paces each side, as he had expected. The doors were the same —heavy
wood with bronze scrollwork on them bronze feather shapes. And again there was
a pit in front of each door with a bronze grating over it.
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Why? The pit was shallow, and the gratings did not | ook hinged, so they were not
traps.

A lot of bronze: expensive! Birds, too. There had been birds round the other
towers, strutting about on the ground and fluttering clunsily out of his way as
he passed. Sonething to do with feather facenmarks? He was standing on a corner,
wonderi ng what to do next, when the snall door opened and a sorcerer of the
Second cane out with a basket and started throwi ng sonething on the ground. The
birds all gathered around, so it nust be food.

He wondered if the birds were sorcerers in disguise. Wat woul d happen if he
grabbed one? If it changed back into a sorcerer would its feathers turn into a
gown, or would he be naked? Or were the birds prisoners, changed by sorcery,
hangi ng around the tower in the hope of being turned back into men? He shivered.
Then a boy cane across the square pulling a cart with fish painted on its sides.
He stopped at the small door and spoke to the Second, who opened the door for
him and he started carrying boxes into the tower. Katanji canme out of his coner
and crossed the square in the slow, |azy | ope of a slave who had been told to
run. He grabbed a | ook in the boxes as he went by. Cctopus? Yuck

That was enough for now, so he wandered off through the town for a while,
enjoying the snells, the people, the snell of people, the old fanmliar feel of
hor sedung between his toes. Ship life got boring for a city man.

He headed back to the docks to check on Sapphire. Two traders were trudgi ng up
the plank to haggle with Brota. That was all right, then. He had hours yet.
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He went exploring the all eyways, |ooking for a slave hole. As a kid he had gone
slaving often with Kan'a and Ji'o... what would they be doing now? Kan'a had
sworn to the fullers. Ji'o was probably a draper now, |ike his dad.

The three of them had | earned nore fromlistening to slaves than their parents
had ever known. Sonetines they had even drawn slave |ines on then- faces,

al t hough that was so risky that it had nmade his gut quiver and usually they had
not done dial. He had assunmed when he got pricked as a swordsman that his
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sl aving days were over. Then he had seen that a slavestripe would cover up a
single sword, and the tenptation had been too nuch to resist. He had gone down
to the dock in Wal in the thunderstorm and gathered a | ot of wisdomsitting
under that wagon. Two golds... it had been worth at | east two hundred to Brota.
So the Goddess had approved, and the next day he had gone sl aving around \al

Sl aves were sl aves. Slave holes were slave holes. He found a deep al cove between
two buil dings, where a wooden stair went up. There was just roomto squeeze

bet ween the steps and one wal | —sl aves were never fat unless they'd been gel ded.
He squeezed through, and there, sprawl ed underneath in the dark and filth and
stink, were three slaves, assiduously shirking.

They just grunted, so he joined them finding a place next to one of them where
there was no dung on the ground. He sat down and huddl ed up for warnth, |istened
to their talk for a while; listened to the rain drip and a billion baritone
flies. Just like old tines.

The tal k was of wonen, of course—braggi ng about what their nistresses denanded
when their nasters were away. None of them believed the others, it was al

wi shful thinking, and they all knew that. It nade himhony listening to them

t hough, and he started thinking about Diwa. Maloll would kill himif he found
out what had happened to his dear little, innocent, virgin daughter, or how ruch
his dear little daughter enjoyed it.

But who would tell? Matarro knew, he'd wakened up at |east once as his roomate
came home at dawn. Truth be told, Ka-tanji had been a little clunsier than
necessary that first tine. Stepping on his fingers had been a bit excessive.
Later Matarro had tried to frighten him saying Brota had put Diwa up to it,
wanting to trap Katanji because he woul d nake a good water rat. He did not
believe mat. He did not think he believed that. You could not trap a swordsnman
on land that way, but the river-folk had narrow ideas. Certainly it would create
a hell of a fight—he had been told not to use the wonen. But Matarro was a good
kid. Very naive, being just a sailor, but he wouldn't split.

Very gently he edged into the conversation. New slave in
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town: what's this sorcerer business? How many of thenf? Wat do they do? Could
they cast a spell to nake a slave a free man?

"They'd sell you a magic potion to do it," one of the nen said, and one of the
ot hers | aughed. They worked together, these two. Wat's so funny? asked the

t hi rd—younger, not nuch ol der than Katanji.

"You know what they nmake those potions out of?" the first said. "Horse pee."
The third said manure they did.

"Fact. Qur owner has a stable. Collects the horse pee and the sorcerers buy it
off him"

Manur e agai n.

"Manure you!" the first growl ed. "Fact. You go wal k by that tower of theirs.
You'll smell it. Stinks like a stable, but there's no horses there."

"l used to belong to a tanner," Katanji said. "Now there was stink!"

"None of those around here. Sorcerers ran them out of town."

Agai n! The sane as Wal —what did sorcerers have agai nst tanners? "How about
dyers?"

"Them too. Why?" The ol dest sl ave was getting suspicious of so nmany questions.
But there had been no dyers in Aus or WAl, either. Shonsu would |ove this.

"Td heard that," Katanji said. "Didn't believe it. Wat about thunderbolts?
Fact ?"
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"Fact," the oldest said. "Big noise and fire and snoke. Seen one."

"No. big noise," said the mddle one. "Seen one, too. Big flash of |ight was
all."

They got to arguing. The first man had been wal ki ng al ong a street when a nmadnman
came out of a house, a slave gone weird, waving a bloody ax. He had killed three
peopl e inside and got two nore in the street. Then a sorceress of the
Second—piddly little girl—-had stepped in front of him Big noise, snoke, dead

sl ave.

So even a Second could cast that spell? Shonsu would not hi ke hearing that.

238

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

DAVE DUNCAN

239

That was all manure, the other said, pure, adulterated manure. He'd seen
swordsnen killed by a thunderbolt. The others scoffed, so he went into details.
Coupl e years ago—dark night, clouds over the Dream God... com ng hone late from
a wonan, he'd been naking a shortcut across the square and seen three

swor dsnmen—ponytails, swords, the whole rig. They nust have cone off a ship.
They' d been carrying bundles. He'd stopped in the shadows to watch, because
there had not been swordsnen in Sen for years, and he'd nmade out the bundl es.
They' d been faggots. The swordsnen had run across the square to the snall door
of the tower, and he'd guessed that they were going to set a fire against the
door. He thought they'd been drunked up pretty good.

They' d stopped at the grating, suspicious, and put down the bundl es. He thought
a wi ndow had opened hi gh up, but he was not sure. Then the swordsnen had gone to
| ook at the door and there'd been a big flash of |ightning and screans. No big
noi se, just a sort of glass-breaking sound; |oud for glass, but not thunder

Two of the swordsnen had cone back and gone by him one hel ping the other. The
third had stayed, dead.

"Cooked," he said. "They went right by ne, and | could snell roast neat off the
hurt one. He was maki ng nasty noises and snelling |ike pork. You go |ook at mat

door on the tower! You can still see the scorch marks."
Two types of thunderbolt? O a denon?
The nearest slave put his armround Katanji. "You're a nice kid," he said,

"No!" Katanji tried to wiggle |oose.
"It's all right if it's all you can get,'
conviction. "Try it, cone on!"

"No," Katanji protested, not daring to shout very | oud.

the slave said, wthout nuch

"Ch, let himgo," the youngest said. "I'll do it with you."
Katanji left then.
He checked on Sapphire again, and she was unl oading cargo, so he still had tine.

He must try to find nore wisdom He went back to the square, and the rain was
even heavier, the clouds |ower and gl oomer. A group of slaves was waiting by
the big door, ten or twelve of them He hung around, watching, beginning to fee
frustrated.

Then a wagon came grunbling along the street behind him heading for the square
and the tower. It was bi g—four horses. Maybe from out of town? From Vul, even?
Shonsu m ght know. It was | oaded high with sonething, a | eather cover over it.
More sl aves wal ked behind. Two sl ave gangs? He could join in, and then each
woul d think he belonged to the other. Wen the wagon and its foll owers passed
him he tagged on and trailed after them across the square before he had tine to
get scared.

Hal fway there his insides began to leap up and down. Wat in the nanes of all
the gods was he doi ng? He nust have been out of his mind, but it was too late to
stop now. If he tried to bolt they'd start a runaway slave cry, and the whole
town woul d gi ve chase. Goddess, preserve ne!

The big doors were opened. The teanster nmaneuvered the wagon onto the grating,
agai nst the | oading door. Three sorcerers appeared, a Third and two big Firsts.
They tried to keep the |l oad dry, holding up the cover so that the slaves could
pul | out the sacks and hustle theminside. Katanji clinbed up on the dock with
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the others, and no one | ooked at himtw ce.

He must tell Shonsu that the walls were an arm s-1ength thick. There would be no
knocki ng holes in those.

A sack was dunped on his shoul der, and his | egs al nbst crunpled. He staggered
into the tower, following the man in front

He was crazy! Wat had possessed hin? They woul d hear his heart!

They woul d hear his knees—either his terror or the | oad he was carryi ng was
maki ng them knock |ike castanets.

The air did stink of horses. Phew

It was dark in there, a big, high roomreaching right up to the first w ndows,
and probably half the width of the tower. He could | ook up and see great massive
beans supporting the ceiling. The place was cluttered, but the sack hid
everything to his right, and on his left was just a wall of bins, some of them
open, hol di ng herbs.

A swordsnman spying inside a sorcerers' tower... what would they do to himif
they caught himat it?

The slave in front stepped into a sort of big closet and
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dumped his sack on a pile and canme out. Katanji copied himwith relief. Two
sorcerers stood by the entrance, watching—a Fourth in orange, and a Second,
whose yel | ow gown shone bright in the gl oom

Renenbering to keep his head down, Katanji energed fromthe closet, stil

foll owi ng the sane slave. He rubbed his back ... mucking heavy, those sacks!
Then, as he was goi ng past the sorcerers, one of memreached out and tapped him
on the shoul der.

ttt

Sapphire was still gliding toward the dock in Sen, while Hona-kura sat on an oak
chest |ike a ragged black ow and Nnanji slouched restlessly by the w ndows and
Wal li e thudded knives into the target board. Then Brota swooped into the
deckhouse, swathed in an enornmous madder-col ored | eat her cl oak, nore huge even
than usual, an angry cumulus cloud. Water was puddling all around her as it ran
of f that great expanse of stitched | eather and dripped fromher ponytail. It
shone on her plunp brown face and white eyebrows.

"I don't like the look of this place," she grunbled. "Wat do you think you're
going to learn here, ny |ord?"

"l don't know, mistress."

"Traders expect shelter. They'll want to cone in here!"
Wal li e had not thought of that. There was nowhere el se he woul d be able to see
much at all. The portholes would be level with the dock, or lower. "Hang a

drape? Yes—'ve seen washing hung in here, haven't 172"

Brota rolled her eyes at the thought of swordsnmen hiding behind | aundry, but she
swung around and went off to organize.

"Where's our mascot?" Wallie asked. "Perhaps we should keep hi munder our eye."
Nnanji nodded. He was turning for the door when Honakura said, "Lord Shonsu?
What woul d you say was the nobst unusual thing the sorcerer did, the one who cane
aboard in Wl ? And you, adept? What do you think?"
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"Killing a man with a snap of his fingers," Willie suggested.

"Not killing me with another!"” Nnanji grinned as if that were funny.

The ol d priest shrugged his huddl ed shoul ders. "W knew they could do sonething
like that. And you were not trying to draw your sword, adept. Not like the late
Swordsman Kandoru ... No. That's not it." He | ooked puzzl ed.

"Tell us."

"That spell of good fortune he offered to put on the cargo!"

VWhat bright thoughts were sparkling bel ow that polished scal p? "He must have
known of the fire," Vallie said.

"Exactly! It's like that bird that they nagicked into the kettle for the
captain, isn't it?"

"It is?"
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Honakura scow ed at the obtuseness of swordsnen. "Wen you capture a dangerous
prisoner, Lord Shonsu, do you denonstrate your swordsmanshi p? Do you throw
apples in the air and split thenf"

" Showi ng of f ?"

"Like little boys! Wy?"

It was a curious point, possibly significant. Honakura had a finely honed

i nstinct for people.

"Katanji says he was lunpy. That interests ne nore," Wallie said.

"Lunpy? Boil s?"

"No. Their gowns are made of very heavy, stiff material, but the wind was

bl owi ng hard that night, and Katanji says that either the man had packages
strapped around him or a great nmany pockets. He's a very quick little rascal,
that one. Wich reninds me. Nnanji—=

Honakura leered. "That's not all he's quick at."

"What do you nean? He was tol d—=

The old man put a warning finger to his lips as Brota cane in with Mata, bearing
bundl es. Quickly they strung a Iine along the | ength of the room and draped wet
sheets over it. Nnanji pushed the chests to one side, so the swordsnmen couid sit
unseen, yet would be able to see and hear whatever was goi ng on. They woul d be
on the landward side, Brota assured them and
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able to watch the dock, also. It was ingenious but not very plausible, for

not hing would dry in Sen on this drippy day. Wallie wondered if sorcerers could
see through cotton—but then they night be able to see through tinbers as easily.
The deckhouse began to fill up with wet people, including children, giggling at
the novelty of wearing capes. Their play would be a good distraction if anyone
becane suspicious, for nothing could seem nore i nnocent than children's

| aught er.

As Sapphire nestled against the dock, VWallie renenbered Katanji. Too |late now to
send Nnanji. Honakura, who had just wandered away so ingenuously, had
deliberately diverted Wal-lie's attention fromthe boy, and not for the first
time, either. Katanji must be up to sonething, and Honakura was covering for

him Still, the novice had been ordered not to go ashore in sorcerer ports, so

he coul d not get into too nuch mschief. Wallie put Katanji out of his nind.

Tom yano had announced that if sorcerers in Wal could stonmach Nnanji on a ship,
then a burn mark was not going to upset them and he stayed in view, wearing the
dagger. Jja entertained the toddlers, leaving sailors free to attend to

busi ness.

The port officer was an old wonan, twi sted and lanme fromarthritis, sad and
respectful. She ignored the captain's scar, nuttered quickly that no swordsnen
shoul d go ashore, accepted two golds, and |inped away. WAl lie concluded that she
was probably genui ne and probably frightened of her masters.

So the sorcerers were succeeding in their efforts to cure corruption anong the
officials. In the ports on the right bank the swordsnmen either could not or did
not try, and graft persisted in traditional fashion. The only crines that

swor dsnen recogni zed were the violent varieties. Wallie could not imagine a
Nnanji-type swordsnman trying to unravel the intricacies of enbezzl enent or

fraud. The sorcerers wanted to encourage trade. Again, the swordsnmen woul d not
care. Wallie, being a very atypical swordsman, rather approved of that. He found
the notion anusing, remenbering the words of the demigod: "You do not think |ike
Shonsu, and that pleases ne."

An awni ng had been jury-rigged over the top of one gang-
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pl ank, where Brota had nade herself confortable in her chair, and the edge of
the dock below was cluttered with her sanples. O d Una wandered down the other

pl ank to inspect the hawkers' wares. Rain splattered and dri pped.

Wal lie began to grow bored and frustrated. These damm facenmarks! How coul d he
run a war with such a handicap? |If the enenmy could becone invisible, or change
their crafts at will, then they could penetrate the swordsnen cities easily. It
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was not fair! He grew short-tenpered, wanting to shout at the children to be
qui et .

Quite soon, though, Brota brought in two traders and argued themup from one
hundred and fifty to two forty-five, while the eavesdroppers listened in
amusenent behind the draperies. Hands were shaken, and the traders went off to
wat ch t he unl oadi ng of the baskets and | eat her goods.

Then came Holiyi. He was the youngest of the adult sailors, skinnier even than
Nnanj i, and notoriously short of speech—am abl e enough, but apparently able to
go for days w thout saying a word.

"Ki San, Dri, Casr, Tau, W, Shan, and G," he told Wallie. "Aus, Wal, Sen, Cha,
Gor, Anb... and Ov!" He sniled, turned, and stal ked out. For him that had been
a notabl e oration—and a fine display of the trained nenory expected anong
preliterates.

So Tom yano nust have ordered himto inquire about the geography, and he had
done so. Honakura had been correct, then-seven cities on each bank. Seven free
cities lying on the outer rimof the River's |oop, and seven |lining the inner
curve seized by sorcerers? Assune so—based on superstition, which seened to work
as well as evidence in the Wrld. For the millionth tinme, Wallie wi shed he could
wite. O course he could sketch a map—wi th charcoal, say—-but he would not be
able to attach labels to it. He had tried, and it did not work. He asked Nnanji
to repeat the lists for himwhile he pictured how the River nust flow north out
of the Black Lands near Ov, charting a wide circle counter-clockw se—around

Vul ?—and back south into the Black Lands again at Aus. The only gap in this

Ri ver-drawn circle would be the neck of |and between Aus and Ov, which they had
al ready crossed.
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Wallie was still mulling over his nental nmap when a curious processi on cane

mar chi ng up the plank. The slaves had only just begun renoving the cargo, and
here was new business already. Wth a little luck, Sapphire would soon be able
to | eave this dismal place.

The | eader was a niddl e-aged Fourth, followed by two younger nen who wore brown
robes and were therefore likely priests, for other crafts kept to |oincloths at
their age. Al three carried | eather unbrellas. The |last man was younger, a
Third. He was husky and earnest-|ooking and soaking wet, his hair plastered over
his face. After a word to Brota, they all trooped into the deckhouse, followed
by Brota herself and Tom yano.

Li steni ng and wat chi ng behind the curtain, Wallie | earned mat the burly,

bedr aggl ed youngster was a stonemason. His father had sent himdownriver from
Cha to buy marble, and now he bad a |oad to send hone. |If Sapphire was headi ng
upriver, nmen would she transport his purchase?

Wallie found that an interesting problemin an illiterate world. There was no
bills of lading, or banks, or letters of credit, or even any effective policing
outside the cities. Straight buying and selling was sinple, but obviously

mer chants nust sonetines wi sh to ship goods on order. He could not think of any
effective neans. Chviously Brota could buy the marble and nen resell it, but
then she nmust trust the nan's word mat his father would be willing to take it,
or else her own judgnment mat it would sell for a fair profit. But she would al so
be free to sell it to his conpetitors. If he nerely entrusted his cargo to her,
men she and her ship could vanish with it forever. If he sailed along with it,
then the sane thing mght happen, with himfeeding the piranhas. Any course
seened to call for inpossible trust by sonebody, even w thout the conplications
i ntroduced by die fickleness of the Goddess and the vari abl e geography of the
Vor | d.

So Wallie sat behind the curtain, listened to the terns being di scussed, and

| earned mat nere was a way. The wagon with the marbl e was standing by, and Brota
purchased the stone for one hundred and sixty golds—grunbling that it could not
be worm half that. The trader, a |ocal worthy who would be collecting a

conmi ssion, swore nmat be would buy it fromher in
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ten days for two hundred if she brought it back. Tomi yano, as official captain,
swore that he would take it to Cha, Brota that she would sell it to the

stonemason for no nore than two hundred.

Very ingenious, Wallie concluded; they spread the risk around. The young nman
woul d probably get his marble transported for forty, or even less if his father
beat Brota down a little. She was sure of forty golds if she had to nmake the
round trip, and the narble was overpriced so she woul d not be tenpted to abscond
with it. Wallie enjoyed that, and also the oath cerenonies. The priests were

Wi t nesses. The mason swore by his chisel, Brota by her sword, Tomi yano by his
ship, and the trader by gold.

Wal lie nused how nuch easier things would be if witing had been invented in the
Wrld. He wondered why it had not been. WAs that an intervention by the gods?
The bul ky baskets were soon renobved, and Sapphire began to | oad the marble. Now
Wal |l i e discovered why a nere seven or eight days' sailing could conmand so high
a fee. Marble was a dangerous cargo. It was the first tine he had seen the boom
in use, and everyone seened to stop bream ng as each great bl ock was swung

i nboard. If one slipped, it would go straight through the keel, and a hel pl ess,
invalid swordsman woul d be stranded in a sorcerer city. Wien that realization
came, he began muttering curses: damm Brota for naking such a deal in this

pl ace!

But no rope broke, no block slipped. Eight times the boomlowered its load in
safety, while Sapphire cowered lower in the water. Then the wagon and w t nesses
departed. Honakura, who had been snooping as usual, cane dripping up the plank
Wandering crew nenbers returned and prepared for departure.

The visit seenmed to have been al nost pointless fromWllie' s point of view,

al t hough |ikely Honakura woul d have uncovered sone informati on on when and how
Sen had been invaded by sorcerers.

"I shan't be sorry to |leave here," Vllie remarked. "It's a depressing town."
Nnanji nodded in agreenent. "And lunch is overdue."

The first of the two gangpl anks was hauled in with a clatter.

tttt

At the sorcerer's touch, Katanji junped like a rabbit, and a small squeal of
terror escaped before he could stop it. Every gland on his skin started spurting
sweat. He turned around, still staring hard at the floor, expecting to see al

his insides drop out of his loincloth at any nonent.

He tried to say "Adept?" but all that canme out was a croak. His very fear would
betray him

"That one hasn't got much neat on his bones," the Second renarked.

What were they going to do, cook hinf

"Don't want neat," the Fourth replied in a deep, runbling voice. "Endurance is
what we need-stanina."

Torture? Ch, Goddess!

Nei t her sorcerer spoke to Katanji, so he just stood there, quivering. O her

sl aves paraded past with sacks and canme out of the closet without them Then the
Fourth tapped another. "You!" He was not rmuch ol der than Katanji, taller but
just as stringy, and he reacted with an even | ouder, gibbering wail. Katanji
coul d see his knees shake. So all slaves were frightened of sorcerers, and his
own terror had not given himaway. But when they | ooked at faces..

"And you!" the Fourth said, choosing another. "Come with nme."

Leaving the Second to watch the unloading, the Fourth swng around and | ed the
way, going between a big iron range, very hot, with two big caldrons boiling on
it—ore foul stink —and a stack of firewood, then a pile of sacks. One of mem
was open and there was charcoal falling out of it. Beyond the sacks was a | ong
table, cluttered with big pots and little pots and giant bottles of dark green
glass and three of the big copper pots with coils on top that Shonsu had seen in

Aus, dented and black with [ ong use. And beyond the range was a furnace, like a
bl acksmith's but bigger, and a near-naked youth working bel -
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|l ows furiously, gleam ng sweat. He glanced up as Katanji passed, show ng the
single feather on his brow. Being a sorcerer First was |less fun than being a
swordsman First, obviously, and he | ooked at |east as old as Nanj.

Then they canme to a stairwell. A big wooden vat of water sat in the mddle, and
the stairs spiraled up around the walls. Metal steps; nore bronze.

As Katanji reached the vat and was about to put his foot on the first step, with
the sorcerer three or four steps up already, the vat suddenly spluttered and

hi ssed and bl ew steam Katanji junped and squealed in alarmand very nearly | ost
control of his bladder.

The sorcerer |aughed. He stretched out a hand and wailed a brief incantation hi
words Katanji did not recognize. "Now he won't hurt you," he said. "Cone on!"
Trenbling, Katanji started up the stairs, the other two slaves follow ng him
Then the vat hissed again, and they wailed quietly, so they were just as scared
as he was. And they did not have swordmarks on their foreheads.

The stairs went round tw ce before they reached the next level, and the vat

hi ssed five tinmes below them More stairs... they clinbed three floors and were
all puffing. The sorcerer marched along a dimcorridor, passed two closed doors,
and then turned into a big room Katanji |ooked nervously at a hole in the floor

with ropes hanging in it, and a huge wooden thing like a long drumin a rack,
tangl ed with ropes and wheels. One wall was stone and had a wi ndow-the sutras
sai d that w ndow size was inportant—and two walls were wooden, and the fourth
was al nost hi dden by piles of sacks. There were four sorcerers waiting there,
two Firsts and two Seconds. Katanji gazed in growing horror at the drumthing.
Torture?

The Fourth pointed at it. "Hurry up! Get on!" he said

Katanji did not understand, but the other two sl aves pushed past himto grab
hol d of a bar across the top and clinb up on the drum which had paddl es al ong
it. He copied them and the drum began to turn slowy with a | oud squeaki ng and
clattering of the ropes and wheels. Big slab things began to sink into the hole.
"Flanmes!" nuttered the Fourth. He picked up a whip from
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somewhere and cracked it loudly in the air. "Work, or I'll skin you!"

So the three slaves pushed up against the bar and pushed down with their feet.
The drum began to nove faster and make | ouder noi ses, creaking and runbling.
Katanji was in the mddle, |ooking at his thin arns between two sets of thicker
arns, and beyond those was the big hole in the floor, and the ropes were noving.
Soon he was running, trying to keep up with the others, wondering if he was
going to be run to death. Wen he saw that the ropes were com ng up, he worked
out that this was not sorcery—the drumwas w nding the ropes. He and the other
two slaves nust be lifting that whole closet thing with their feet. It was nitty
hard work.

The whip cracked again, and he renmenbered that he had no scars on his back
Woul d the sorcerers wonder about that? Alnost all real slaves did. Wuld they be
tenpted to put sonme there, just on principle?

Faster and faster—he was gasping for breath, and his face and arnpits were
dribbling sweat. He could snell sweat in the air. His heart hamered and his
mouth was dry. The other two were gasping, also, and both were bigger youths
than he. Then gradually the pile of sacks rose right out of the floor, and the
Fourth threw a handl e. The drum | ocked and the three slaves al nost junped right
over the bar. The sorcerers all |aughed, as if they had been waiting for that.
The other two slaves lifted their arns and wi ped their faces. Just in tine
Katanji did not. It was brighter in this roomthan downstairs—wul d anyone | ook
hard at his slavestripe? Grease and | anpblack... was it spreading with alt this
sweat ? He kept his head down with his hands out, resting on the rail, and he
panted his heart out. The other two slaves were doi ng much the sanme. The junior
sorcerers were unloading the sacks and stacking themcarefully and neatly. There
seened to be sonme way of telling one type fromanother, for they went to various
pl aces along the wall, but all the sacks | ooked the sane to the watching

swor dsman.
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"Ready!" the Fourth shouted when the closet was enpty; he threw the handl e again
and the drum shifted under Katanji's feet. The slaves started treading, but it
was al most as much
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work to lower the thing back down again as it had been to bring it up—and that
did not seemfair, sonmehow Then he heard nore sacks being thrown in it.

He thought with dismay of the size of that wagon, and its | oad.

He wondered about Sapphire. What would he do if she sailed w thout hin®

The whi p cracked again, and the tornent began again..

It took at least twenty trips to enpty the wagon. By then Katanji was shaking
all over with exhaustion and did not really care if they saw he was a swordsman,
if they would only et himlie dowmn sonewhere. H's nouth tasted |ike nud, and he
thought his heart would burst. Sonetines the room seened to darken and fade;
then he knew he was close to fainting. Slaves were always worked like that, but
if he fell over, they would see his face.

The Fourth cracked his whip often, but did not use it, although the |last couple
of loads took a long tinme. One of his juniors said perhaps he should go and get
sone fresh livestock, but the Fourth said al nost done, not to bother

At last he led theminto the corridor again. Katanji hung back, |inping
slowmy—and it was not hard to do that. It was hard to walk at all. His | egs were
paste. The two doors were open now, throw ng patches of light, and he sl owed
down as he went by each, trying to grab a picture in his mind. In the first room
a sorceress was sitting at a table, a Second, with her cow back. She was doing
sonething with a plate, rubbing it round and round on sonet hi ng—asting a spell
he supposed, |ooking bored. Mstly he just noticed her face, saw nothing behind
or around her. She was about twenty-five, quite pretty, but she had three
facemarks, not two for her yell ow gown. They were not feathers! He was not sure
just what they were, but they did not have the curved shape of feathers.

There was no one visible in the second room just a couple of tables and sone
chairs. One of the tables seened to be a shrine, for it had tall feathers
standing on it in silver holders—sonething to do with the facemarks, he
supposed. The far wall was |ined with shelves, |aden with hundreds of brown
boxes of
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various sizes, made of |eather, he thought. Then he was at the stairs.

He clung hard to the rail as he went down, because his | egs were quivering so
much. The thing in the vat hissed and spluttered, and he did not care. He tried
to see nore things in the big room but it was gloomnmy, and his eyes had not had
time to adjust. It was a very big room half the size of the tower, he guessed.
There were two wi ndows on one long wall and one on each of the shorter walls, so
that would be right. Racks and shelves ran the whole length of the room with
bottl es and bundl es on t hem-how coul d anyone renmenber whi ch was what? The

bel l ows man was still punping. Another First, in a gown, was grinding sonething
in a nortar as big as a washt ub.
He wanted nore tinme, tine to study it all, and he dare not stop. H's brain would

not work, he was too tired. Through a gray fog he noticed a copper snake at the
far end—auch, much bigger than any he had seen before—and a grindstone, and a
smal ler edition of the treadm || upstairs, underneath one thing nmat he could
never overlook: a great big gold ball on a pillar near the door, big enough for
a man to stand up in if it were hollow That nust be a very big sorcery, or
perhaps it was a sun god idol? There were nmany pi pes snhaking around, too, and
ropes hanging... a couple nore tables of junk and two nore piles of bags and
sacks... and then he was at the |oading dock, and the wagon had al ready gone.
The two sl ave gangs were standing outside, waiting.

He was trapped! He stopped on the dock to try to think. Hs two sweaty

conpani ons fromthe treadnill dropped down |inply, heading for different groups.
Wi ch one should he go to? The sorcerers were waiting to shut the doors. He
rubbed an eye as if he had got sonething in it and got shouted at, so he
scranbl ed down, legs still shaking madly.
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He stood on the bronze grating and hesitated. But both slave gangs were

conpl ete, so both turned and wal ked away, each boss thinking that the | ast slave
bel onged to the other. Wth a sigh of relief Katanji followed after one of them
and the big doors clunked shut behind him The rain was gloriously cold on his
hot skin. He began to drop behind the slaves, farther and
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farmer, and then edged in behind a portly matron of the Third, follow ng her as
if she owned himuntil they reached the buildings and he could go off on his
own. He had started to shiver in the cold.

Sapphire woul d be gone, and they might not mss himfor hours. He was a
swordsman, trapped in a sorcerer town. He would have to go to the tenple, he
supposed. . .

"Kat anji ?"

He junped. It was Lae, bony old Lae, her winkled, notherly face frowning at
hi m

"You all right?" she denanded

He stopped his jaw rattling long enough to say, "Yes, I'mall right. | was just
com ng back." H's eyes prickled, and he |owered his face as a sl ave shoul d.

She frowned. "Shonsu and your brother are eating the shutters in the deckhouse.

You were very nearly left behind! | guessed you' d be around the tower sonewhere.
Conme on!"
He fell into step beside her, then renmenbered that he was a slave and fell back

a pace. She twisted her head a fewtines to look at him "You |l ook as if you've
had a hard day." Her voice was nore gentle.

He managed to grin, beginning to feel better. "l1've been inside the tower."

She stopped dead so that the other pedestrians had to dodge around them it was
a narrow street. "Gods, boy! You've got nore guts and | ess brains than your

brother! | did not think that was possible."
He had nore brains, but he did not say so. And, yes, maybe he did have guts.
"*Ch, it was not hard. Very interesting, really. | sawlots of things..." He was

going to start babbling and he had a crazy desire to |augh, so he bit his lip
and forced hinself into silence.

"Getting in mght be easy," Lae said, "but you got out again! You | ook beat.
Conme on, then."

They reached the dock road and wal ked al ong past the ships. Two patrolling
sorcerers went by without a glance at him Lae stopped again and asked sone
questions, studying himcarefully.
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"I"'mgoing to take you on board," she said firnmy, "and you're going to have a
shower and then you'll sleep in ny cabin. Shonsu and Nnanji can't |eave the
deckhouse until we're out of port, and I'll see they stay away."

"Thanks," he said. Brota liked to think she was ship nother, but anyone with a
problemwent to Lae. A sleep would be good, but could even Lae hold off an angry
Sevent h?

He saw both grins and glares as he went on board, but Lae kept the others away.
She stood outside the door while he showered. Hi s nuscles began to knot up in

| unps of agony as he worked the punp. He was trenbling even nore now, dam it!
Then she handed in his kilt, and he stunbl ed al ong behind her, down to the

cabi ns.

Hers was just like the others, a little box with a chest and a roll of bedding,
but she had bright drapes beside the porthole, a little rug on the floor, and an
enbr oi dered bedcover. The air smelled of |avender, like his nother's closet. He
unrol |l ed the bedding and | ay down stiffly and | ooked up at her

"You need anything el se, novice? Food?"

"A drink of water, Sailor Lae," he said, "and thank you."

She smled, thin-lipped. "I'll see that you're not disturbed.”

He thought he would go to sleep at once, but he lay there, and his shivering
grew worse instead of better. He took off his kilt and pulled the covers over
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himand that did not help. He decided he had caught a chill

He ought to say sone prayers, he thought. Then the door opened and his drink
came in, but it was Diwa who brought it. She shut the door and bolted it.

When he put the beaker aside, she sat down and started sliding into the bed
besi de him

He gul ped. "No! You'll be missed!"

She chuckl ed. "Don't worry—they know about us. Qooo! You're cold as a fish! Lae
said this mght help."

It did help. It hel ped worlds. She put her arnms around him tightly. He pushed
down her bra sash with his chin and cuddl ed his head between her breasts. They
were big and soft and warm and snelled of fresh bread; |ovely things, they were.
He shed
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tears over them because they were so |ovely, and hoped she would not notice.
Eventual |y he stopped shivering and began to feel warm He thought he ought to
do the manly thing for Diwa now, because ms mght be his last opportunity, but
then it was too | ate, because he was asl eep..

ttttt

O course it was Diwa who stopped Sapphire fromsailing. Sniveling and shaking,
she was thrust into the deckhouse ahead of an enraged Brota to repeat her
confession to the swordsnen and explain that Katanji was ashore. Toni yano was
right behind, his face dark with fury. Gthers came crowding in, filling the dim
shuttered roomwith wet, furious people. The draperies of danp |aundry were

ri pped down to nake nore space; voices were raised

For the third time the ship had visited a sorcerer city. For a fourth tinme she
had been put in jeopardy. The sailors were frightened and therefore angry.

Wallie was horrified by the risk to Katanji. Nnanji was di sgusted at the
di sgrace of a swordsman playing slave. Maloli—-a stocky, heavyset man whose face
was rubicund at the best of times—was ablaze at the shame of it all. Only the

calming influence of his wife, Fala, was restraining aimfromwords that woul d
have forced Nnanji to take of fense; and even the unexcitable Fala was
thin-lipped and bitter. Katanji had been in their daughter's cabin; she had been
conprom sed. Everyone was shouting and arguing at cross-purposes.

"Quiet!" Wallie bellowed, and there was quiet.

Then he spoke quietly. "M stress, we can discuss blanme later. | ask you now to
send out search parties. If he's been caught, then we nust be able to | eave

qui ckly. How many can you spare?"

"If he's been caught, then the denbns nay be here any ninute!"

"That's true. But remenber the sorcerers in the quarry—
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they did nothing to stop us sailing away, so their powers do not extend very far
over the River. |If he has been captured, then | shall offer nyself in exchange—~
"A Seventh for a First?" Nnanji shouted.

"It's ny fault. Be quiet, brother, please. Mstress?"

Had it been any one of the passengers other than Katanji, Brota would have cast
off and sailed. Wallie knew that. But Katanji had charm They all |iked Katanji.
As tenpers began to cool, the sailors renenbered stories they had coll ected
about sorcerers and torture. Reluctantly Brota agreed that they would stay and
ook for him at least until there was evidence that the sorcerers had been
alerted. If they had to | eave swiftly, then anyone |eft behind woul d rendezvous
at the tenple at midnight and wait for a dinghy..

The sailors trailed out.

Wallie was feeling sick. If he had failed to control one novice, how could he
ever run an arny? "I told himnot to go ashore!"

"You told himnot to set foot on the plank!" Nnanji snapped. He bared his teeth.
"Di sgui se! A slave!"

"I set the exanple there," Vallie adnitted.

"At |east you never tanpered with facemarks." That was an inordi nate sin anong
the People; their whole culture was based on facenarKks.
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But then they were interrupted as crew nenbers took shelter fromthe rain, and
they could say no nore.

And tinme seened to stop. A port officer canme by and inquired why they had not
sailed yet, if their trading was done. The berth was needed. Brota spun a yarn
of stomach cranps and a hurried trip to the heal ers.

The rain grew worse

Wallie's frustration grew al nost unbearabl e.

How long until the sorcerers extracted the truth fromthe boy?

And what happened t hen? The ship was being jeopardized on a faint chance of
saving one raw recruit. Cold mathematics
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suggest ed that Sapphire should sail while she could. A good general would nake
that calculation and act on it. Wallie could cal cul ate, but he could not act.
Little Fia ran in, screamng with excitenent—tae and Katanji were com ng al ong
t he road.

VWallie relaxed with a huge sigh of relief and said a silent prayer to the
Goddess, and to Shorty.

"Il skin him" Nnanji nuttered. But his eyes were shiny.

A few mnutes later, a wan Katanji |linped up the plank |ike a beaten dog and
headed forward behind Lae. The sailors hurried to their posts, and at |last the
swordsnen were | eft alone-r-two swordsnen and one ragged old priest, sitting on
a chest and smirking.

Now t he bl ane coul d be distri but ed.

Wal li e pointed an accusing finger at Honakura. "You knew what he was doing!"
The ol d man nodded snugly.

"You let that boy go into danger—

"Danger?" Nnanji shouted. "That's his job! But to violate the |laws—that's an
abom nation!"

"I ndeed?" Honakura raised his eyebrows. "Laws are tricky, adept. Unlike sutras,
they have no exact words. What is the precise lawin Sen that your protege has
br oken?"

"1... exact?"

"Ch? You don't know?" Honakura beaned up nockingly. Nnanji was turning bright
red with fury.

"Al'l laws forbid changing facemarks!"

"He hasn't changed his. It is still there. He painted a stripe over it, but that
will wipe off."

"Then it is an abom nation to change one's craft!"

"Slavery is not a craft.”

Reluctantly Wallie began to appreciate the hunor. The old priest was going to
tie Nnanji in a marlinespike hitch. And he hinself could see nothing wong in a
pl ai ncl ot hes swordsman; it was the answer he had been seeking. Katanji could
gather wisdomfor him as the riddle had suggested, so this was part of the
gods' plan. He felt nore hopeful
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"It is always an abom nation to change one's rank!" Nnanji persisted.

"l disagree. Any taw | have ever heard forbids one to raise one's rank. Your
brother |owered his."

Nnanji's reply was inconprehensible.

"Did Katanji understand that, old man?" Wallie asked.

"Perhaps not at first," Honakura admitted. "But | explained it to him"

"You corrupted nmy protegS, you—-

"Steady, Nnanji!" Wallie said. "He has a good argunent. There would seemto be
no breach of the laws. Who would nake a | aw forbidding a swordsman to wear a
sl avestripe? It is still the danger that bothers ne..."

"Honor!"

The door flew open to admit young Matarro, with eyes big as Sapphire's scuppers.
"He went in the tower, ny lord!'
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"He did what?"

The boy nodded wildly. "He's been in the sorcerers' tower! Lae says he saw al
sorts of things!"

And Novice Matarro vani shed again to attend to his duties. Sapphire was

departing.

From anot her wi sdomgain. Wallie turned to Nnanji—and even Nnanji was | ooking
startled. "Adept, | congratul ate you on the exenplary courage di splayed by your
protege"!" There was no hi gher conplinment one swordsman coul d pay anot her,
because the craft believed that courage and honor could be taught only by
exanpl e.

Nnanji's mouth opened and closed a fewtimes in silence. Then his principles and
hi s anger prevailed. "Does courage alone justify dishonor, ny lord brother?"
"l see no dishonor! He cannot yet serve the Goddess with his sword. He was

trying to further Her purposes by the best nmeans he has. | am anazed by his

dedi cation. | applaud his heroism?"

Nnanji took a few deep breaths, calming hinself with a visible effort. He smiled
uncertainly. "Well, he is a spunky little devil, | suppose..."

"He seeks to be worthy of his nentor."

Nnanji's face went red again. He nmunbl ed sonething and
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turned away. Wallie and Honakura grinned at each other

But nowit was also tinme to think about repairs. Relations with the crew had
been danaged.

"Tell nme, protege!" Wallie said. "Did you not instruct himto stay away fromthe
girls?"

Nnanji turned around again, |ooking surprised. "Wll, yes! But of course..." He
shrugged.

"Of course what?"

Nnanji smrked. "OF course he knew | did not mean it. No swordsnman woul d t ake
that order seriously, my lord brother!"

"I meant it! | took it seriously!"

Nnanji seened puzzled. "Wy? A swordsnman? It's an honor..."

"Sailors may not think so!"

"Well, they should!"

CGods give ne strength! Wallie thought. Sonehow Nnanji nanaged to conbine the
ethics of a puritan with the norals of an alleycat.

"I"ve told you, we're not free swords. Even if we were ..
Again the door swung open, this time to adnit Tomi yano. He marched across to
Nnanji and held out a hand. Toni yano sniling!

"You shoul d be proud of that brother of yours, adept!" he said. "He's been in
the tower!"

Nnanji shook hands, vacillated, and then registered nodesty. "It was his duty,
sailor."

"Maybe so, but it took nore courage..."

Sapphire was heading out into the River. News of Katanji's exploit had flown
through the ship like a flight of gulls. He being unavail able, men and wonen and

children cane fl ocking into the deckhouse to congratul ate Nnanji instead. He
began to swell |ike a pouter pigeon. Wallie and Honakura grinned at each ot her
agai n.

Then Maloli arrived, and there was a sudden tension

"Adept," he nmuttered, "I'msorry if anything | said earlier ... W can all take
pride in your brother. We're glad that Diwa ... was able to be of assistance. He
is a courageous |ad—and a nman of honor!"
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"OfF course!" Nnanji shot a smug, |-told-you-so glance at Wallie.

"A good influence on Diwa, we're sure,"” said Fala. "Now we understand why he was
in her cabin and we are glad that she could be of service to him"

Nnanji kept his face straight, but only just. "He knows how a true swordsnan
shoul d honor a lady, naturally."”
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Uncertainly Fala said, "Naturally." And bl ushed.

Wal lie gave up. They were not all talking the same sort of honor, but he
suspected they all knew what they neant—-and he was the stranger here. Wo could
grudge anything to Katanji now?

By nightfall the rain had stopped, and Katanji appeared on deck for the evening
meal . He was still shaky, and so stiff that he could hardly wal k, but he put on
a superb performance as Inp of the Year. Wallie and Nnanji, having obtai ned

perm ssion from Tom yano to draw their swords on board, gave himthe Salute to a
Hero. He grinned mghtily and kept his armfirmy around D wa.

Yet damage there had been. Brota stated enphatically that Tau was the limt.
Sapphire woul d continue as far as Cha to unload her marble, but no farther. If
Lord Shonsu could not enlist his swordsnen at Tau, then he was going to be taken
back to Casr. Then the famly would settle down to a routine trading existence
once nore, probably on the Dri-Casr run. Their obligations to the Goddess had
been satisfied, they said. Wiether the Goddess agreed, of course, was sonething
that only tinme would show.

Fair weather returned, and the River flowed now fromthe east. The nountains of
Regi Vul lay to the south. For several days, Wallie and Honakura stri pped

information fromKatanji, |ayer after layer, as if they were peeling an onion
Nnanji sat beside themas recording secretary and filed it all away in his
nenory.
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Katanji cooperated as well as he could. H's powers of observation could not be
faulted, and even under the terrible stress of inmnent danger, he had continued
to | ook. Yet everything he had seen had to be filtered through his own
experience before it could be told, and through Wallie's to be under st ood.
Sonewhere on that journey, facts becane guesses.

Qoviously the sorcerers had limtations. They could certainly be fool ed, and
that might be the npst inportant |esson of all. But gold balls? Feathers in
silver holders? Wallie began to feel that he was view ng a nadhouse through a
distorting glass. Wiat was achieved by all that frenzied activity in the tower?
What was being ground up with nortar and pestle—denon bait? Wat lived in the
tub? How many sorts of thunderbolt were there, and why had fire denbns been

i nvoked only at Ov? How he wished that Katanji had been able to carry a canera
on that perilous expedition into the tower!

What did sorcerers have agai nst dyers and tanners? How nuch of their behavior
was effective, and how rmuch nere w tch-doctoring? Sone of it nust be as
meani ngl ess and illogical as nedieval al cheny, or Honakura's fixation upon the
hol y nunber seven, and the nore Wallie learned, the less sense it all seened to
make.

Day by day his frustration continued, until at |ast Sapphire drew close to Tau.
Al t hough he still linped, one norning Wallie took up foil and nmask. He woul d not
yet dare to take on a highrank, but he could handle Nnanji. Wen the score
reached twenty-one to zero, even the sweating redhead adm tted that Shonsu was
now restored to health and no | onger in need of nothering.

"And ne, ny lord brother?" he inquired eagerly.

"Yes," Wallie agreed. "You're com ng along well."

"Fifth?"

"Very close. Certainly worth a try."

The sun god in all his splendor could not have shone nore brightly then. In a
smal |l arnmy Lord Shonsu would not need a Sixth, so if Adept Nnanji could becone
Master Nnanji, then he would be sure of being second in conmand.

ttt ttt

ft was good to be ashore after so many weeks, even if his leg did hurt alittle.
It was fun to linp along the narrow, crowded streets with the seventh sword on
his back, studying the traffic and the buildings while civilians warily made way
for him And Tail itself was a joyful surprise.

Each city on the River was different. Tau was barely a city at all, no nore than
a smal|l market town. Watching it as Sapphire approached, Wallie had felt a
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strange recognition: thatched roots, brown oak beams showi ng on the fronts of
the buildings, earth-toned pargeting. At first he had identified the style as
medi eval European, but he decided that it was nore |ike Tudor when be started
along the lane that professed to be the main street, for there he saw ol der
structures, whose beans had turned bl ack and pargeting white.

So Tau was a stage set of Merrie England. Upper stories jutted out to shadow t he
cobbled filth underfoot, while the strip of blue sky above was fringed by
bristling eaves. Shiny bottle glass in the dianond wi ndows obscured die
interiors and flickered many-hued reflections back at the viewer, hanging signs
portrayed the wares available within. Despite a constant |ack of headroom nat
made his progress hazardous, Wallie was fascinated. O course the |oincloths and
gowns were inappropriate, but he felt as if he had been transported to
Shakespeare's London, and he kept wondering whether there was a theater in town,
and who conposed its plays.

Brota had solemmly promised not to sail without him He had cone to seek
swordsnen, but he felt as if he were a prisoner released, a child at a fair. At
one point, when even his rank and prestige could not inmrediately clear a way for
him he turned around to grin at Nnanji and announce, "I like this town!"

Nnanj i pinched his nose and said, "Yeech!"

Wl l, there was that...

The main thoroughfare was so narrow that two nen's arns
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coul d have spanned it easily, and here it had packed solid. Now Wallie saw the
cause of the delay. A cart full of apples had | ocked wheels with one overl oaded
with glossy blue tiles, and the inpact had spilled a shower of shiny red fruit
into the mre. Peering over heads, he could see snmall boys squeezing in and out
to retrieve this treasure, and its guardian engaged in a contest of oaths with
the pusher of the tile cart. The invention was beconming nore lurid, the

geneal ogy nore inprobable, and the anatonical instructions nmore ruinous by the
mnute. A wheel on the tile cart had left its axle, and the entire |oad was in
danger of collapsing. The resulting fistfight mght easily growinto a riot. The
crowd' s good-natured nockery was already turning to abuse as those with urgent
busi ness attenpted to squeeze by with their bundles.

hi the midst of all this confusion, a sword hilt was bobbing around |ike a
floating cork, but its owner was apparently being ignored, unable even to get
close to the problem Wallie decided that the tinme had come for himto do a
little swordsman-ing.

He began to push and he cleared a path with sheer size where his rank had
failed. Wth Nnanji at his heels, he reached the center of the turmoil and laid
a heavy hand on Tiles' shoulder. Tiles |ooked around angrily, then up
apprehensively, then fell silent respectfully. Apples stopped a detail ed

pedi gree of his antagonist at the fourth generation. Both waited with relief for
instructions. Wallie ordered Apples and a beefy slave to Iift one end of the
tile cart, while he took a grip on the other and shifted his weight to his left
|l eg. The cart was raised, and Tiles replaced (he wheel on the axle. Nnanji had
al ready begun to clear an exit for him Soon the jamwas thinning out in a few
final ribald conmments.

The ineffective local swordsman renmi ned, now reveal ed as a very young and very
smal | Second, staring white-faced and horrified at the visitor. He could not be
much ol der than Katanji and he was no bi gger—snall wonder he had failed to

i npose his authority.

He reached a shaky hand for his sword hilt.

"Leave that!" Wallie commanded.

@ul pi ng, the Second obeyed and nade civilian salute, iden-

262

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

tifying himself as Apprentice Allajuiy. Wallie responded, but did not waste time
presenting the youngster to Nnanji.

"I came to call on the reeve," he said. "Lead the way to the barracks."
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Hi s obvi ous nervousness increasing, Allajuiy pointed in silent dismay at the
near est doorway. Above it hung a bronze sword that Wallie ought to have noti ced,
side by side with an oversized boot.

"And where is the reeve, then?" Wallie asked.

"He... heis in there, ny lord."

Wal lie glanced at Nnanji and received the puzzled frown he had expected. The two
of them noved toward the door, and Apprentice Allajuiy took to his heels without
waiting for formal dism ssal

The swordsnen stepped down into the cordwai ner's shop. It was small and cranped
by tables of shoes and boots, the beans of the ceiling perilously |ow Under the
wi ndow, a Fifth and two Seconds were hamering away, their lasts on their |aps.
The floor around themwas littered with scraps of |leather, and its pungency
perfumed the air. The door closed over the sounds of die street.

The Fifth rose hastily and turned to greet his visitors. At once his face took
on the sane apprehensive expression as die young swordsman's had. He was around
forty, heavyset in his red gown, and al nost bald. He had arns |ike a westler,
an old scar across his forehead, and a remarkable cauliflower ear. Cobbling nust
be a rowdy profession in Tau

Wal lie returned his salute.

"I seek the reeve," he said.

The cordwai ner's craggy face did not wel cone the news. "My father has the honor
to be reeve, ny lord. He will, of course, be honored to greet you, if your

| ordship can wait a few mnutes?" He turned and pl odded out quickly through a
door at the back. His two juniors scranbled to then- feet and fled after him
Wallie's quizzical snmile earned a scowl from Nnanji .

"Sonmething tells ne that 1 shall not be doing much recruiting in Tau," Wallie

said. "I can't consider a denunciation fromyou, oath brother—but they won't
know that. This might be a
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good chance for you to try conducting an investigation!"

Nnanj i nodded, without |osing his frown.

It was some tinme before the cordwai ner returned, and he cane al one. He had
changed into a cleaner robe, but it was an older man's garnment. Nnanji's brows
dropped even | ower.

"My father will be here shortly, ny lord. He... he is elderly, and sonetines a
little slowin the nornings..."

"W are in no hurry,"” Wallie remarked cheerfully. "Meanwhile, allow ne to
present ny protegf and oath brother, Adept Nnanji. | believe he may have a few
questions to ask."

Worry becane open terror. The burly man's hands shook as he returned Nnanji's
salute, and Nnanji's questions began at once.

"Tell me the names and ranks of the garrison, naster.”

"My father, Kioniam of the Fifth, adept, is reeve. Hs deputy is Kionijuiy of
the Fourth..." Unhappy sil ence.

" Andr

"And two Seconds, adept.”

Nnanji's eyes flashed a predatory gleam "Nephews of yours, by any chance?"

The cordwai ner shuddered and nodded. "Yes, adept."

"And where is..."

At that nonment a young wonman |led in the reeve.

He was a Fifth, but at |east eighty; bent, winkled, toothless, and senile,
grinning inanely around himas he was brought forward. H's ponytail was a faint
white wisp, the sort of thing that grew on grass stalks in ditches. He beaned at
the sight of the visitors and tried to draw to nmake his salute. Wth nmuch hel p
fromhis son, he eventually did so, but then the cordwai ner took the sword away
fromhimto sheath it safely. Wallie nanaged to contort hinself enough to nmake
the appropriate reply under the | ow ceiling.

"I'n what way may | be of service to your |ordshi p?" the reeve quavered
"Kionijuiy handl es nost of the work now. Were is the boy?" he demanded of the
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cor dwai ner.
"He's out just now, father,"
"Where's he gone, then?"

t he cordwai ner shout ed.

"He'll be back soon."
"No, he won't! | renenber—he's gone to Casr, hasn't he?"
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Master Kioniarru showed his guns triunmphantly. "Went to the | odge!"

The cordwai ner rolled his eyes up and said, "Yes, Father."

"Lodge?" Nnanji shouted. "There is a |lodge at Casr?" He gl anced nonentarily at
Wallie. "And who is castell an?"

"Eh?" The ol d nman cupped his ear

"Who is castellan of the | odge?" Nnanji bell owed.

"Castellan? Shonsu of the Seventh."

The solid cordwai ner was now cl ose to nervous weeping. "No, no, Father, nmis is
Lord Shonsu. "

He did not notice the way Lord Shonsu and his protege" were staring at each
other. Wallie did not need to ask what a | odge was—at had been part of Shonsu's
prof essi onal menories and had therefore been passed on to him A |odge was a
union hall, an independent barracks where free swords might seek rest, news, and
fellowship. A lodge was a logical place to try to enlist swordsnen. A | odge was
a | ogi cal headquarters for a war agai nst the sorcerers.

And for Shonsu? The Shonsu who had fail ed di sastrously?

The sorcerer in Aus had said, " .when you return to your nest."

"I"'msure it was Shonsu," the old man quavered. "I'll ask Kio'y. He'll know. " He
turned and tottered back to the rear exit, already shouting, "Kionijuiy?"

The wonman, who had been watching in unhappy silence, followed himsadly out. The
ot hers observed a nonment's silence, out of pity. The cordwainer, left to face
the wath of swordsnen, nuttered something about one of his bad days.

Then Wallie folded his arns and | eaned back against a table displaying boots. He
did not need to tell Nnanji to go ahead—he coul d not have stopped hi mnow. The
guestions canme quick and angry.

"So your brother is the only effective swordsman in Tau?"

"Yes, adept."
"But he has gone to Casr?"
"Yes, adept."

"Why? For pronotion?"

"He hoped... Yes, adept. He should be back—

' Take of f that robe!"
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He was ol der, bigger, and of higher rank, but civilians did not dispute with
swordsnen. I n abject silence, the cordwainer untied his garment and pulled it
down as far as his waist.

"Put it on again. How nmany nore brothers have you got?"

"Five, adept.1'

"Crafts?"

"A butcher, a baker—=

"And do they al so bear foil scars?"

The cordwai ner nodded mi serably.

A man with only two Seconds for practice would hardly be trying for pronotion to
Fifth. And a | odge would be a | ogical place to seek pronoti on—having mi ssed nat
opportunity, Adept Nnanji was not likely to be synpathetic.

"So your brother—your swordsman brot her—has gone of f to advance his career,

| eavi ng the town unguarded?”

"The Seconds could call for a posse—~

"An apprentice does not have that authority!" Nnanji was seething with fury, but
he took a few nminutes to reflect before he decided, unconsciously rubbing his
chin. Then he said icily, "I amready to proceed, nentor."

The cordwai ner | ooked ready to faint.

And Wallie had to decide what to do now. Possibly this was another of the gods

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/...%2002%20-%20The%20Coming%200f%20Wisdom.txt (145 of 184) [10/15/2004 2:29:09 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20Duncan%620-%2... Seventh%20Swor d%20-%2002%620-%20T he%620Coming%200f%20Wisdom. txt

tests, or perhaps it was sone sort of a clue. Certainly Nnanji had a watertight
case. Tau was so snmall that nost of the tinme one swordsman woul d be anple to
keep it peaceful. Likely Kioniarru had been reeve for decades, and any tinme he
had needed hel p, on festival days when the drunks prow ed, he had called out his
sons. The el ders woul d have approved, because they had no extra wages to pay, so
they were not guiltless. But the old nman had taught his sons to use swords —a
sensi bl e precaution and a flagrant abomi nation. Butchers and bakers were not
sailors

Wal lie could not hear a denunciation from Nnanji, and priests should not judge
viol ati ons of swordsnen sutras. Brota could, of course.

He needed tinme to think. If he let this prosecution go ahead, he was going to

strip Tau of any protection at all. Even a cordwai ner would be better than
not hi ng. Even a cordwai ner who had ignored a near riot devel oping right outside
hi s shop.
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"What penalties would you demand?" WAUi e i nquired.

"Deat h—what el se?" Nnanji snapped.

The cordwai ner npaned.

"Alittle extreme, perhaps?”

Nnanji bristled. "I have no doubts, ny lord brother!"

Wal Ue had asked the wong question. "Wat penalties would you assess if you were
j udge, then?" Nnanji as prosecutor would always ask for the death penalty, to
show he was not afraid of |losing his case.

"Ch!" Nnanji pondered. "The old man woul dn't understand, would he? He's
confused... cut off his ponytail and break his sword. The civilians... the right
hand. "

The cordwai ner cringed.

"Then they will starve, and their children, also,"” Wallie said.

Nnanji frowned. "What sentence woul d you inpose, nentor?"

Very grateful that the case was still hypothetical, Wallie said, "I think a
flogging woul d suffice. Thenl father was the main culprit.”

Nnanj i thought about that, and then nodded. "Yes, that's true—a thorough
flogging, in public." Nnanji had nell owed!

"And Adept Kionijuiy? O Master Kionijuiy, if he has won his pronotion?”
Nnanji's eyes lit up—ehall enge! That need not be hypothetical! "He m ght stil

be at Casr when we get back there? Or even here, when we return from Cha next
week?"

"If he is, then you can have him™"

"Thank you, brother!" Nnanji beaned.

Wal | i e suppressed a shiver and | ooked at the quaking cobbler. "Adept Nnanji and
I have pressing business el sewhere. W cannot stay to administer justice at this
time, but we shall be back. Warn your brothers, all of them And | intend to
send word to the | odge at Casr, stating that Tau has need of swordsnen.”

Qovi ously astonished by this reprieve, the cordwai ner w ped sweat from his brow
It was amazing that the old man, and | ater his swordsman son, had managed to

hi de the nepotismso |ong. Perhaps only die very closeness of a | odge had nmade
it possible—any free swords who had chanced by bad been easily diverted to Casr
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Now, if they had any sense, the whole fam |y would | eave town.

The swordsnen energed again into the snelly, bustling street. Wallie stood for a

monent with his back against a wall, thinking. He could not easily talk to
Nnanji when they were wal ki ng.
It was still not a very satisfactory solution. If Kionijuiy's brothers all fl ed,

then Tau woul d be left unprotected, at |least for a few days.

"W are going to the tenple?" Nnanji asked-

"You are, as soon as you see ne safely to the ship. Here." Wallie handed over a
couple of golds. Priests were the only nessengers who could be trusted not to
pocket a fee and forget its purpose.
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Nnanji raised his eyebrows.

"Send word to the | odge. But also ask if they know the castellan's nane—+ can't
do that now, can |I?"

Perhaps the ol d nan had been mi staken; or perhaps not.

I f Shonsu had been castellan of the | odge at Casr, then word of WAllie's

di sgrace at Aus would certainly have been carried there by sailors. Wen
Sapphi re had docked at Casr, he had tried to persuade Nnanji to visit the
garrison. That m ght have been a very narrow escape. And what was he expected to
do now-go back to Casr, or continue the circle to OQv?

"It's a puzzle, isn't it?" Wallie | ooked around with enjoynent at the

pseudo- Tudor buil di ngs and the bustling people de-touring nervously around him
"Maybe |' m supposed to stay and take over here! It's a cute little town, this."
"You're joking!"

"Not entirely," Wallie said. "Wen we've conpl eted our m ssion, what are you
going to do afterward? Marry Thana and be a water rat?"

"Thana's great, but... nme—a water rat?" Nnanji shrugged. "Be a Seventh?"
"Certainly, in time. Doing what?"

"A free sword. Honorable and true to ny oaths.
sudden phil osophi cal discussion. "You?"

Nnanji | ooked puzzled by this
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"I want to see nore of the Wirld. But eventually, | suppose, I'll settle down in
sonme quiet little town like this and be a reeve." WAllie chuckled at the notion
"And rai se seven sons, like old Kioniarru. And seven daughters, also, if Jja

wants them "

Nnanji stared at himincredul ously. "Reeve? Wy not Kking?"

"Too much bl oodshed to get it, and too nuch work when you do. But | like Tau, |
t hi nk. "

"I'f you want it, ny lord brother,"’
that the Goddess will give it to you
“I'l'l try to deserve something better”

Wallie had feared that the sailors mght be fretting and eager to | eave, but
Brota had di scovered that Tau was a source of fine |leather. Wile Sapphire was
heavy-1aden with the nmarble, her holds were far fromfull. Brota dearly enjoyed
trading... and sorcerer towns had no tanners. Thus the swordsnen returned to
find the ship snelling like the cordwai ner's shop, while the usual panting

sl aves raced up and down the planks, |oading boots and shoes, bul ky but not
heavy.

Brota and Tom yano scow ed at the news that Lord Shonsu had been unable to
enlist helpers in Tau, but they did not seem surprised. Nnanji headed off to the
tenpl e, and Wallie sought out Honakura for a consultation

The eveni ngs were growi ng shorter now, and the weather uncertain. By nightfall

a stormfront had noved in, and Sapphire jerked peevishly at her anchor in

m d- Ri ver, her center of gravity strangely lowered by the marble. Rain

spl attered everywhere and dri bbled fromthe scuppers. Cold, danp darkness
flooded into the deckhouse before the meal was fini shed.

Wallie was even nore puzzled than before. The priests had prom sed Nnanji they
woul d pass the nessage to the | odge. The castellan there had been a Lord Shonsu
until recently-so they had sai d—but they thought there was a new one now, namne
unknown. Castellans came and went frequently. So what was Wallie supposed to do?
Go back to Casr, or continue to Ov? Casr was logical, for there he nust find
swor dsnen, but he
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woul d be in grave danger of a denunciation for cowardice. Ov seenmed to be what
the god's riddl e denanded, but it nade very little sense.

Sitting on the floor and cuddling Jja for warnth, he passed on the news that
there was a | odge in Casr

Holiyi broke a two-day silence to say, "Heard that. Didn't know it mattered."
"Casr it nust be, then," Brota proclained firmy. 'Three days to Cha, then back
to Casr!" The next city was al ways going to appear in three days, but in

Nnanji said respectfully, "then | amsure
" He wrinkled his snub nose in disgust.
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practice always took | onger

A wordl ess nurnmur fromthe shadows indicated that the fam |y agreed with her

The Jonahs were not resented as bitterly as they had been at first, but these
riverfolk wanted no part of divine mssions. They felt they had done their share
now and should be allowed to go back to minding their own business.

"What would a priest say, if we had one present, old man?" Wallie asked.

"How shoul d I know?" Honakura protested, and there were a few chuckles. "I agree
that the signals are contradictory, ny lord. You nust pray for guidance."

Prayer might help, but Wallie decided to try a little norale boosting. "Nnanji?
Sing us a song, the one about Chioxin."

"No, let's have a romantic one!" protested one of the wonen—Mata, he thought.
"Don't know any romantic ones," Nnanji said. 'They weren't allowed in the
barracks."

Then he started, and his soft tenor drifted anonynously out of the shadows:

"I sing of arms and he who nmade The greatest swords mat nen have wought, O how
the price of life was paid, The seven years Chi oxin bought."

In a few mnutes AQigarro's mandolin picked up the nelody. It was a nediocre
bal I ad, and whi chever minstrel's voice Nnanji was copying was not especially
tuneful, but it was new to the audi ence, and soon they nust have seen why it had
been cho-
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sen. Battles and heroes, nonsters and villains, blood and honor floated through
the gathering dark and out into the night: six swords, six heraldic beasts

hol ding six jewels, many |egendary warriors ... then silence.

"Go on!" Matarro shouted eagerly.

"Forgotten the words?" Toniyano asked sarcastically.

"I only know one nore verse,"” Nnanji said, and quoted the |lines he had sung once
to his liege lord as he sat in .a bathtub

"A griffon crouched upon the hilt In silver white and sapphire blue, Wth ruby
eye and talons gilt And bl ade of steel of starlight hue, The seventh sword he
wought at last, And all the others it surpassed."”

Si | ence agai n.

"That can't be all?" Diwa protested.

"No," said Nnanji. "There's a little nore, but | never heard it. Chioxin died.
The seventh sword, he gave to the Goddess. No one saw it for seven hundred
years."

The deckhouse was bl ack as a coal mine now, the Dream God obscured by the flying
clouds, the shutters nostly closed agai nst the w nd.

"And She gave it to Shonsu?" Matarro asked breathl essly.

"She did. It's here, inthis room The saga isn't finished. The greatest part
must be still to come. And you're init!"

"Qo!" said a few juvenile voices, and there were adult rmurnurs there, also.

"l don't want to be in it!" That was Tom yano. "And | don't want the dammed
sword on ny ship!"

"Tomo!" Brota's voice was reproving, but a few others nuttered agreenent.

"Nor swordsmen! Who needs then?"

The ensui ng enbarrassed sil ence was suddenly broken as the bar dropped across
the door. Feet ran up the steps outside.

Engrossed in the song. Captain Tom yano had forgotten to set guards at

nightfall. Sapphire had been boarded.

ttt t ttt

The deckhouse was filled with shouting and panic. Wallie was sitting directly
bel ow a wi ndow. He rose and swung open the shutter. Leaning out backward, he

| ooked up at the bl ackness of the bulwark agai nst the al nost-black sky. He could
reach the rail if he stood on his toes. Then a darker darkness | ooned above the
rail, and a blade glinted. Behind him the brightness of the River... hastily he
grabbed the sides of the frame and threw hi nsel f back, hanging over the water as
steel whistled where his head had been an instant before.

He slid back into the deckhouse. Think up plan two...

"Here," Nnanji said softly at his side.
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The noi se was subsi di ng.

"Men to the nmiddle, everyone el se back against the walls,"” Wallie said. Silence
returned, except for one of the adol escents, who was snuffling.

Al'l the shutters were open now and a very faint grayness filtered in. Even on
deck there would be little light, with clouds covering the Dream God. The rain
seened to have stopped, but there were footsteps on the deck above.

' Tom yano? Holiyi?" Vallie said quietly.

"Here.1'

"Here."

"I'mgoing to lift Nnanji up. You two hang on to ny back straps, or we'll tip
out. Okay? Then |I'Il follow him but the rest of you stay here. Leave it to the
professionals. Nnanji, 1'll let go the right ankle when you're up there. Better

have your knife handy for openers. This way." He led themover to the aft port

wi ndow.

The pani ¢ had gone. They were a tough bunch, these sail ors.

Nnanji turned his back to the window. H s eyes seened to shine by thensel ves,

but it nust have been the light fromthe other side of the room Wallie crowded
close to him positioned Holiyi's foot behind his own on one side, Tonmi yano's on
t he
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other, felt themgrip his backstops. Then he squatted down, ignoring protests
fromhis not-quite-heal ed wound. The sailors took his weight, stopping himfrom
falling over backward. He gripped Nnanji's ankl es.

"Ready?" he asked, his voice muffled in Nnanji's kilt.

He felt Nnanji chuckle. "Ready!" He | eaned back

Wallie lifted and then strai ghtened his knees: Unmph!

Nnanji shot upward and out, swaying as Wallie rose and | eaned forward. The two
sailors grunted, catching the sudden stress on the straps and the backward slip
of his feet, slanming bodily against the window frame. In one | ong novenent

Wal li e had unfolded froma squat to his full height, raising his arnms and
propelling his protegf skyward—a renarkable feat of strength, but there was no
time for admiration.

To die pirates waiting above, the swordsman nust have materialized from nothing,
suddenly suspended outside the rail, higher than they were. A flash of teeth and
eyes, perhaps, and then Nnanji threw his knife into the nearest watcher and drew
his sword. Another man sprang forward and his bl ade was parried. He recoil ed
agai nst a mizzen backstay and was struck. He screanmed, his sword missing Wallie
by inches, then hitting the water with a |oud splash. Nnanji swayed precariously
as his ankle was rel eased, parried again, put his right foot on the rail

grabbed the stay, blocked another lunge, pulled his left foot free, parried—then
he was on the rail and down on the deck

At that point the fight was as good as lost for the pirates. Nnanji could hold
them off while WAllie pushed his supporters away and scranbl ed out through the
wi ndow. Then he was over the rail also, and the sharks were in the swi mm ng

pool

It was a nonochrone nightmare, black on alnost-black, lit only by faint gleans
fromsilver shreds of clouds and shards of the Dream God and bright water

Sl aughter and injury and death, no affair of honor, proclained by heralds,
diluted by the convention of equal facing off against equal... Wallie used a
battle cry to tell his conpani on where he was: "Seven! Seven!" like a tuba in
the mounting noise. He heard Nnanji's |augh, then: "Four! Four!"

Wal lie parried and thrust, and soneone screamed. Another dark shape | oonmed at
him eyes and bl ade shining, and he
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sl ashed and felt his sword cut into neat and strike bone, heard another curse of
pai n. A body hit the deck. "Seven!" "Four!" He could barely see his opponents,
but they were worse off. His suprenme skill, his know edge of the deck, his
certainty that they were all enem es and not friends, even his size and
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strength, together nmade hi munbeatabl e. Shonsu was the Wrld's best, and on this
deck Nnanji was alnobst a Sixth. It was no contest, just hot-bl ooded rmurder. The
swor dsnmen wer e out nunbered, but the pirates were outcl assed.

"Four!"

"Seven! "

A voi ce shouted, "Three!" and tailed off in a gurgle and another tenor |augh
fromNnanji. Then the pirates fell back, and for a nonent there was a pause, a

circle of armed nmen facing two over a clutter of four or five bodies, one of
them screaming in a high voice like a boy or a woman nmi ght use. It was better
not to see the carnage, to fight by sounds and the feel of things, not to know
what one was doing to |living nen—er wonen.

"Conme on, then!" Nnanji jeered, and they cane, at |east six of themtogether,
and it must have seened a reasonable idea. It was folly, for they tripped over
the bodies and jostled each other, while the swordsnen had their backs to the
rail. Cut. Slash. Cath. Scream

"Seven! "

"Four!"

Then they broke and fled, the swordsnen cl ose behind, lions after Christians. A
hand grabbed Wallie's ankle. He stunbled, slashed, and was freed. He fought his
way down the steps, and the brightening ringlight showed peopl e scranbling over
the rail forward.

"Hold it!" he panted. "Let themgo."

The wind was cold as death on his sweaty skin.

Nnanji stopped to watch also, wiping his face with an arm "That was fun," he
said. "The trouble with our craft, brother, is too nuch rehearsal and not enough
acting."

Then the fo'c' sl e door slamed shut. The pirates had vacated the deck, but there
were others below. Wallie stalked forward, warily checking for anbushes behind
the di nghies. He | ooked over the rail and saw a group of boats.
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"Wait for your wounded!" he called, and received a chorus of obscenities.

"I ama swordsman of the Seventh. | swear by ny sword that there will be no
tricks. W'll return your wounded. How many went bel ow?"

The replies were too junbled to be audible. He went over to the door and ki cked
it. "Can you hear me?" No reply. He grabbed the door and heaved, junped back and
si deways. He was facing utter blackness and he didn't need Shonsu to tell him
that he woul d be visible against the sky and coul d be knifed.

He repeated his oath—-no dicks, and they could leave in safety if they canme out.
Sil ence, the only sounds a nuffled clanor fromthe deckhouse, a distant weeping
fromthe wounded, and the slap of water against the hull

"We'll starve you out," he shout ed.

No reply.

"I'"ve told you that you can | eave. But only if you cone now. "

More sil ence.

"I"'ma swordsman!" Wallie shouted, and he could hear his despair in his

voi ce—and hoped the pirates could. "The sailors will be here in a mnute.

Hurry!™
"Wth our swords?" asked a voice fromjust inside.
"Yes. | swear."

Nnanji growl ed angrily.

Wallie snarled at him "Keep watch on the boats!"

"I"'mcomng!" said a woman's voi ce. A shape materialized in the doorway and ran
toward the boats.

Nnanji grabbed her armwi th his free hand. "How nmany nore in there?"

"Four nore," she said.

Then there was confusion as the crew cane streaning across the deck. Sonmeone had
clinmbed out a wi ndow and unbarred the door. Wallie swng around, and now he had
to threaten his friends to defend their enem es. Tonmi yano woul d have attacked
memwi th his dagger if Nnanji had not bl ocked him He was raving with fury,
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screami ng over and over that they were pirates and ought to die.

Finally Wallie grabbed himwith his left hand, angry that he
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must take his attention off the fo'c'ste and the captives, who might yet be
danger ous.

"They're sailors,” VWallie roared. "Half of themare wonen. There are children
out there in the boats! Were did your grandfather get this ship?"

It was only a guess, but it silenced Toniyano. The last of the pirates slipped
over the rail to their boats. A splash fromthe stern warned Wallie mat the crew
were starting to clean up. He turned and ran, hoping that that body had been
dead, and he alnmpbst had to use his sword again to defend the three surviving
wounded fromhis friends. Next to fire, they |oathed pirates nost.

The wounded were bandaged and hel ped into a final boat. Wallie | eaned wearily on
the rail, feeling the blood drying on his armand chest, feeling the sullen
throb of protest fromhis leg, hating this barbaric Wrld, watching the sad
little caval cade drift away. It was an endl ess, savage ganme, with its own rul es.
Had the attack succeeded, then by norning Sapphire would still have been a
tradi ng ship, but under new ownership. Brota and her fam |y would have been fed
to the fish, unless they had been granted nercy, in which case they would have
been in the boats—with swords or w t hout—-honel ess refugees and potentially
pirates thensel ves.

He shivered at the wind on his heated face. The light was growi ng brighter as
the clouds were ripped fromthe Dream God.

"I think I did four and wounded one," Nnanji said. "So that would be three dead,
two wounded for you, right?"

"I didn't count."

Then Thana canme hurtling out of the darkness and threw her arms around Nnanji .
Wal li e was suddenly envel oped in a sobbing Brota. H s back was being sl apped,
hi s hand punped with |aughter and cheering. He was astonished at one point to be
hugged by Tom yano, now recovered fromhis fury and gruffly apol ogi zi ng for
everything he could think of. The swordsmen were heroes.

He slipped away by himself up the fo'c'sle steps and | eaned on the capstan and
shivered. It was there that Jja found him
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She put an armaround him "Wat's wong? Are you hurt?" The shivering was
getting worse

"No." That had been a nere river skirm sh, and he had seven cities to take back
fromthe sorcerers. How nuch bl cod? How many dead?

"You did your duty, love," she whispered, sensing his horror at the slaughter
"What the gods wanted."

"I don't have to like it, do I?" In the battle on the holy island he had let the
Shonsu bl oodl ust drive him Perhaps he could have called it up for this one, but
he had not felt it and had not raised it. This had been Wailie running things;
and hating it.

"No, you don't have to like it," she said. "But it had to be done. They are your
friends—Yallie's friends." She very rarely called himthat, except when they
were making | ove. He hugged her tightly and buried his face in her hair.

Yes, they would be friends nowthere was a party devel opi ng down on the main
deck. Sormeone had just tipped wine over Nnanji's head.

Rain began to fall on his back, increasing his shivering. Voices were calling
himto come down and drink

The pirates had died to fulfill the god's riddle. He had earned his arnmny.

Mur der er!

: N

BOOK FI VE:

HOW THE SWORD SAVED THE SWORDSMVAN

t

Next norning, while Nnanji was teaching fencing to Matarro, Tom yano canme to
Wailie with a rueful smile and two foils. It was a declaration of surrender, but
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it merely confirnmed what Wailie had al ready guessed—rom now on Sapphire was his
to command. The family had had close calls frompirates before, but never that
close, and they had suffered no | osses. They understood. They woul d cooperate.
Mor eover, they were genuinely grateful to the swordsnen. There would be no nore
talk of putting the passengers ashore, and now even the surly captain began to
thaw into friendship.

Two days later, carefully prinmed by Wilie with a few fiendishly conpl ex and
obscure routines, plus a brief lecture on Nnanji's shortcom ngs, Tonm yano beat
that young nman soundly, to his great indignation. Fromthen on their daily nmatch
becane the ship's national sport. Wailie could hardly find a peaceful nonent

wi t hout one or other demandi ng another | esson. The standard of fencing on board
rose to giddy heights.

At Cha, Novice Katanji was astonished to discover that slaving was not nerely
perm ssi bl e now, but encouraged. Entering towers, talking to sorcerers, or any
ot her such fool hardiness was still forbidden, but he seened unusually sincere
when he pronmised to be careful

At Cha, also, Brota disposed of the marble and footwear and bought w ne, great
fragrant hogsheads of w ne. Wthout discus-

277

278

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

sion. Sapphire continued her voyage upstream and the nountains edged around
fromsouth to sout hwest.

That first night out of Cha, the neal becane raucous as a feast of

gul | s—Fom yano was passi ng round sanpl es of w ne.

"Ensorcel ed wine!" he proclainmed. "You wouldn't believe what the vintners charge
for it, but there's a good market for it on the right bank. |I've been checking."
Wal lie could guess before he tasted it, and not only fromthe choking and
gaspi ng that acconpanied its progress around the curie. "At least six tines the
price of ordinary w ne?" he asked.

The captain nodded suspiciously. "About eight tines. WyT

Wal lie sipped cautiously. It was al nost straight al cohol, flavored with w ne—a
crude and powerful brandy.

"If you have sonme ordinary wi ne, Captain," he said, "then tonorrow | shal
ensorcel it for you. But you'll only get about a fifth as nmuch of the ensorcel ed
wi ne as you have of the ordinary." He |l aughed at the captain's skeptical glare.
The copper still fromKi San had remained in a corner of the deckhouse,
uncl ai med by either Tomiyano or Nnanji. Next norning Wallie took it down to the
galley and carefully distilled some wine for the dunfounded sail ors.

"There you are," he said. "If you want to settle down ashore, nen you can be

Wi ne ensorcel ers; but | suspect that the sorcerers would resent the conpetition
You nmight die of a nasty accident fairly soon, so | don't advise it." They
stared at himwi th superstitious awe and di scl ai ned any such anbition

It was obvious mat the sorcerers, having stills for whatever purpose, would
sooner or |ater have discovered al cohol. What was nore interesting to Wallie was
die revelation that they were naking noney fromit. He added to his list of

things he wanted to know. What else did the sorcerers sell, apart from nagic
potions and spells and ensorcel ed w ne?

Cha on the left bank... ne next city was W on the right bank. They alternated
i ke footsteps. As Sapphire docked, a
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band | ed a parade along the road. The port official reeled up the gangpl ank, and
Tom yano reel ed, also, catching his breath fromhis sal ute.

"Wl conme to Wb and carnival!" the official declainmed, and staggered slightly.
Brota rubbed her plunp hands at the thought of carnival time and a | oad of
ensorcel ed wine to sell.

A dark suspicion settled in Wallie's mind. He turned to Nnanji. "I'Il bet you
tomorrow s latrine duty that we don't get to speak to the reeve."

Nnanji woul d not take that bet—he trusted his nmentor's hunches too much. They
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settled on a wager of an hour's fencing as a sure win for both.

"Go ahead and sell your wine, nistress," Wallie told Brota. "I know what the
rest of us are going to do. Right, brother?"
"Right," said Nnanji. "Carnival!"

Wallie turned to Jja. "Dancing!" he said. "Wne and song and beautiful ladies in
gossaner dresses."

Jja dropped her eyes. "I can't dance, mny |love."

"And masks," Wallie said quietly.

He had been right about die reeve: the only swordsnmen they could | ocate were two
juniors so totally drunk that they could not have found their sword hilts.

Nnanji was enraged and wanted to chop off their ponytails, but Wallie dragged

hi m away before he could start. There was no chance now that Brota would put him
ashore if he found enlistable swordsnmen, but evidently he was still not
permitted to nmeet any. He was on a voyage of discovery and nust find out for
himsel f. By Ov, hopefully, the | esson woul d be | earned.

He had been w ong about the beautiful dresses. The standard of |iving was not
hi gh enough to all ow such luxury. Participants in carnival wore the m ni num of
clothes and a conplete coat of body paint, which acted as costunme and mask in
one. A supply of paint was quickly obtained, and the younger fol k divided into
couples to decorate each other. Nnanji offered his services to Thana, but had to
settle for Katanji.

Wallie and Jja retired to their cabin and di scovered that body
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pai nting was even nore fun than the dress designing they had enjoyed | ong ago in
the tenpl e barracks. They smudged several attenpts before being able to
concentrate on art.

That night they danced in the streets by the light of bonfires while the nusic
pl ayed and the wi ne flowed. The air was cool on skins wearing only paint, but
they were warned by giant bonfires, by frenzied tarantellas and torrid
fandangoes, by hot wine mulled with cinnanon and sweet cloves.

Jja was a born dancer, the best of themall, and soon was teaching her owner
They all danced until dawn had turned to norning.

Nnanji wore four shades of green, like a red-haired | eprechaun, and Thana was a
gol den sprite fromsone | egendary Arcadian forest. Leaping with little skill but

unbounded ent husi asm those two won the endurance dance.

Jja shone in mdnight blue with silver stars, Wallie was Harl equin. They were
awarded the grand prize for the handsonest couple in the carnival. O course.
FromW to Cor..

At Gor, two sorcerers stopped Toniyano in the street and questioned hi m about
his scar, his ship, his business, and his personal habits. He returned to
Sapphire cursing, red-faced, and obviously intimdated; vowing to stay out of
sight in future

Slowy Wallie was gathering wi sdom about sorcery, but not the one wi sdom he
needed—how coul d swordsnen fight sorcerers? There were nore stories of
thunderbolts, various tales of nysterious powers—sone of which he was sure were
| egend —and a harrow ng eyewi tness account of the destruction of the swordsnen
of Gor, who had charged the |ine of sorcerers across an open pasture under a
cloudl ess sky, only to die simultaneously in one great thunderbolt. O had that
been anot her manifestation of fire denons? The bodi es had apparently been badly
chewed, as at Ov.

The towers were places of dread for the townsfol k, who stayed away at night,
fearing the strange noises and lights. Al the towers were identical, Katanji
insisted, and they all had birds around them At |east one other tower purchased
hor se

DAVE DUNCAN

281

urine, and a second tinme Katanji saw octopus being delivered. The sorcerers
seemed to do well out of their wine ensorceling. They purchased all the finest

| eather. They sold | ove potions and would foretell the future for a fee. Their
garrisons seened always to be slightly smaller than the swordsnmen garrisons they
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di spl aced, but who knew who was a sorcerer? There m ght be nany around in

di sqgui se.

Wallie could find no limt to their power, no chink in their arnor. If the Wrld
contai ned a sorcerer kryptonite, he did not hear of it. The colors of fall began
totint the hills and the days flew away |i ke swall ows. The nountains slid round
to the west. Crew and passengers becane al nost indistinguishable, and even
Nnanji at times donned a breechcl out and ran aloft with the others.

Thana continued to vanp Lord Shonsu and ignore Nnanji's passionate yearnings. At
first Wallie had dism ssed those as nere | echery. Then he had concl uded t hat
they were only a juvenile infatuati on—Fthana was probably the first woman who had
ever genuinely refused Nnanji and she was also the only target in sight. Now his
unfl aggi ng persistence was beginning to seemquite out of character, another of
those conplexities that Wallie had not previously suspected in him
Unfortunately, his social skills remained primtive, and his courtship was stil
much i ke his table nanners—ong on enthusi asm and short on finesse. He did not
know how to woo a lady. Until he sought advice, his nmentor was not going to

of fer any, and evidently Nnanji was too proud to ask.

Gor on the left bank, then Shan on the right, a pleasant little town of
potteries and dairies, where Sapphire | oaded great yellow cartwheels of cheese,
and the crew joked that the Goddess was rewardi ng even the ship's rats.

Rat her nervously, Wallie went hunting for the reeve, wondering what disaster
this action might call down on the unsuspecting victim The reeve and his deputy
had gone duck hunting. Wallie was not surprised. For the first tine he did neet
sonme conpetent swordsmen—a hal f-dozen m ddl eranks, awed to find thensel ves
entertaining a Seventh—but all of themwere
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happily married and beyond the age of seeking adventure. He nade no attenpt to
enlist any, and none of them knew or cared very nuch about sorcerers.

Then Arab, on the left bank. There Brota purchased long rolls of sailcloth and
bundl es of tools; saws and axes and shovel s and kegs of nails. As the |ast of
these were being carried aboard, Sapphire had a visitor, a w zened, graying
priest of the Fifth, mncing up the plank behind the dimnutive figure of
Honakur a.

Wallie, Nnanji, and Tom yano—the three who nust not be seen in sorcerer country,
the three wi se nonkeys, Wallie called themwere watching fromthe deckhouse.
They coul d not hear what was said, but they saw gol d being passed and then the
priest depart. Honakura came wandering in to explain, |ooking pleased with

hi msel f.

He settled wearily on one of the chests. "An interesting devel opnent, ny lord,"
he said. "W are on a mission of nmercy!" Then he would say no nore until he had
sipped a glass of wine and eaten sone of Una's fresh gi ngerbread.

Wal li e knew that he was being teased and would have to wait. The old man was a
wonder to him He gave the inpression that he was enjoying every mnute of this
wanderi ng, dangerous life, so unlike his panpered past. At every city he scouted
with the sailors and he provided nore useful information than anyone except
Katanji, for he had both judgment and skill.

He al so had an inval uabl e source of gossip in the priests. Wiile they were
unhappy with the rule of sorcerers because they demanded that altars to the Fire
God be nmaintained within the tenples and prayers offered to Hm their

unhappi ness did not seemto extend to contenplating revolution. The sorcerers
were being very skillful at keeping the population content. In Wallie's view,
their public relations were nuch better than the swordsnen's.

"Ah!" said Honakura, refreshed at |last. The ship was preparing to | eave. "You
know that M stress Brota purchased tools? | was just returning when | saw the
holy Master Momingu arrive at the trader's, so | nmade nyself known to him"

"And what is so interesting about Master Moni ngu?" Wallie
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asked patiently. Nnanji and Tonmi yano were al nost ready to start strangling
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procedures.

"He had conme to purchase a shipload of tools and charter a vessel to carry them
The tenple wants to send succor to the city of G, next port up on the right
bank. | explained that we were heading that way, and M stress Brota agreed to
sell her cargo and accept the charter."

"The devil she did?" Tom yano nuttered.

Honakura twi nkled. "I think she made a small profit, Captain. O course, the
reverend Momi ngu had expected to acconpany the | oad and supervise distribution,
but I was able to persuade himthat such was not required in this case."

"And why should the priests of Anb wish to buy tools and send themto the city
of G?" Wallie asked, as expected.

"Because," the priest replied triunphantly, "the sorcerers have inforned them
that a great fire is burning therel Mich of the city has al ready been destroyed,
and many people are honel ess. The tenple is also chartering ships of food and

| unber. "

" 7s burni ng?"

"I's. It started this norning, they say."

His listeners | ooked at each other. "Three days to G ," Toniyano said.
"Exactly!" Honakura rubbed his hands and beaned at Wallie. "A test of the
sorcerers, ny lord!"

Wal | i e nodded. The sorcerers had known of the downed bridge in the nountains,
but G was a long way off and was al so hi swordsman country. Nor had the
sorcerers offered to transport the tools and |unber by magic. "Very interesting,
old man. Very interesting, indeed!"

Har d- nosed traders though they were, Brota and Tom yano were not wi thout
conpassion or faith in the Goddess. They sailed | ate and wei ghed anchor early,
and now the winds were favorable. Two days brought Sapphire to G.

There were cities of wood and there were cities of stone. G had been of wood,
spread across a delta plain between two gentle hills. For hours before Sapphire
arrived the air was tainted by an acrid stench of burning. As she drew close the
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whol e conpany assenbl ed on deck to stare in shock and dismay at the devastation
The plain was gray, a giant's thistlefield, a petrified forest of chimeys, its
deadly saneness broken only by a few roofl ess skel etons of tenples. Lonely w sps
of snoke showed where remants still snoldered, but tiny shanties of charred
fragments were already clustered around sone of the stark chimey stacks. The
wind lifted clouds of ash and stirred them around contenptuously. Fromthe stone
facing on the dock all the way back to the hillsides, hardly a whol e buil ding
stood. Even as the watchers absorbed their first horror, people began to rise
out of the wasteland like ants. They drifted toward the harbor, thousands of
them honel ess, hungry ghosts, the sane deathly gray as their city.

Wallie was the first ashore, Nnanji at his heels, and they had to push their way
into the crowd and force it back to allow the ship to be properly noored. The
mob was filthy and shocked—white eyes staring out of ash-covered faces. People
shout ed and struggl ed, and there was danger of a stanpede that would hurl
hundreds off the dock and into the deadly waters.

Drawi ng his sword and waving it high, bellowing to enforce order, Wallie called
for swordsnmen, and eventually three or four came struggling through to the
front. They were as black and as confused as the civilians. He could not tel
their ranks and he had no tinme for formal salutes. He barked orders and was
obeyed. Discipline appeared |ike a sudden rain in the desert, and the danger of
pani ¢ subsided. He junped up on a bollard and shouted the news: Food ships were
com ng, help was com ng, pass the word, and nmake room

So that day Sapphire went into the relief business. The sailcloth was ripped
into tent lengths, and sone of those torn small to hold nails. One tool or one
poke of nails to a custonmer—+et them cooperate as best they could. The crew

wor ked as dock sl aves, carrying the cargo to shore. Ot her ships began to arrive,
sent by the priests of Anb and Ov, or by chance, or by the Hand of the Goddess.
They brought food and | unber, and one was a cattle boat whose crew set up an
abattoir on the dock. Wallie conscripted every water rat fromevery ship and
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built hinself an army, which he used to organize and pacify. Eventu-
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ally he found the reeve, but he was elderly and shattered by bereavenent. Wallie
decl ared hi m deposed and repl aced by his deputy; no one questioned a Seventh's
right to do anything he wanted. By evening tents and shacks were beginning to
spread across the plain, while Sapphire had turned gray herself and stank of
dead fire like the devastated city. But civilization had taken root again.
Incredibly, Brota had found trade. Several of the warehouses had held bronze
ingots, great flat slabs with a lug at each coner, the shape that the G eeks had
used and cal | ed oxhi des. Many had survived the fire and lay in heaps anm d the
rubbl e. She bought a | oad of them and Wallie had no doubt that the price was
good. Nor was there need to hue a slave gang; hundreds of sooty nen were wlling
to work for a copper until they were sweat-streaked |like zebras. By the end of
the day there was one wonan sniling in G.

At |ast they had done all they could. They spread the grubby sails and stood out
into open water and untainted air, weary and filthy, and sad. Fire was even
worse than pirates

Sl unped beside a sooty and equally exhausted Nnanji at the rail, VWallie
reflected that for once he had truly enjoyed being a swordsman of the Seventh.
Power itself held no appeal for him but sonetines it could be used for good

pur poses.

Then Jja cane by, clean and del ectable in her black bikini, nmuch anused that she
had won first place in the lottery for the shower, taking precedence over her

m ghty owner. She made a great performance of |eaning forward and pursing her
lips to get a kiss without being soiled by him Chuckling, she went off to help
with the children

Wal | i e sighed and made a remark that was to have a curious sequel

"If only a slave could wear jewels!" he said. "If she could use them 1 would
buy beautiful things and give nemto Jja. There are few easier ways to honor
one's |ady."

Getting no answer, he turned to glance at his conpanion and intercepted an
amused | ook. He turned away quickly. Nnanji had seen right through that little
deception and knew that he was not talking only of Jja.

286 THE COM NG OF W SDOM

"Thank you, brother," Nnanji said quietly. "I should have thought of that, of
course. "

Wal lie turned back to him knowing that his face was burning under its film of
ash. "Forgive ne," he said. "I keep treating you as the Second | found on the
beach. | forget that you have cone a | ong way since then."

"If 1 have, then the credit is yours," Nnanji said graciously. He went back-to

| ooking at the ruins of G. Incredibly, a tear trickled down his cheek, clearing
a path through the dust.

tt

The rain god had been about his business in the night, washing the rigging, but
the sails were striped with his |eavings and the deck blotched with nud. The
crew set to work to clean up, singing river chanteys in the norning sunshine.
Wallie swing a nmop in the line of workers, perhaps the first swordsman of the
Seventh ever to undertake such a task in the history of the Wrld. He would have
been quite happy at it, had he not been working al ongside a certain nubile,

sl ender |ass. He was being kept extrenely conscious of her shapely formin its
saffron bikini, of her cal endar beauty, of her classic profile crowned with
shiny black curls and adorned with the sexi est eyelashes in the Wrld, for Thana
had nmysteriously becone | eft-handed, which put her off center, and every few

m nutes her flank or armwould gently nudge agai nst his. "Beg pardon, ny lord,"
she woul d whisper. "My pleasure,” he would reply. It was very annoyi ng, because
he knew that she was doing it deliberately, that he was reacting, that she knew
he was reacting, that she knew he knew, and so on. Had Shonsu been in better
control of his glands? Probably not, but |ikely Shonsu woul d not have cared.
Then Nnanji threw open the fo'c'sle door and cane striding along the deck with a
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bag in his hand. Behind him alnost having to trot to keep up, canme Katanji,
wearing sword and kilt and boots. For once, he | ooked concerned, and there was
ob-
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viously trouble in the air—so much trouble that Nnanji did not even notice
Thana.

"I should be grateful if you would acconpany us, my lord brother. | need speak
with Mstress Brota."
Wallie was wearing his sword, but his feet were bare. "If you hold on a noment,

I can get ny boots," he said, but Nnanji was al ready bounding up the steps to
the poop. WAllie glanced at Katanji, who brashly rolled his eyes in an attenpt
to appear less worried than he obviously was. They both foll owed.

Brota was sitting like a giant red puffball at the tiller and her noon face was
totally expressionless as the deputation arrived. Wallie was not surprised to
find mat Thana and Honakura had cone al ong al so—they both |iked to be in on any
exci tenment mat was brewi ng. Thus there were five people who forned up in a
semcircle in front of the hel nsperson

"You're blocking nmy view" Brota barked. Nnanji grow ed, but all five sat down.
First point to Brota, Wallie thought; now she was hi gher than they were, and
bei ng angry was harder when sitting than standing. She had no real need to see,
anyway. Sapphire was heading up an enpty River, with very fewsails in

si ght —bl ue sky, blue water, golden fall hills against the snoke-col ored ranges
far to the northwest.

A moment |ater Tomiyano slid into view and stayed | eani ng agai nst the rail

wat ching with cyni cal suspicion. Seven was the magi ¢ nunber, Wallie renenbered.
Could this be sone divinely decreed event? They had as near a conplete set of
ranks as coul d be assenbled on the ship, too—+ittle, desiccated Honakura in his
bl ack, then the lithesone Thana in skinpy yellow. ., Next to her, Katanji was as
dar k- ski nned as she, and | ooked darker because he was wearing a white kilt,
unusual ly clean for him Nnanji was a tangle of |anky and pal er |inbs protruding
froman orange kilt, his anger making himseem nore awkward even than he
normal ly did. Brota | ooned above nemall in her wind-rippled crinson, Tom yano
was a silent audience on the fringes in a brown breechclout, and Wal h'e hinself,
huge in blue. Only a Sixth's green was m ssing.

Nnanji | ooked at Wallie. "The day you were wounded, brother, | took your nobney
to ook after. | gave mne to Novice Katanji, so they would not get m xed up.
gave himforty-three
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gol ds and sonme change. Wien | sold Cowie, | gave him another ten. He had five of
his own. | asked for three back in W, but | haven't needed any nore. Today |

asked himfor the rest of it."

Pl anning to buy a present for Thana, of course.

"Fifty-three of yours and five of his nakes fifty-eight," Wal-tie said, know ng
that mathematics was not his protegees strong point. "Less three nmakes fifty he
owes you?"

Nnanji nodded grimy. "He hasn't got it. Al he has is this."

He tipped the bag he had been holding, spilling a glittering heap of rubies and
emeral ds and pearls. The circle of onlookers nuttered in astonishnent. Nnanji
stirred the heap with a finger

"Three golds and sone silver," he said, picking out a few coins.

"Cbviously the genms are worth nore than fifty golds,"” Wal-lie said. "He can
certainly repay you as soon as he gets to a free city."

Nnanji's eyes were icy. "But | want to know where he got diem brother. He

deni es stealing, but says he prom sed Mstress Brota that he would not tell
That's what concerns ne!"

"I've never seen those before," Brota said hurriedly. She started scanning the
horizon as if |ooking for |landmarks. No one wanted to speak next. Wallie decided
that this was a natter between Nnanji and his brother, but he was curious to see
how Nnanji would handle it.
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Getting no help fromhim Nnanji took a deep breath and said, "M stress, would
you pl ease explain how a prote' ge' can keep anything secret fromhis nmentor? Do
you consider it seenly for another swordsman, |ike yourself, to suggest that he
shoul d?"

Point to Nnanji.

Brota grunted w thout |ooking down. "No! But | don't recall telling himto do

that. As | renenber, it was the other way. | promsed himthat | would not tel
you."
Nnanji swung a triunphant gaze on Katanji, who was attenpting to look like a

very snmall boy confused by the affairs of adults. He was |ess convincing than be
woul d have been once; the weeks on the River had |l engthened himand filled him
out. He would never be big, but he was visibly closer to manhood than he had
been when Wallie first net him He | ooked heatth-
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ier, too, and he even had a stunp of a ponytail now, although it curled up in a
knot. "I bought some rugs, nmentor," he said. "Brota hel ped ne."

Thana was instantly overcone by a life-threatening attack of giggles. Brota
glared at her in angry silence, but that nmerely nmade Thana's fit worse.

"Let me tell!" she said when she had recovered.

Qut canme a story of silk rugs and of negotiations in a gondola. Wallie was soon
digging his nails into his palns to stop hinself |aughing aloud. He risked a

gl ance at the old priest, who rai sed one eyebrowBrota outwitted by a scratcher?
Certainly a mracl e!

Katanji had bought all the best rugs in the shop in Dri for sixty-two gold
pieces, filling the gondola. Brota had gai ned nothing by her bargain. Indeed she
had been out the costs of the ride and bribing the gondolier, out even the risk
of snmuggling, for the authorities mght have seized her ship. Wallie knew that
she woul d have felt bound by her handshake, but that did not explain how she had
managed to resi st drowning the brat.

"And how did you sell then?" he asked.

Katanji had recovered his confidence, but he was still sonehow projecting an
appearance of great youth and innocence as he took up the story. Now it was even
better.

At the next port, Casr, he asked that his rugs be unl oaded and pl aced on the
docks next to Brota's. There was a fierce but whispered argunent. He retorted
that she had agreed to unl oad them where he wanted and if they were too close to
hers, then she coul d have them noved, but he could not do that hinself, and the
crew woul d wonder why. He promised that the sailors would not discover his
private trading as |long as she kept them away, especially Diwa and Matarro.
Wal | i e guessed that by this tinme Brota was too fascinated by his display of
precocity to do nore than cooperate and watch. So Katanji arranged his rugs in a
heap and sat on top of it to play a solitaire gane that involved noving pegs
around a board.

When the traders cane, Brota tried to sell her rugs, but the finest in sight
were under Katanji. She could only refer the traders to the boy. He politely
showed the goods, but explained that he was guarding the rugs for his father,
who had gone into
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town. So they were not for sale? Well, his dad had said he could sell the whole

pile for a hundred and twenty golds. Wien would his father be back? Katanji
merely shrugged and returned to his solitaire gane. He wore a rugmaker's
famermark, so the story seened believabl e.

He had nothing else to do with the day; the ship could not sail w thout Brota;
Brota could not | eave without selling her goods—for the traders were

i nterested—and Brota was not going to sell nuch with that pile of superlative
rugs sitting there next to hers. The traders, baffled by having no one to haggle
with, hung around, waiting for the imaginary father to return. After a couple of
hours, when the waiting seened likely to last until sunset, one of the traders
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confirnmed with Brota that the boy had authority to sell and handed over the ful
anount. As Katanji went back on board, he placed the solitaire game on Biota's
table..

That | ast piece of studied insolence was too nmuch for Wallie. He | eaned back on
his arnms and bellowed with |laughter. Nnanji scowl ed and | ooked at Thana, who was
equal Iy hel pl ess. Tears were pouring down Honakura's cheeks. Brota was sniling
thinly—ebviously it hurt too nmuch to | augh. Then a raucous noise fromthe rai
showed that Tbm yano, al so, was overcone by the story. Qutraged, Nnanji glared
around at him then turned back to his brother, who was very wi de-eyed and
hopeful ... but this tinme he had gone too far. Nnanji was not going to see the
joke. This was a matter of honor

"Right," he said coldly, when cal mhad been restored. "So you spent sixty-two
out of... how did you get to sixty-two?"

He | ooked in puzzlement at Wallie, who agreed that they had not accounted for
sixty-two, even with Katanji's own five.

"You had nineteen silvers, mentor," Katanji said reluctantly. "And | had two..."
"That nakes one nore gold."

Katanji sighed. "Wen you tried to buy the pot fromthe captain? He didn't take
the noney. He kicked it away."

"And you picked it up afterward, of course!" Nnanji glared. "That is Lord
Shonsu's noney. No, it is the captain's."

"But he didn't want it!"

Even Wal lie was having trouble keeping track by this tine,
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but they eventually established that Katanji, after he had sold his rugs, should
have had one hundred and twenty-two |left, of which five were either Wallie's or
Tom yano's. Then they |earned of two nore that he had weasel ed out of Brota in
Wal ... one hundred and twenty-four

"How much is all this worth?" Nnanji asked suddenly, peering at the heap of
jewels. Thana bent forward and spread them out.

"At least five hundred golds," she said. Brota nodded in agreenent.

Nnanji fixed his gaze on the sinner. "How nuch?"

Katanji ~ pouted. "Between seven and eight hundred... nearer to eight."

The congregati on exchanged gl ances.

"l bought some jewels in Casr. Look, see this ruby? | bought that and anot her
for sixty, then | sold the other in Tau for fifty, but it was bigger- And
bought two anethysts and four topazes in W and sold themin Shan."

"How do you know about jewel s?" Wallie demanded. There seened to be no bottomto
Katanji's hidden depths.

Nnanji turned pink. "Qur grandfather was a silversnith. Katanji used to hang
around his workshop, ny lord brother, till he died. About four years ago," he
added in a small voice, and Wallie then knew where the nmoney had come fromto
bribe Nnanji's way into the tenple guard.

"He was going to let nme apprentice to him ny lord," Katanji said, eager to
change t he subject.

"How did you get from one hundred and twenty-odd to seven or eight hundred,

t hough?" his brother demanded.

Katanji | ooked appealingly at Brota. "He did sone work for ne," she adnitted,
then grudgi ngly explained. Katanji's unique ability to extract information from
sl aves had not been used only in sorcerer cities. At Casr, Tau, W, and Shan, he
had undertaken industrial espionage for Brota. Hs price had risen every tineg,
until now he was charging ten golds. Brota had paid, because haggling was much
easi er when she knew her opponent's unit cost.

Nnanji | ooked di sgusted. Even Wallie had lost track of the
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mat hemati cs. "What did you have when you got to G ?" he demanded.

"One ruby, two eneralds, and one hundred and el even golds, ny lord."

Three coins left... "You bought the rest of this with one hundred and ei ght

gol ds?" WAl lie asked and Katanji nodded guiltily.
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Supply and demand—n a world w thout banks the ultimte store of value was | and,
but for novabl e property was gold or gens. The survivors of G would have saved
their jewelry if nothing el se, but they woul d have been in need of hard cash
Jewel s had suddenly becone cheap and noney dear. Katanji had seen the
opportunity of a lifetinme. Wallie | ooked at Brota, and she was scow i ng
ferociously. She had been wasting her tinme on bronze ingots, while Katanji had
been working his way up into the senior class.

"That's horrible!"™ Nnanji said when it was explained to himin sinple terns.
"They were starving! Honel ess! Don't you have any pity at all?"

He | ooked at Wallie in disgust. Wallie wondered if Nnanji would have felt such
conpassi on when he was Katanji's age. Perhaps not, but he had changed and

| earned. Katanji never woul d.

"He probably regrets only that he didn't hold back enough cash to repay you,"
said Wallie. "Then you wouldn't have known. He got greedy."

"I was going to, ny lord," Katanji said sadly, "until | saw the pearls." He
reached into the heap and lifted out a glittering string of light. "I couldn't
resist them | got these for twenty—and they're worth at |east two hundred."”
No, he had no regrets.

"From now on," Nnanji said, "you will not go slaving without ny pernmission! Is
that clear?" H s brother nodded glumy, and Brota pouted at the skyline.
"Slaving nay be honorable when it is done to aid the gods, but not for noney!

Now, how nmuch could you get for... this?" He pulled out a brooch of gold and
ener al ds.

"Seventy or so," Katanji suggested cauti ously.
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Nnanji handed it to him "Then take it, sell it, and pay back what you started
with. Keep anything extra."

Katanji's eyes gl eaned.

Then Nnanji | ooked doubtfully at the rest of the treasure, silently sought help
fromWallie and then Honakura, and saw that they were leaving it up to him "Wo
owns this?"

"It's mne!" But Katanji's voice |acked conviction

"No it isn't!" Even sitting on the deck, Nnanji could | ook down on himlike a
wadi ng heron eyeing a fish. "As a First you can own nothing. And even if you
were a Second, this wouldn't be yours. If |I told you to | ook after nmy cow, and
she calved, then the calf would still be mne. That's the law." He gl anced at
the priest and got an anused nod.

He scow ed in thought for a while, the others waited for his decision, and the
ship glided through the norning sunlight.

"I think it's tainted,” Nnanji said. "It ought to go to the Goddess at the next
tenmpl e we reach.”

Katanji and Brota exchanged | ooks of disgust.

"Just a minute," said Brota fromher throne, a crinmson Buddha about to inpart
enl i ghtennent. "Shonsu, you've seen Katanji fence. Wat sort of a swordsnan is
he going to make?"

"A dead one."

She nodded. "Nnanji, you know this, too. The kid has no future in your business,
but he's a natural trader, like ny oldest, Tomiyarro, was, maybe even better. He
will do very well on the River, even if he never does get nore marks."

"He's not quite as bad as he makes out,"” Wallie said. "He fakes it."

Nnanji | ooked suspiciously at Katanji, whose face now wore a studi ed absence of
expr essi on.

"But," Wallie added, "he's never going to be a Third if he lives to a thousand.
Nnanji," he said gently, "the lady has a good point."

"Let himswear to ne," Brota suggested, "and be a water rat. It's his natura
calling. One day he can marry a trader, and they can own their own ship. That's
better than being dead, isn't it?" She gave Katanji a notherly smle and
probably nmeant it.

Nnanji colored. "A swordsman engaging in trade?"
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"Kindly explain what is wong with that?' Thana asked in a voice dripping

poi soned honey. "Mdther and | need to know. "

A silence grew, while Nnanji studied the jewels intently, and the sides of his
neck turned as red as his cheeks. He had just dug his grave with his tongue,
Wal lie decided, and waited with interest to see if he could extricate hinself.
"I's that what you want, protege® To be a water rat? A traderT

Katanji hesitated. "I think | would be a better trader than a swordsnman, Nanj,"
he said quietly. "But 1 want to stay with you—for a few years, anyway."
"WIIl, if you do beconme a water rat, then | suppose you could use this," Nnanji

said reluctantly.

"But my honor, mentor?" Katanji's eyes were very big and very innocent.

Nnanji gl ared. Then, choosing his words with great care, he said, "It is wong
for a garrison swordsnman or a free sword to engage in trade, because it
distracts himfromhis duty. But a water rat has obligations to his ship, so
trade is permissible for him Is that clear?"

Katanji sighed. "It's clever!" Then he | ooked up again at his brother. "But what
woul d Aunt Gruza say?"

More silence... a sound |ike escaping steam.. then Nnanji exploded into

|l aughter at last, and Katanji joined him and they how ed in unison at sone

famly in-joke that the others could not share. The onl ookers watched in anused
and puzzl ed sil ence.

Nnanji could not speak. He beat his fists on the deck. He w ped tears away a
couple of times and tried... then he would catch his brother's eye again, and
again the two of themwould collapse into hysterical giggles. Woever Aunt G uza
was, her nane was a word of power.

To Wallie it was a touching renm nder that these two had shared chil dhood

t oget her—and not very long ago, either. He was trying to fight a war with very
young assistants. And, in spite of their extrene differences, these brothers
were actually very fond of each other

At long last, the fit passed, and Nnanji regained control

DAVEDUNCAN

295

"Al'l right, nipper," he said. "You can keep it... except for these." He reached
into the hoard and lifted out the string of pearls, which withed in his fingers
like a captured sunbeam "M stress Brota, will you seal the rest of this in a
bag and put it in a safe place for us? If anything happens to ne, then it

bel ongs to Katanji."

"Of course, adept," Brota said.

Nnanji studied die pearls for a noment. "And these... these are the nost
beautiful, and they are honest—they brought out the story. So ! shall keep them
inview, to remnd us to be honest. But | shall hide their beauty by putting
them agai nst a greater beauty."

He rose, hung the pearls around Thana's neck, and wal ked qui ckly away.

Thana gasped and rai sed her hand to them two hundred gol ds? She | ooked at her
nmot her, then at Wallie. Then she junped up and ran after Nnanji,

Katanji quietly muttered, "Ch, puke!" in unbounded disgust.

"Perhaps you woul d witness the sealing, old man?" Wallie asked. Honakura took
the hint and led Katanji and his fortune away. Tom yano fol |l owed, |eaving onty
Wallie sitting on the deck, |ooking up at Brota.

"That should do the trick," Wallie said.

And Brota studied himin silence for a white. "You are a nan of great honor, ny
lord. Very few nen, of any rank, would have refused what has been offered.”

"I think nere were conditions attached,"” Wallie said. "But what of Nnanji? You
know, sonetines | think of himas an egg, a great big egg mat | found on a
beach. Every now and agai n anot her piece of shell falls off, and | get another
glinmpse of what is going to hatch. Watever it is, it will be remarkable. Wo
woul d have thought that he was capable of that gracious little speech just now?"
"What are you inplying, ny |ord?"

"That Thana has been mssing a very good bet."
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Brota nodded t houghtfully. "A nother should not say this, Lord Shonsu... but I
doubt that she is worthy of him"

ttt

"Sonmeone's comng now" Nnanji said, and sl apped at a nosquito, bringing his
score up to a hundred or so.

The undul ant profile of nountains along the western skyline was sharp and bl ack
i ke obsidian, below a colorless, linpid sky. The sun had gone, but true
darkness was slow in comng, here in the deep shadow of RegiVul. The cliffs and
the River were gloony, drab, and sad. A cool wind ruffled the water, but failed
to discourage | egions of the nastiest biting insects Wailie had ever net.

At noon, Sapphire had slipped by the sorcerer city of Ov, feeling her way
cautiously southward am d shal |l ows and sandbanks. Now she lay in md-River off
the Garathondi estate.

Her dinghy was tied at the end of the jetty. It had been there for what seened
like a dozen hours, and nust be at |least two. A couple of ranshackle fishing
boats were tethered nearby. The River was nuch higher than it had been when
Wailie had first cone to this place—and how |l ong ago that felt!

Peering along the surface of the ancient, scruffy planks, he heard what Nnanji's
ears had di scerned over the slap of the ripples: hooves, and a creaking axle,
and wheels on gravel. The dinghy rocked gently.

"About tine!" said Tom yano.

There were fi ve of memthree swordsnmen, counting Thana, plus one sailor and one
slave—er six if you also counted the sleeping Vixini. Holiyi had been sent
inland to find Quili.

Hol i yi had been gone too |ong, so sonething had not gone as expected. Wth
Holiyi the delay was certainly not due to idle gossiping, and Tom yano had begun
muttering dark threats of vengeance if anything had happened to his cousin.

The circle had been turned. This was where the m ssion had begun, here at the
end of this jetty, waiting for Nnanji to scout and return. By com ng back,
Wailie had followed his orders. He
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bad net die problemhere, crossed the nountains, sailed around—turned the
circle. Now the |l esson mght be | earned. Maybe. He wi shed he had nore confidence
in his owm ability to learn it. He was depressed by a naggi ng conviction that he
had overl ooked sonet hi ng, sonewhere

Dam horseflies! He slapped at the back of his neck

A wagon cane into sight at the bottom of the canyon, drawn by two horses. Two
peopl e di snounted and began wal king. A third renmai ned and commenced a | ong,

pai nful effort to turn the vehicle. Horses would not step into the waters of the
River, and there was little roomwith the River so high

One of the pedestrians was Holiyi. The other was a woman, but not Quili.

"The rest of you stay here!" Wailie stepped up on the deck and strode forward to
meet the visitors, his boots nmaking holl ow t huddi ng sounds in the evening
stillness.

Hol i yi, when he cane near enough to be clearly seen, was sporting his usua
sardonic grin, which was reassuring. H s conpani on was m ddl e-aged, al nost

el derly. She wore the orange gown of a Fourth, and Wailie registered vaguely
that it was of much too fine a velvet to be sweeping its lace-tri mmed hem over
this dirty, scabby jetty. Her hair was silver and well tended, her fingers

jewel ed. She was a priestess, and obviously a prosperous one.

"Adept Valia, Lord Shonsu,"” Holiyi nuttered.

Sal ute and response.

"You had trouble?" Wilie demanded.

Hol i yi shook his head with a rel axed and noncomittal shrug.

"Priestess Quili is well, nmy lord," Valia said, "but unable to cone and see you
at the nonent. She is entertaining sorcerers.” She smled, being graciously
amused at his reaction. Valia's manner was friendly enough, but she obviously
fanci ed herself as a grand | ady.
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"That's not troubl e?"

"Not as long as they do not know you are here, ny lord! And 1 am sure that they
will not find out."

Wailie turned and waved for his conpanions to join him He
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could ask Holiyi for details, but it might take an hour to drag them out of him
"Expl ai n, pl ease, adept?"

But boots were drunming, and bare feet. The others came running, and then Valia
had to be presented to Nnanji, and the others to her

"What a beautiful baby!" she excl ai ned.

Vi xi ni, grunpy from bei ng awakened, did not feel |ike a beautiful baby. He
buried his face in his nother and declined conversation

Wallie said a silent prayer for patience. "W cannot offer you a confortable
chair, adept, and the air swarns with vanpire bats, so perhaps we should get the
story quickly?"

Valia inclined her head in regal assent. "I have the honor to ninister here now,
my lord. Priestess Quili is ny protege. She is also ny secul ar superior, but
that is no problem W work well together."

"I don't think | quite understand,” Wallie said. "I amdelighted to hear that

Quili has achi eved pronotion to Third. Wat of Lady Thondi ?"

"She is with the Goddess."

"I would be hypocritical if | expressed regrets.”

He received a slight frown of priestly reproof, then the sniling condescension
due a Seventh. "Perhaps understandable. |I believe that you yourself consignhed
her to the justice of the gods. Your prayer was heard, ny |lord, and her passing
was not easy."

"Expl ain!"

Adept Vaiia glanced around the group, relishing an attentive audi ence for a good
story. "She cane down to this jetty to enbark on the famly boat, neaning to
travel to Ov on business —ot |ong after your departure, Lord Shonsu. A rotted
pl ank failed beneath her, and she fell through."

"Coddess!" Vallie nuttered. Hs skin cram ed. Wiy did he feel guilty?
"Undoubt edl y! Several |arge nmen had preceded her, and she was not a weighty
person, as | understand."

"So the piranha got her?"

He had been expected to ask. "No. They rejected her. That
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does happen, of course. The current swept her out of reach, underneath. She was
trapped, and she drowned. No one was able to reach her in tine." The priestess
was savoring her audience's reaction.

Jja slipped a conforting armaround her naster. Nnanji and Tbni yano were | ooki ng
i npressed.

"l can show you the exact spot, if you wish," Valia offered.

"Thank you, no! And her son?"

' The Honorable Garathondi is in poor health, nmy lord. A few days after his

mot her's death, he suffered a seizure. He has been paral yzed and speechl ess ever
since. The healers hold out no hope of recovery and do not expect himto live
much | onger."

"That's horrible!"

The priestess | ooked surprised. "You question the justice of the gods, ny |ord,
when you yourself invoked it?"

"l didn't nean... Tell me about Quili, then. | trust her news is better?"
"Excellent. 1 have never seen a happier couple."

Wallie restrained a strong tenptation to stun a holy personage. "She nmarried
Gar adooi ?"

"Of course! And they are so well suited! TVue |ovebirds."

Feeling Jja's armsqueeze him Wallie | ooked down at her snmile. Sonme things did
not need to be said.

"Pl ease give them our congratul ations."
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"I certainly shall. And you, ny lord? You have recovered fromyour injury?"

"How the... how do you know of that?"

Val i a agai n di splayed | adyli ke anusenent. She was nmuch | ess exposed to the w nd
and the bugs than the others were. "Sone weeks ago, the sorcerers inforned the
buil der that you had died. You had been seen in Aus, and nmen in Ki San, but very
ill, fromthe effects of a sword cut. The heal ers had despaired of your life.

Naturally, Quili was overjoyed when she beard that you were here this evening,
and that the stories were all lies."
Not all; Wallie did not ook at Nnanji. H's mnd was swirling with the

inplications. The sorcerers' powers were terrifying. They had agents in Ki San,
then, at the very least, even if the
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heal er hinself had not been a sorcerer. But the heal er had been wong. That

m ght by why Sapphire had not been nore closely examined in Wal, when the
sorcerer cane aboard. The sorcerers had given himup for dead. Again that sense
of power wasted by human fallibility..

"Not all their tales were false," he adnmtted. "But what is (heir business here
t oni ght ?"

The priestess chuckled. "Wrk on the sorcerers' tower is proceeding very slowy
since Builder Garadooi shortened his slaves' work hours. He has al so banned al)
physi cal puni shnent without his personal approval, ny lord."

"That could be deleterious, | suppose."

"But output fromthe estate itself is markedly inproved recently, I amtold."
It sounded |ike Garadooi. He would be giving his slaves neat next. Maybe he

al ready had. Beds, even

"And the sorcerers?"

"Honor abl e Rat hazaxo cane to call today," Valia said, with a cynical smle. "He
want ed Buil der Garadooi to return with himto the city and take over supervision
in person, as his father did. There was sone | oud discussion. Even through

cl osed doors, it was |oud."

"The tower is not being conpl eted?"

"The tower itself is alnost finished, | understand, but there is still work
needed on the adjacent plaza. | think the contract will be fulfilled, ny lord,
eventually. O course his honor and his conmpanions were invited to stay to

di nner. That was when Sailor Holiyi arrived at the tenancy. Wrd canme to the
manor. There was sonme problemin passing a nessage—+ was at the dinner, also.”
Holiyi had been told to find Quili, but the presence of two priestesses m ght
have caused sone confusion. Hence the delay, passing information under the ears
of sorcerers

"Quili and | managed to slip out for a quick word together," Valia explained,
"at the end. She dares not |eave yet. If you wish to conme back with nme, then we
should wait awhile, to be sure. If not... she sends her |ove to you and Adept

Nnanji, ny lord."

Nnanji grinned. "G ve her mne."
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"And certainly mne," Wallie added. "How many conpanions did this sorcerer of
the Sixth bring with hinP"

"Two. Both Thirds."

Wal lie's pulse began to beat a little faster. "But Builder Garadooi wll be
returning to Ov with thenf"

Nnanji stiffened slightly.

Valia indulged a genteel laugh. "If they cast a spell on him But it will take a
strong one! He did promise that in a couple of days..." Then she guessed, and
her |ips clanped together in angry silence.

Tom yano had arrived there also. "The road runs by the R ver?"

Nnanji nodded. "There is a terry," he said softly.

"They were being very insistent that he go with them ny lord," Valia protested.
She was frightened now, furious at her own stupidity. "And he was still trying
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to persuade themto spend the night. The fam |y boat will be arriving in the
nmor ni ng—

"But you invited us to the nmanor. You thought they were |eaving."

She woul d not adnmit that. "They may have."

Wal lie ignored her then. He had often watched Honakura twi st the truth w thout
actually lying, and the old man was much nore skilled at it than this ponpous
priestess was.

In the gathering gloom the light fromthe River was reflecting in Nnanji's
eyes, nmaking them shine. But the bloodlust that should have been there was

nm ssing. He was watching Wallie intently, very still, not seeming with
excitenent as he should be at the prospect of action. Nnanji knew the answer and
was waiting to see if Vallie did.

"Then here's your chance, Shonsu!" Tom yano rubbed his hands gloatingly. "Five
of us and three of them Not bad odds, wouldn't you say, when we have surprise
on our side?"

Wallie said, "No."

"What! Why not? Kill two, take one alive! It's your chance to find out what they
have in their pockets, nman! A heaven-seat opportunity! We'll tie himup and gag
hi m—

"No. "

"Whay not?" die captain shouted. "What's wong with it?"
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"Lord Shonsu is not Swordsman Random " Nnanji said, nore quietly than ever
"What's he got to do with it?" Tom yano was | ooking from one swordsman to the
ot her, baffl ed.

"He drew agai nst a guest."

Thana was as puzzled as her brother. "She said we couldn't go up to the house
yet —we' ve been refused hospitality. W' re not guests!"

"But they are." Nnanji was snmiling faintly, approving.

"W shall not nobve against the sorcerers, adept," Wallie told Valia. It was
crazy. Tomiyano was quite right—this was a heaven-sent opportunity, a chance to
capture a sorcerer of the Sixth. But Valia had unwittingly betrayed her guests
to their enenmies, and to take advantage of that error would not be honorabl e.
Good manners did not pernmit a war to be fought that way... crazy! Insane! But
Nnanji was pleased—tord Shonsu was a man of honor. Wiy should Walla care what
Nnanji thought? Way did that wy snile feel good? Penance for what he had done
in Aus? Crazy!

Tom yano snorted in disgust. Thana shook her head over such | andl ubber nonsense.
"I thank you, ny lord," Valia said hunbly. "The bl ame woul d have been laid to
Qili..." There was |less great lady now. "WIIl you not conme up to the nmanor?"

"I think the hour is late," Wallie said. "W should return to our vessel before
true darkness."

"As you please, ny lord." Valia hesitated. "I was not going to nention... this
was told in confidence, but there was no oath. | think nmy duty is to pass it on
You woul d find out soon anyway."

Wallie felt a sudden tingle of premonition. "Yes?"

"It seens to be the cause of the sorcerers' inpatience." She was incapabl e of
com ng straight to a point. "Honorabl e Rat ha-zaxo reported that a tryst has been
called."

"A TRYST?" shouted Nnanji. "Were?"

Valia recoiled. "At Casr, adept."

"When?"

"Yest erday. "

"And has She blessed it?"
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Val i a backed away before his vehenence. "Apparently, adept."

"Her swordsnen are com ng?"

"So his honor said. "

Nnanji stepped across the circle and grabbed Wallie by the shoulders. If he
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tried to shake him nothing happened. "That's it, brother! You were wondering
how to fight sorcerers, and there's the answer! Wiy didn't we think of it?"
"What the denobns is a tryst?" Tomi yano grow ed

"It's a holy war! It needs two Sevenths, a swordsman, and a priest— He swing
back to Valia, growing shrill with excitenent. "And bull ocks? They had the

bul | ocks?"

She nodded.

"Way bul | ocks?" Tomi yano asked. "A barbecue?"

"No, no, no!" Nnanji was al nbst dancing. "There hasn't been a tryst for—eh
centuries. It takes a priest and a swordsman to call one, and they wade into the
Ri ver. The bullocks go first."

Tom yano's eyes popped wide. "It would take nore than bull ocks to get me—=
Nnanji spun back to Wallie. "But if the stories are true and the swordsnen are
com ng, then the Goddess has blessed it! So it's a real tryst! The saga of
Arganari ... Za? Quiliko?"

"Who leads this tryst?" Thana asked with a glance at Wallie. "The Seventh who
called it?"

Nnanji paused and frowned. "No, | don't think... not necessarily." Hs |ips
moved as he pondered. "Leadership is decided by conbat, | think. The best
swordsman. " He swung round to face Wallie again and shouted. "The best swordsnman
inthe Wrld.' O course! And remenber the ballad of Chioxin, brother? The
enerald led a tryst, and so did the ruby! The fourth did, too! That's what your
sword is for!"

And the | eader's ai de-de-canp and oath brother could be certain of an honorable
mention in the epics to follow. Nnanji was as thrilled as a nedieval squire
given tickets to the next crusade. Thana and Tom yano al so had caught the
excitenent. Even Jja and Holiyi were beaming. O course—a tryst against the
sorcerers, led by Lord Shonsu and Her own sword.

So here was sonething else to think about. Lots of things.
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Perhaps Wallie had been interpreting the riddle wongly. The arny m ght not be

Sapphire's crew after all. Atryst was a real army, the greatest the Wrld ever
knew. He had done nothing to earn that.

Nnanji |apsed into silence, his |ips noving again as he recited epics to

hi nsel f, researching trysts.

"l cannot persuade you to conme up to the manor, ny lord?" Valia asked. "Quili is

anxi ous to see you, and the builder will be, also, if he did not acconpany the
sorcerers.”

But Wallie had too nuch on his m nd—iddles and trysts, circles and arm es, Casr
and Aus. And he did not want to face his fornmer hel pers and have to confess that
what they had been told about himwas true.

"I think not, holy one. Gve themour |ove and, again, our thanks. Tell them we
shal |l continue the fight against the evil ones, and that it progresses. | think
we nmust return to our ship before true darkness."

O woul d Sapphire have vani shed, and the dinghy find itself delivering the
seventh sword to Casr? Under that bitter thought he tasted relief that Jja and
Vixini were with him

"And on to Casr, ny lord brother?" Nnanji said eagerly.

Wal li e sighed. "Yes. She has sumobned Her swordsnmen, so yes, we must go to
Casr."

Then Thana's eyes went w de, and a brightness seenmed to glow in her face. Before
she coul d speak, the others wheel ed around, staring to the north. Huge, but very
distant, a giant rose of flame was unfolding graceful petals into the sonber
dusk—hi gher, hi gher, and ever brighter, belittling the range on which it grew,
lighting the dark | andscape bel ow, setting the very sky ablaze. Then the
darkening crest reached into the heavens thensel ves and was touched by the rays
of the invisible sun, bl oom ng pink and gol d.

A vol canic eruption... the blast would arrive later, but the wind would carry
the ash westward, toward Casr... Wallie was still analyzing, when he realized
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how this woul d appear to his conpanions.

"The Fire God rages!" Valia exclainmed, nmaking the sign of the Goddess. "He fears
the tryst called against his sorcerers!”

"He didn't fear it until he heard who was going to lead it!"
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said Nnanji. He grinned proudly at Wallie. Alittle hero worship was creeping
back. Lord Shonsu was a man of honor

tttt

The first thing the sun god di scovered when he returned to the Wrld was the
nmonst rous mushroom st andi ng hi gh above Regi-Vul, dwarfing the nountains

thensel ves. Playfully he painted it red, then gold, and finally a very pale
blue, but the Fire God still tinted the underside with angry rosy flickers. A
little later the sun observed Sapphire as she headed into Ov.

Wallie had slept little and badly. He had been counting on the god's riddle to
solve his problemfor him Turn the circle, he had thought, and sone divine
revel ati on woul d show himhow to fight sorcerers. Instead his probl em now | ooked
wor se. The sorcerers had known of his sickness at Ki San. They had denonstrated
again an inexplicable ability to pass information. A tryst had been called. As a
swordsman, he now had a sacred duty to head for Casr. Certainly the tryst
expl ai ned why he had been given the | egendary sword, but for Shonsu to return to
Casr woul d be virtual suicide. Now he nust beware not only denunciation but also
chal l enge, for other Sevenths would flock to a tryst.

In the bitterest hours of the night, he had reproached hinself for another

bl under. He shoul d have anbushed that sorcerer Sixth as he headed home to Ov,

i nstead of pandering to Nnanji's stupid scruples.

But had he turned the circle? During a discussion that had run hal fway to dawn,
Honakura had suggested nmat perhaps he had not yet done so. Seven cities had
fallen to the sorcerers; Sapphire had visited but six. The way back ran by Ov,
so let the ship call there. No one could think of a better plan, but no one was
very happy with the prospect. The sorcerers would be doubly alert for swordsnen
now. Moreover, Sapphire had no |ogical excuse to trade in Ov. Ov was a
tin-mning center; the bronze ingots that Brota had purchased at a knock-down
price
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in G had thenselves cone fromOv. To offer diemfor sale there would make no
sense and m ght rouse suspicion

A short visit, then, Wailie suggested, and offered to pay the dock fees. Brota
accepted that suggestion wthout argunent.

Ov was huge, bigger even than Dri or Ki San, the sailors said. It sprawed in
pat ches and weal s on the hi gher reaches of a | ow gray | andscape, whose hol | ows
were fetid swanp. The buil di ngs thensel ves were a drab gray, al so, nonotonous
and ugly—a city built of fossilized business suits, Wiilie concluded peevishly.
Am d such tedious dullness, the sorcerers' tower was a welcone relief, black and
vertical, evil instead of nerely funereal. It stood, as usual, about a bl ock
back fromthe River. Its exterior seemed to be conplete, and sunlight streaked
fromglass in at |east one of the high w ndows.

The River was shallow, and the dock unlike any other Wailie had seen, a |ong
pi er extending far out from shore, branching at the end to forma T Each captain
tried to moor as close to the city as he dared approach, so the vertical part of
the T was crowded, the crossbar al nobst enpty.

Wailie, Nnanji, and Tonmiyano, the three w se nonkeys, gathered in the deckhouse
as Brota brought Sapphire in. She found a berth about hal fway al ong the
vertical, on the downstream side

"Good position,"” Tom yano said. "Cut the cables and the current will sweep us
away. Good for a fast escape." He glanced at Wailie.

"Good fighting terrain,” Wailie agreed. "No warehouses overl ooki ng us—they coul d
only bring up reinforcements fromone side." Then he caught the captain's eye,
and each adnmitted in silence that he was uneasy. Seven tines they had risked
bringing a swordsman of the Seventh to a sorcerer city in violation of the |oca
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laws. This was the end of the line. Superstition said that if sonething was
goi ng to happen, it should happen now. Superstition worked well in the Wrld.
Nnanji had caught the npbod, also. Half the night, Nnanji had been in spate on
the subject of trysts—the Tryst of Rof and the Tryst of Za, Quiliko's Tryst and
Far handeri's Tryst—-honor and glory and bl ood and imortality. Now he had
succunbed to the prevailing dreariness of Ov.
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Hi s brother strolled into the deckhouse in his slave costune.
"You don't have to," Nnanji said, "if you don't want to."

Even Katanji seenmed nore subdued than usual. He hesitated and then said, "My
duty, nentor?"

Nnanji bit his |ip and nodded.

"Keep it short, though,” Wailie said. "Just a quick |look at the tower and then
ri ght back, okay?"

Sapphi re bunped gently agai nst the fenders.

The Fire God was angry... Honakura wandered in. 'Too far to town for ny old

| egs,"” he nuttered, and hauled hinself up to sit on a chest.

They all felt it, but no one would say it: Sonething was going to go w ong.

A wagon went by and nmade a drummi ng, roaring sound on the roadway that was built
of tinber over stone piers. It was also narrow and cluttered by ships' |oads on
bot h si des.

"Phew " Nnanji pulled a face. "Now we know why this spot was enpty!" The vesse
on the opposite side of the pier was a cattle boat, as evidenced by nmournfu
bel | owi ngs and an unm st akabl e stench.

"Must have swordsnen aboard?" Tom yano suggested, and dodged the ensuing punch
For a nmonent the two of themindulged in a westling match. Wailie was anused,
renenbering the begi nning of the voyage. Sapphire was a nuch happi er ship now.
Nnanji broke free of the unequal struggle and sl apped at his shoul der,
muttering. If nosquitoes in the World carried malaria, Wailie thought, nen Ov
could not be a healthy place. Already the deckhouse swarned with them

"The circle turned," nmused the priest in his corner. He |ooked tired and even
ol der than usual. "Have you deci ded what to do next, Lord Shonsu?"

"Yes," Wailie said. "Nothing."

Nnanj i gasped. "Nothing, brother?"

"Tell me howto fight sorcerers,” Wailie replied

"Pah!" said the old man. "They're fakes!" Hi s audi ence swing around to stare at
hi mindi gnantly.

"Fakes?" Wailie sneered. "If you count up the garrisons and the other
stori es—how many now, Nnanji ?"
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"Two hundred and ei ghty-one," Nnanji said.

"Two hundred and ei ghty-one swordsnen nave been killed. A man died out there on
t hat deck. Fakes?"

"True," Honakura admitted. "But they're still faking. I"'msure of it. Wy did
the sorcerer offer to put a spell of good fortune on the cargo when he already
knew it would fetch an unusually high price? Wiy was the captain given a
denonstration of birds com ng out of pots? It all stinks of showing off, like
little boys do. They're not as powerful as they want you to think!"

He had argued this before, and certainly the sorcerers did have an aura of
shownanshi p about them But they al so had deadly powers that Wallie could not
explain in an iron-age culture.

"So what are you going to do about then?" Honakura demanded again from his perch
across the deckhouse.

"The answer is still '"nothing,'" Wallie said. "In every city it's the sane
story: the sorcerers appear, and the swordsnen march out and-—zap! It started
fifteen years ago, in Wal, and every couple of years they do another. | expect
they'll cross the River soon. Does it matter? The swordsnmen have | earned not hi ng
in fifteen years—othing! | don't know what to teach them and they woul dn't
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| earn anyway. They'll try to take the cities back with the same techni ques that
lost them | want nothing to do with it."

The old priest made the sign of the Goddess. "But the edict of the gods!"

"So She doesn't like Fire altars in Her tenples? What does it matter? Even the
priests don't care rmuch! For thousands of years Her swordsnmen have been swatting
sorcerers |ike bugs. Now the foot is in the other shoe, and She starts sending
mracles."

Honakura spluttered. "Bl asphemy!"

WAl lie was begi nning to convince hinself and was also losing his tenper as his
sense of failure and frustration boiled over. "All right—blasphenmy'! So throw ne
inthe River as you did the last tine! Denounce me to Brota. | don't know what
happened fifteen years ago. Did the sorcerers find a better thunderbolt, do you
suppose? O did they just get tired of being
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stanped on by swordsnmen? The people don't mind. They're just as niserable under
sorcerers as they were under swordsmen; no nmore, no |less. And they certainly
won't want battles being fought in their streets, civilians killed, swordsmen
killed, houses burned. You sawin G what a fire can do

"No. | shall do nothing." Wallie went back to staring out the w ndow

Nnanji was incredul ous and upset. "But the tryst, my lord brother?"

"I think the sorcerers could zap a tryst as easily as they can zap a garrison

It will be a disaster."

Shonsu had failed disastrously, but that was another nystery. In all their

i nquiries, the Sapphire detectives had heard no further word of Shonsu. He had
been castellan of the |odge at Casr, but that was all they knew. They had
uncovered no news of any slaughter later than the conquest of Ov. There was no
expl anation of Shonsu's departure from Casr and his pilgrinage to Harm driven
by the sorcerers' denobns

"Renmenber the riddle?" Wallie said. "Finally return that sword? | shall return
it all right—+to the Goddess. |'Il give it to Her tenple in Casr. Then the tryst
can fight over it. 1 shall buy a blue breechclout and be a water rat. Want a
strong back on your ship, Captain?"

"You are |lying, Shonsu," Tom yano said cheerfully. "Swear an oath on that?"

"Tell nme how to fight sorcerers,” Wallie grow ed and turned back to peer out the
shutter. Then he added: "Port officer!"

Honakura and Katanji cane to the wi ndows as the plank clunked down to the dock
She was el derly, white-haired, plunp—a sonething of the Third, in a brown wool
gown, with pink cheeks and a friendly snile. The big, enbossed |eather pouch of
of fice hung at her waist. She cane puffing up the plank to the deck

Wal |i e thought she seenmed a notherly, neighborly sort, and at once wondered if
that was what he was neant to think. Then he hissed, for there were two
sorcerers behind her, a Third and a Second. They glided up the plank with | ess
effort and onto the deck without asking perm ssion; they stood there tike hooded
statues, faces invisible, hands in sleeves.
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"Uh-oh!" Nnanji whispered.

"I'f they search the ship..." Wallie drew the knife from his boot.

"I''"l'l take the wonman," said Toni yano, who knew that swordsnen had sutra probl ens
fighting wonen. "Shonsu the brown, Nnanji the yellow "

AQigarro was being captain, and Brota was cl ose beside him Half the crew hung
around the deck, wary and frowning at the sinister intruders.

The port officer nade the salute. "I welcone you to Ov, Captain," she said,
behal f of the king and the wi zard. Wat swordsmen do you have on boardT
Brota stepped forward and nmade the acknow edgnent of an inferior, then accepted
the resulting sal ute.

"Me, ny daughter of the Second, and a First."

"That is all?" one of the sorcerers grow ed, and the watchers could not tel

whi ch one spoke, although it was probably the brown Third. "No frees? You will
swear that on your ship, Captain?"

on
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"Certainly," Qigarro said. The crew all knew now mat then-passengers did not
classify thensel ves as free swords.

"M stress, you al so swear that there are no free swords aboard?”

"Certainly," Brota said. The sorcerers pivoted and fl oated away down the pl ank
"That's new, isn't it?" Brota demanded

The grandnotherly type nodded. "Started today. Something's chew ng the baggies
bottons." She shrugged. "Don't know what."

Wallie knew what. He was relieved to see that Brota | ooked as suspicious of this
sweet old dear as he was. No port officer had ever talked |like that before.
"Well, let's do business," Brota said. "How nuch?"

"Five," the port officer answered sweetly.

Qigarro frowed. "I thought two was the fee?"

"Perhaps it is, perhaps it isn't," she said. "But you are going to pay five, and
who's to know?" She shook her | eather pouch, naking it jingle, and she sniled

agai n.

Brota scow ed and Aigarro argued, but he paid in the end.
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The dear old | ady took the noney, made a polite farewell, and |inped away. Brota

made a vul gar gesture at her back. Then she headed for the deckhouse to coll ect
from Lord Shonsu.

As a slave Katanji could be so inconspicuous as to be alnpbst invisible. Wllie
caught a glinpse of himslouching down the plank, and then he had gone. Brota
headed out back to supervise, but the crew was already doing everything
required. Wallie turned to regard the dock, intine to see two nore sorcerers
gliding by. "Wiy do they never show their hands?" he asked, and got no reply.
Hol i yi and Uni hyo staggered down to the dock with an ingot, then took another
and | eaned the two together like a tent for elves. Hawkers cane by, and Lina
haggl ed with them for groceries and fresh fruit, while other crew nenbers
drifted off along the pier in search of information, nost going left to the
city, a couple heading right toward the River. Brota parked herself in her chair
at the top of the plank and waited for business.

Peopl e and wagons swarned al ong the roadway, with masts and rigging formng a
doubl e avenue of winter trees above them and the wheels runbling thunderously on
the holl ow pl anks. The drivers cursed and roared at the sailors and sl aves; the
sailors replied as loudly and continued to pile goods in heaps al ong both sides,
steadi |y encroaching on the right-of-way. Pedestrians dodged and jostled. Birds
mat | ooked like gulls perched on the yards and nmade |ightning dives into the
traffic in search of garbage.

A party of horsenen arrived, and the cattle were unl oaded, turning confusion
into chaos for a while. Eventually the bawing died away as the herd was driven
into the city; the cattle boat cast off and sailed away, |eaving no regrets on
Sapphi re.

Nnanji started to do exercises. Honakura sat on the chest and seened to be
thinking hard. Wallie and Tomi yano took a wi ndow each and stared despondently at
the crowmd. Al of them sl apped petulantly at nopsquitoes.

As usual, sorcerers patrolled the docks in pairs, gliding along unperturbed by
the crush, ignoring the inpatience of those who wanted to get by them but dared
not get too close. They had no set beat, and Wallie could not decide how many
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there were in total; all he had to go on was the color of their gowns, and they
seened to change partners frequently.

Then Tom yano suddenly snapped, "Shonsu! That Fourth! Recogni ze hinP"

"Qur soft-handed friend fromOv!"

"I xi phinoT Nnanji came over to | ook

It was the port officer from Aus, slimand handsone in orange breechcl out and
shiny | eather sandals; still looking to Wal-lie |ike a beachwear nodel. Beside
hi m wal ked a sorcerer of the Fifth, red robed, cowed, tall, and stooped. Behind
them and apparently in their service, a slave pulled a cart |oaded with cubica
baskets. They were headi ng away fromthe town.
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"That settles any doubts in my nmind," Wallie said. "He's a sorcerer! And | ook
there!™

Not far behind was Katanji. He nust have nmet that little processi on sonewhere
and now was taggi ng al ong behind, to see where it was going. Sharp kid!

They wat ched the quarry out of sight behind the next ship, one anonynous sl ave
boy follow ng. Tonmi yano went out and ran up the rigging like a squirrel

Thana cane in to ask if they had seen the sail or

Jja arrived. Wallie kissed her and told her the news.

Two nore spies returned. Fala had discovered little of interest, but Lae had
seen the fake sailor and his sorcerer conpanion in the town and had trail ed
them also. She had waited a while on the dock to make sure she was not bei ng
foll owed. Lae was conpetent at anything, even spying.

"They canme fromthe tower, |I think," she said, and her sure manner suggested
that a theory fromLae was as good as a fact from anyone el se.

Tom yano slid down a rope and hurried in. "They turned right at the junction,"
he said, and hurried over to one of the stern windows. "That ship there, the
white one."

The crossbar of the T was | ess crowded with shipping, and the ship he indicated
was near the end, clearly visible and isolated. It was snall and singl e- nast ed.
If the cart was there, it was hidden by the hull.

"Tell a | andl ubber about boats," Wallie said. "Surely a snall
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one tike that could cone nuch closer in? Wiy would they berth out there?"
"Doesn't follow," the captain said inpatiently. "That babe's built for speed.
She probably draws nore water than Sapphire

—big keel. Too big to use a center board."

Wallie turned back to Lae. "Did you happen to see what they had in the baskets?"
Lae gl anced at Tomi yano and her wrinkles deepened in a hint of a snmile. "Birds,
my lord."

Tom yano grow ed obscenities about sorcerers and their birds.

Time continued to pass inperceptibly..

Then a small candle flickered in the darkness at the back of Wallie's nind.
Katanji had al ways seen birds around the towers, birds that wal ked on the
ground. The sorcerers fed the birds. True, they had feather facenmarks, but... he
tried to recall the bird mat he had seen magi cked fromthe pot. Square baskets?
"What sort of birds, could you tell?" he asked and held his breath for Lae's
reply.

"They sounded |i ke pigeons."

"Great gods!" Wallie said. "Qctopus and feathers!" The candle flanme blazed up
like a bonfire. The others | ooked at himin surprise, but he was | ost in thought
and did not notice then-stares or the half-anused, half-worried gl ances they
exchanged, His mind raced as he tried to absorb the inplications of pigeons in
baskets and a fast boat.

"My lord brother?" said Nnanji at |ast, concerned.

Wal | i e snapped back to the deckhouse and thunped himon the back so vigorously
that he alnmost fell over. Jubilation! "Got it!" he said. "It's not nuch, but
I'"ve solved one of the sorcerers' secrets." He turned his snmile on Toni yano.
"You get black stuff out of an octopus?"

"Ink, you nmean?" the captain asked, |ooking annoyed at this puzzle gane.

"Ink?" A new word for Wallie. The forner Shonsu woul d have known not hi ng of

oct opus, except possibly as food. Sepia

—squid ink! And the feather marks neant quills. Quills! Ink! Honakura had said
that the sorcerers had once been associated with the priests—scribes, by the
gods! And honi ng pi geons

314

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

were no use w thout nessages, and nessages nmeant witing. That was how the
sorcerers had known of the downed bridge, of the fire in G, how word had cone
so soon about the tryst.

Pi geons, noreover* would only fly one way—honeward. So a nessenger service based
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on pigeons needed a distribution network, and the fastest way of getting around
woul d be a swift boat... and of course the overland shortcut from Aus. That was
one reason why the road had been repaired. The sailor they had recogni zed had
brought pigeons from Aus and probably Wal, for use in Ov and Anb. Check

The inplications were imense: find a trader or nerchant who kept pigeons in a
free city and you had a sorcerer spy. Hawking was a common sport—hawks coul d cut
the lines of comunication. Wallie still could not fight sorcery, but he had a
start for fighting sorcerers.

"I can't explain now," VWallie said. Perhaps he never could, for witing was
beyond their experience. It was also social dynamite, and even to reveal the
principle mght break the sorcerers' nonopoly and rock the whol e framework of
their culture. The gods m ght not allow that. No! The sorcerers did not allow
it! Now he remenbered his hal f-joke about ensorcel-ing w ne. That was why
witing was not invented—+t had been invented once and it was a sorcerer
nmonopol y. He had di scovered the sorcerers' business. That was why they prow ed
the World in disguise—+to stanp out any reinvention of witing. That was how t hey
built identical towers, with blueprints.

VWallie was starting to twitch with excitenent. "Nnanji! Wen Katanji was | eaving
the tower he saw shelves with boxes on them How did he describe then?"

""Leat her boxes,'" Nnanji said with a frown. "The second tine he said 'brown

| eat her boxes' and the next tine, 'flat boxes.' Lots of them he said."

Books! Sorcerers bought all the finest |eather—vellunl Wuld it even be possible
to steal books and learn to read again? To | earn nmagi c? This changed everyt hi ng!
Sorcerers were literate! Meanwhile ... "What the devil do you suppose is keeping
Kat anji ?"

Then birds hurtl ed skyward, horses reared in their traces, and heads turned. Qut
by the fast boat where the cart had gone,
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where the sorcerers had gone, where Katanji had gone, a cloud of snpbke rose
slowy into the air.

The hard, sharp crack of a thunderbolt rolled over the harbor

Wallie Smith knew that noise

That was no thunderbolt—+that was a shot.

The com ng of wi sdom

ttttt

So the | esson may be | earned.

I di ot!

Tom yano and Nnanji collided in the doorway and the swordsman | ost. The captain
went aloft at high speed, and every rope in the nporings was bouncing as other
sailors did the sanme. Nnanji recovered his bal ance and made a second try at the
door; nen discipline asserted itself, and he rushed back to his nentor
"Katanji!" he said. "I want to go and see!"

Wallie stared blankly, right through him The rest of the crew cane hurrying in
with frightened | ooks. Qut on the roadway the patrolling sorcerers started to
nmove qui ckly, heading riverward and al nost running. Braver souls in the crowd
followed them while the nore tinorous headed toward hone.

"My lord brother! Lord Shonsu!"

"Horse pee," Wallie replied in a whisper. Hs mind was in turnoil. He had barely
recovered fromthe staggering discovery of witing, had not had tinme to work out
all the inplications of it. Yet perhaps without that shock to disturb his

thi nki ng he m ght not have made this other incredible | eap. The nental bonfire
bl azed |i ke a sun. ldeas were racing through his head so fast mat he coul d not
keep track of them The World had turned upside down for him

He had been a blind, witless, stubborn fool! It had all been mere for himto
see. He screaned and thunped his fists against the deckhouse wall in a fury.
Horse urine and fire blazing in
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dark forests. Thunderbolts and mining near vol canoes. Fire denbns and boiling
tubs. Magic fifes and nosquitoes. Birds in pots and |ong sl eeves. Maniac! Wy
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had he not realized?

My | ord brother

Wallie roared: "Tom yano?" He | ooked around and To-ni yano was m ssing. He
grabbed Brota by the shoulders. "Aus!" he shouted. "The ship where | net Tom o.
What was it loading? Did he tell you?" Then he realized that he was shaki ng her
and st opped.

She gaped at himin terror. "He said sulfur, my lord!"

"Sul fur?" Another new word to Shonsu. "Wiat is it used for?"

"I use it to fum gate the cabins sonetines, ny lord." Brota was quaki ng before

t he madman.

My LORD BROTHER!

Sul fur it was, then. A whole shipload of sulfur? He should have guessed ri ght
there. The sorcerers exported sulfur fromAus to the other towers. And Katanji
had seen charcoal in the tower. Gunpowder! Primitive black powder: fifteen parts
potassiumnitrate, three parts sulfur, two parts charcoal... The Goddess had
chosen the soul of a chemical engineer, and he had been too damm dunmb to see
why. They woul d know potassiumnitrate as saltpeter, perhaps, a neat
preservative... never mnd now. That tub in the stairwell of the tower that had
frightened Katanji so much when it spluttered... that was why the sorcerers
built towers, or one reason—they were shot towers. Drip nolten | ead down a tower
into a vat of water—ef course it hissed and steaned! But that neant that they
likely did not have rifling yet, only snooth bore.

Fire denons were cannons full of grapeshot, or possibly shrapnel bonbs—o wonder
the bodi es had been ripped and shattered!

"Katanji!" he wailed. "You told nme! You offered me wisdom and | didn't take
it!" The others | ooked at one another in dismay.

So the sorcerers had skulked for millennia in their nmountain retreats, hemmed in
by the swordsmen, but they had known of witing. Wth witing know edge becane
cumul ati ve. They had piled up know edge, age after age, until they discovered
gunpowder. The Chi nese had known of gunpowder for centuries
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bef ore they nade weapons fromit. The sorcerers had invented firearns, primtive
certainly, but enough to kill swordsnen.

But not likely very accurate. Slow to rel oad! That was why the sorcerer in Wl
had not shot Nnanji—he had not had time to reload after killing the port

of ficer.

The coi ning of wi sdomthe com ng of sorcery. Wallie had wondered why the
sorcerers had never seized cities until fifteen years ago. That fact al one
shoul d have told him Only a leap hi technol ogy ever changed the course of

hi story like that.

Then the fog began to clear, and the first thing that came into view was
Nnanji's face, distraught and bew | dered—Nnanji, bereaved of the last of his
fam |y and now betrayed by a nentor behaving |like a raving madman. All around
hi mclustered the shocked and worried faces of the crew, a deckhouse full of
frightened people looking to himfor |eadership. Nnanji first.

"I want to go and see, ny lord brother!" Perhaps Nnanji had said that before,
several tines.

"No! You could not help." Wiat to say? Wallie plunged ahead. "Nnanji, the tryst
has begun. If Katanji has died, then he is only the start. The minstrels wll
sing his name forever, first in the list of the glorious!"

That was the right note. Nnanji's bony shoul ders straightened, and he nodded
sol emml y.

Wal lie said, "But suppose he isn't dead? Put yourself in the sorcerers' place.
You have uncovered a spy; what do you do?" Five mnutes before he would not even
have considered the possibility of a thunderbolt spell nissing its target.
'Take himin to the tower for questioning, of course," Nnanji said. "No!" Hs
i ps nmoved as he began to run through (he sutras, the Manual of Swordsnanship.
"It's likely he came froma ship, and they'd have to pass by too many shi ps.
Take himon board their own boat to be safe. Alert the tower against an attack
Post guards at the end of the dock to protect the tower? Start a ship-by-ship
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search. "

"Good!" Wallie nodded. "I was thinking the sanme. But we're swordsnen, and
they're not! They might just be stupid enough to bring himpast here."

Nnanji's eyes gleaned, then his face fell again. "That's only if he's alive, ny
lord brother."

318

THE COM NG OF W SDOM

Then he yel ped and Wallie realized that he had taken hold of Nnanji's shoul der
and was squeezing it like putty. He let go. "Let's assune he is until we know
otherwi se. W'l|l anbush them" There were nmutterings of disbelief around him
fight thunderbolts? Had Tomi yano been there he woul d have nade one of his
sarcastic comments about swordsnen.

Then Tom yano's feet thunped against the deck and he canme bounding in. "He's
alive!" he shouted. "It looks like he's hurt, but they've got himon his feet."
Tunmul t and cheeri ng.

"Quiet!"™ Wallie roared. He swng around to | ook at the crowd in the deckhouse.
That was bad. The sorcerers would want to know where this disgui sed swordsnman
had conme from and if the tower was watching for unusual activity, then an
entire crew pouring through one door would wave flags galore for them Casting a
spell by rubbing a plate? "If they bring himpast here, then Nnanji and | are
going to rescue him Do you want to hel p?"

"Yes," said the crew, alnost as one.

"I't'Il be dangerous," he warned. "W may | ose nore lives in the attenpt."
Uproar! They were with him damm the torpedoes! Ever since the pirates, Shonsu
had had an arny ready to hand.

Nnanji was grinning wildly now. H's hero was heroing again, and there was goi ng
to be action.

Wallie closed his eyes for a nonent, rattling plans around in his head |ike dice
in a box. Then, "Ckay!" he said. "W have very little time. Do exactly as | say,
with no argunents at all. First thing—when | shout 'Charge!' you all throw
yourselves flat on the ground! Got that? It's a code. 'Charge!' neans |ie down.
Fast! 'Up!' means up. Think of these thunderbolts as throw ng kni ves—they
probably have about the same accuracy, but | think that each sorcerer can only
throw one, and then there will be a space of a few minutes until he can throw
anot her. Have you got that?" He repeated it.

If he was wong on that guess, he was going to lose a lot of friends very
shortly. Way did he think that, anyway? Part of his brain was throw ng up
answers to questions he had not had tine to ask it yet. Because the sorcerers
had only been acting ms
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way for fifteen years, since they first seized a city, and a technol ogy that
succeeds does not advance very far in fifteen years —that was why. The
fire-denon cannons nmight be new, but there were none of those here. Wth a
sensation of launching hinself into space he started throwing out orders, hardly
knowi ng hi nsel f what words were going to cone out of his nouth.

"Linihyo, digarro, Holiyi, Maloli, you bring those ingots up fromthe dock
and—

"They don't matter," Brota began

"Quiet!" the swordsman roared again. "l said no argunents!” No one had spoken to
Brota like that in years. She crunpled into shocked silence. He turned back to
the sailors. "Get as many nore as you can nanage up fromthe hold. No tine to
rig the boom You'll have to manhandle them Stand them on edge agai nst the

bul war k on the dock side. Okay? Move!"

The ingots were incredible good fortune—f the gods were wi thhol ding mracles,

they were still allow ng good luck. A bronze ingot would stop a | ead nusket
bal I .

"Nnanji, take off your sword for now. | want six good swordsnmen down on the
dock, scattered around and out of sight. Wnen—they'l| be | ess conspi cuous.

Pl ace them and then cone back for weapons. Moyve!" Nnanji's sword and harness
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fell by the doorway, and he was gone, shouting nanes as he went.
"Sinboro, take Fia and AQigata, go aloft. You stay, send mem down when there's

any news.
"Diwa, all the children and nonconbatants bel owdecks and keep .them there unl ess
the ship goes on fire. Una and the old man, as well. And not in the cabins,

right down in the hold.
"Lae, an ax beside each cable. You may have to cut and run if this doesn't work.
"Cap' 11? How nmany sorcerers?"

Tom yano hesitated. "Denpons! Didn't count. | think just two or three out where
Katanji is. The patrols... maybe another eight. They'll be out there, too, by
now. That's cows only."

Wal li e nodded, satisfied. "It's only cows |I'mworried about. Get the swords

up." He ran his sketchy plan through in his head, and it was not good enough—he
woul d get hi nsel f
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killed. "Brota, | need sonething that |ooks Iike a head."

Her fat face quavered all over. She did not know whether to | augh or scream "A
head?"

"Wth a foil onit." That took time to explain. By the tinme she stunped off, the
first nessenger boy was back fromthe | ookout—@ i gata.

"They're bringing himin," he said, panting and w de-eyed with excitenent.
"Seven sorcerers and Katanji."

"Great! Tell Sinboro to keep an eye on the town. There may be reinforcenents

coi ning. Back to your post, herald!"

Sword in hand, Wallie led the rest out on deck and told Nnanji that his brother
was coning, the ambush was goi ng ahead. The sailors had strung ten of the ingots
al ong the side against the bulwark, invisible fromthe dock. But would they be
strong enough? He noved two singl e-handedly, putting one beside each of the

cabl es.

Brota reappeared with a foil and a head-sized basket w apped in black cloth. The
end of the cloth even |ooked like a ponytail. He stuck the foil through the knot
and studied it with a grin. "Puppet show, " he said.

"You' re nmadder than usual today, Shonsu," she remarked nervously.

"On the contrary. |I'msane for the first time since Aus." He gl anced around the
deck, wondering how many dozen things he had overl ooked. "You and Jja |lie down
by the hawsers, behind those ingots, because | think they'll stop the

thunderbolts. But first | need cloths to cover the swords."

"I't will take a large ingot to hide ne!" Brota rolled her eyes and waddl ed off
obediently.

Wallie turned to watch the crowd, which had not thinned out nuch. There night be
a lot of innocent people hurt soon. He was suddenly tenpted to call the whole
thing off, to pull in his troops, and run. The only thing that stopped hi mwas
the thought of torture. Ch, Katanji!

He had five nmen and one boy on deck, standing expectantly around him Nnanji
with six wonen and girls on the roadway —he could see Fala by a heap of bal es,
talking to a worman from anot her ship, and Mata on the other side chatting with
two sailors. The space by Sapphire was conparatively clear, as they
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had unl oaded no cargo, but the rest of the dockway was cluttered with heaps, and
there were wagons waiting, people pushing or standing, nore wagons coning. This
was goi ng to be chaos on top of chaos.

He turned to the shiny-eyed Nnanji. "Take swords down to the others. Keep them
wrapped until they're needed." He notioned the nen in to listen. "Remind themto
lie down fast whenever | shout 'Charge!' Nnanji, the one thing |I'm nbost worried
about is torture. W nusn't | eave any wounded, and that includes your brother!"
Nnanji just nodded, but his grin showed that he was not contenplating failure.
Wal lie explained. "We're going to show oursel ves on deck and chal | enge, then
duck. | hope that that will draw their... their thunderbolts. It will be noisy!
Then we attack before they have a chance to cast any nore spells."”
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Tiny Fia dropped to the deck, wrapping her hands under her arns to cool them
"Shonsu, they've turned the corner."

"Ckay. Go back up. Tell Sinboro that you're all to stay up there now Expect

| ots of noise!

"OFf you go, Nnanji. Stay out of sight until we cone over the rail. Ch, Nnanji?
Tell everyone to aimfor arns, not head or body."

The gi nger eyebrows shot up, and a question was stopped on the brink of being
asked. Nnanji dashed off with his bundle of wapped swords in one hand, his own
sword and harness in the other.

"Way arns, ny lord?" Holiyi asked.

"Because they have things in their gowns,"” Wallie said cryptically, and they al
accepted that. There was another reason that he could not tell them a prom se.
The first sorcerer | neet, | shall spare for your sake. O course nere was al so
the possibility of reprisals against the sailors or townsfolk, although he did
not really expect that; but he mght |eave sone of his force behind alive, in
spite of his gruesone warning to Nnanji. They m ght fare better if no sorcerers
had died. And he just wanted to avoid deaths if he coul d.

"Shonsu!" Sinboro was shouting fromthe nasthead. "Myre com ng!" He pointed
toward the town. Wallie waved an ac-
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know edgnent. Then he took his small army over to the rail and ran through the
drill twi ce.

Then anot her shout fromthe masthead warned himthat die sorcerers were al nost
t here.

ttt rtt

He crouched by the top of the gangplank, sword in hand. Qpposite Sapphire a ship
had unl coaded a pile of shabby brown bales and sailcloth in long, buff rolls to
make an excel |l ent roadblock. Al the traffic detoured toward himto get around
it; it also nmade good cover. Fala was sitting on a bale with a sword besi de her,
but her conpanion of a few mnutes before had gone. Perhaps she had recogni zed
the sword in its w apping.

To his right, in the direction fromwhich the enenmy would cone, the way was
squeezed between a heap of grain sacks on the nearer side and a wagon | oadi ng
crates on the other. Nnanji was squatting behind the sacks, sword in hand. That
seened an odd choi ce—hy woul d he not have put hinself at the city end of the
ambush in case the sorcerers tried to run for it? Fala and Mata were beside the
wagon.

To his left he could see none of his warriors, but his view was as much
obstructed as the sorcerers* would be by two nore wagons, one piled high with
yel | ow baskets and the other with warmred bricks. Another wagon bearing | unber
was scrapi ng through between themwi th | oud exchange of insults. Leaning on his
cart of glistening fish, an elderly hawker pl odded past Sapphire. Two nore
wagons were conming fromthe right, and the sorcerers were behind those, a
glinpse of yellow cow s above the crowd.

There were fewer people nearby as the swords were noticed and the wi se depart ed.
This was a loyalty test for the riyerfolk and the citizens of Ov/: Wuld anyone
run to warn the sorcerers? O course that was why Nnanji had gone to that side.
If they were alerted, they would turn around and retreat with their prisoner
The t hought gave Wallie goose bunps, for his plan
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to draw their fire would have been thwarted, and Nnanji woul d certainly pursue.
He made a | ast check of the deck and of his army, all crouching by the ingots,
swords in hands, watching himnervously. He gave themthe |ocal equivalent of a
t hunbs-up sign, and then saw Honakura standing by the mast and sniling

conpl acent | y.

"Go below " Wallie yelled.

The ol d man pouted and shook his head. "I collect great deeds, as well as
mracles!" He smrked.
"You'll collect a thunderbolt, you flamng idiot! Go up on the fb'c'sle, then,

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/...%2002%20-%20The%20Coming%200f%20Wisdom.txt (176 of 184) [10/15/2004 2:29:10 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20Duncan%620-%2... Seventh%20Swor d%20-%2002%620-%20T he%620Coming%200f%20Wisdom. txt

and stay behind die capstan.”

The priest scow ed, but sauntered forward.

Now t he | unber wagon had rmade it through the gap and pulled up by Sapphire unti
the way ahead was clear. Fortunately for the anbush, the teanster was selfish
enough to hog the mddle of the road. The onconming traffic would have to pass
himon Wallie's side. A spurt of pedestrians flowed through the gap and hurried
by.

The first of the two wagons runbl ed past the crates and _then by the ship, its
cargo of barrels sending out a strong snell of beer. The second foll owed,
carrying a precariously high |l oad of what |ooked |ike | obster pots.

Then came the sorcerers—yellows, a red, and browns. They wal ked in two |ines of
three, warily eyeing the ships and the crowd, every man with his arns in front
of himand hands in sleeves. In the center was Katanji, tiny and barely visible.
Wallie saw that his right armwas bandaged and in a sling. There was a rope
around his neck and behind him holding the rope, wal ked a very tall Fifth,
keeping his eyes firmy on the prisoner.

Wallie's pul se was pounding, and his nouth was dry. The | obster pots passed
bel ow him and he got his first clear glinpse of the captive. Katanji | ooked
shaken and pale and very small. He was keeping his eyes down to avoid | ooking at
Sapphire, but his face was brui sed and bl eedi ng. The sorcerers had obviously
done some prelinnary questioning.

Bast ar ds!

"Up!" Wallie roared. "Sorcerers! | am sent of the CGoddess!"
He stepped forward to the top of the plank so that they could
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have a clear view of his blue kilt. He raised his sword.

The sorcerers' eyes swung toward the shout. They saw a Seventh and a group of
men with swords and they reacted instinctively, pulling their weapons fromtheir
sl eeves. Seeing battle inpending, bystanders and pedestrians screaned and
started to run.

Wal lie yelled, "Charge!" and hurled hinself flat on his face.

Roar! —a very loud and jagged explosion. He felt the ingots beside hi mshudder
Splinters of wood flew across the deck. He grabbed the foil with the basket and
thrust it up over the rail to draw any nore thunderbolts, but nothing happened
toit. He scrambled to his feet and he did not die.

Chaos he had predicted, but not this. The anpbunt of snoke fromthe prinmtive

bl ack powder was astonishing; the ah- was thick with it and full of terrified
screans from peopl e and horses. Especially horses, plunging horses, churning the
crowd. The | obster pots were a |lightweight |oad and that wagon had bolted
straight left, into the beer wagon, and barrels were cascadi ng down. The basket
wagon cane charging to the right, into the sorcerers, scattered them plowed
over the sailcloth, and toppled onto its side. Baskets bounded into the roadway
among the barrels and mlling civilians.

He was hal fway down the gangpl ank when he saw Nnanji inpale his first sorcerer
But where was Katanji? Then he caught a glinpse of red through the snoke, as die
big Fifth di sappeared around the beer wagon and headed toward the town. Wallie
left the battle to his arny and gave chase.

Now t he barrel s and baskets were a hindrance instead of a hel pful distraction
He dodged and si destepped and cursed until he was past the worst of it and had a
clearer view. The Fifth, with his prisoner over one shoulder, was in the mddle
of a panic-stricken crowd streanming toward the town through a nmaze of goods and
wagons and skittish horses. Wallie threw people out of the way as he ran, but
the big man was a powerful runner, also, even with his burden, and it took |ong
mnutes to catch him.. alnpst to the end of the dock. Then Wallie cane up
behi nd himand thrust his sword between the nman's | egs.

The sorcerer fell headlong on top of Katanji, rolled over, and started to pul
sonet hing froma pocket. Wallie was briefly COD
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scious of a hate-filled face glaring up at him He kicked. The first sorcerer
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Wallie had net was out of the battle then. Minmed perhaps, but probably not
dead, so the swordsman had kept the pronise he had nade in Aus.

Katanji sat up shakily, |ooking dazed, saw Wallie, exclained, "Oh, Lord Shonsu!"
and burst into tears.

Wal lie glanced at the crowmd ahead and saw cowl s fighting their way toward hi m
He was alnost into the reinforcenents conming fromthe tower. He sheathed his
sword, threw Katanji over his shoul der, and began to run.

The dock had enptied of people, and now he needed them for cover. He pounded
down the roadway as hard as he could go, with his scalp prickling, waiting for
nmore thunderbolts. He started to veer fromside to side, even when there was

cl ear space ahead, and he heard Katanji groan at the shaking he was getting. He
saw Sapphire's blue hull still a long way ahead al ong that cluttered avenue

bet ween the wagons and t he heaps, an avenue wall ed by the sides of ships, arched
over by die webbing of masts and rope and yards. It seened to stretch forever
There was shouting close behind him very close. Then sonething kicked himin
the back with the strength of el ephants and procl anations of thunder. He was
hurled forward and for the second tine the unfortunate Katanji acted as | anding
pad for a | arge man.

Al the breath went out of Wallie, and the inpact rattled his bones fromhis
feet to his teeth. Half stunned, he could only lie and gasp |like a |l anded fish
Then his arns were grabbed and pul |l ed behind himand sonething cold went round
his wists with a click

"A Seventh!" said a jubilant voice. A foot crashed into Wal-lie's ribs. "Up,
swor dsnan! "

He gasped and was ki cked again. He was dragged to his feet, reeling and dazed.
Every rasping breath was an agony. There were sorcerers of various colors alt
around, even a green

"A swordsnan of the Seventh!" the Sixth exclainmed, and then |aughed. He smled
up at Wallie. "You are a wel cone
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guest, ny lord! W shall have nuch entertai nnent fromyou."

Damed handcuffs! Manacl es! He swayed and | ooked to see Katanji being hauled to
his feet, also, although he seened barely conscious and his sling was soaked
with blood. "Let die boy go!" Wallie said.

"Hors d'oeuvre,"” the Sixth said, a smallish, winkled face peering out of a
green cow . "You can watch himgo first. Shonsu, of course? You are hard to
kill, swordsman! But this time we shall make sure. There will be no haste."
Then he frowned and turned to stare toward the River, and Wallie becane vaguely
consci ous of a runbling noise.

He struggled to focus sense out of a many-colored, whirling nmst. A wagon was
movi ng. Two nen were standing up in front, one flogging the horses, and the
other waving a sword. It earned a whol e conpany of sword-waving figures. Mre
men were junping on it as it reached them Swordsnen! They were pouring off the
ships as it passed and bei ng haul ed aboard.

Froma mllion mles anay, froma nmllion years ago, sonmeone was shouting inside
his head, very faintly. It sounded like Wallie Smith. The chief sorcerer started

yelling orders in a shrill voice. Then Wallie nade out that thin, far-off
internal screaming: "Delay them Distract them"

Hi s tongue was a dead fish in his nouth. "Honorable... Rathazaxo!"

The sorcerer paused and stared in surprise. "Well done! How... No matter. You
will tell, later. Everything, you will tell."

He turned back to consider the onrushi ng wagon.

Wallie flogged his mnd and voice. "The tryst is cone, sorcerer."

This time he got a glare. "You could not know "

"The gods told nme. Did you think your pigeons could do better than the gods'?"
Everyt hing was going round faster and faster. "Ink and feathers, little bits of
| eat her ?"

He had scored. Not only the green-half a dozen sorcerers were staring at him
opennout hed. Their age-old secret?

file:/lIG|/Program%20Files/eMule/Incoming/...%2002%20-%20The%20Coming%200f%20Wisdom.txt (178 of 184) [10/15/2004 2:29:10 PM]



file://IG)/Program%20Files’eM ul e/l ncoming/Dave%20Duncan%620-%2... Seventh%20Swor d%20-%2002%620-%20T he%620Coming%200f%20Wisdom. txt

"How do you know of that, Shonsu?"

"Sul fur... charcoal... horse urine..."
Anger and fear showed within the cow s.
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The runbling grew | ouder. Then the Sixth awoke again to danger. He shouted
orders. Wallie was shoved back to the side of the road. He stunbled and fel
heavily on a pile of bales, and a flanme of agony in his back dragged a scream
fromhim The rigging swayed before a darkeni ng sky. He thought he would
vom t. ..

Yet he hung on. He twisted his head to see. The holl ow runbling was grow ng

| ouder, the wagon picking up speed, the shouting becoming clearer. Now the two
men were di stinguishable, even to Wallie's nuddl ed vi si on—+the heavyset bul ki ness
of Aigarro driving the horses, yelling and whipping, Nnanji's matcbstick

| anki ness, whirling his sword as he yelled for swordsnmen, his ponytail a banner
of blood in the wind. The water rats were respondi ng, |eaping off the boats and
conmng to hel p against sorcerers. And arned sailors, also.. .even a few free
swords in ponytails and kilts... Oigarro had not been the only liar in port.
Louder and | ouder cane the juggernaut, gathering speed even as it gathered
passengers. Then Wallie saw what the sorcerers were trying to do. He tw sted and
scranbled frantically until he got to his feet, his head a whirlpool of pain.
Katanji was staggering about behind them in the path of the coming destruction,
too dazed to understand. Wallie backed up to him grabbed his good armwi th
manacl ed hands and towed himto the side of the road, knocked hi m down yet
again, and turned his nuddl ed attention to the eight sorcerers lined up across
the road. They were all standing with | egs apart. They were all holding pistols.
"Ready!" the Sixth shouted, and the sorcerers raised their arns outstretched
before them The wagon was plunging forward, and in the mdst of the dust and
the noi se and confusion Wallie registered the terrified eyes of the horses.
"Aim" the Sixth shouted.

Then he opened his nouth again, and Wallie hurled hinself bodily into the
nearest man. He teetered and fell against his neighbor. Had Wallie had his wits
and normal strength he might have felled the whole Iine, |ike dom noes, one into
another. As it was, he ricocheted linply off and fell once more, numping his
head on the tinbers as a hail of knives flashed over him and
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the pistols roared, squirting great clouds of snoke. Half the sorcerers fell

and the wagon plowed into and over the rest.

There were swordsnen everywhere, screans and swords and yells and knives and
cheers and snoke and bl ood.

The snoke cl eared, the noise stopped.

He was lifted nore gently—but not nuch nore gently—+to his feet. Eight dead
sorcerers ... a crowd of swordsmen—free swords in kilts, water rats in
breechclouts, sailors ... Tomiyano and Holiyi and Maloli, even a few wonen. They
were cheering and | aughing. Then Nnanji threw an arm around him grinning and
exul tant.

"We did it, brother! Wped out the |ot of them"

"Wl | done," Wllie whispered. "Ch, bravely done!" But he did not think he was
audi bl e.

Nnanji was. "On To The Tower!"

Cheers! "On to the tower!"

"No!'" Wallie yelled. He lunged at Nnanji as he started to nove away and then
gasped again with the pain. The tower was booby-trapped. There woul d be cannons
and grapeshot and shrapnel bonbs... "You can't take the tower! Back to your
ships!" CGods! It hurts to speak

Anger and di sappointment runbl ed around him Wallie | eaned weakly agai nst
Nnanji. "Back to your ships!" he repeated faintly.

"Brother!" Nnanji pleaded. "W have a victory. W nust follow it up. The
sutras..."

That bang on the head—he couldn't think, and his tongue was all over his nouth.
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"I ama theventh," Wallie nunbl ed.

"Brother!"

"A Seventh!" Wallie repeated faintly. Hi s knees were paper. The howl ing of the
wind. ..

He was a Seventh. Miuttering, they turned and headed back

"Katanji?" Wallie said. The dock road was swayi ng nauseat-ingly, the storm
drowni ng out everything.

"He's on his way back." Nnanji was begi nning to | ook worri ed.

"Casual ties?"

"Only Aigarro, brother. Not serious."
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Eart hquakes, now, the dock was going up and down in great fuzzy waves.
"He's got a little round hole through his shoulder,” Nnanji said froma far

distance. "I think he'll be all right, if there's no curse on it."

There was sonething very inportant that Wallie had to say, if he could only
renenber.. .He slid to his knees, and the Wrld faded behind the gray roaring.
He thought of it again as they carried himon board Sapphire, when he saw the
other pile of dead sorcerers. H's orders to wound, not kill, had not worked very
well. He tried to speak, to tell Nnanji to collect weapons. |f he nade the words

they were not heard.
They laid himon a hatch cover and sail ed away.

ttt t ttt
He had been studying a fire bucket for sone time—perhaps only a few nm nutes,
per haps | onger. He had not been conscious of being unconscious... He renenbered

them cutting off his manacl es, unbuckling his harness, and laying himgently on
the cover. He was lying there now, on his side with his head in Jja's |ap.

Del ayed shock? Not the sort of thing that a hero was supposed to get. He tried
to turn over, winced, and made do with twisting his head to |l ook up at her. This
was an interesting viewoint, and he studied contentedly for a while, then

| ooked beyond, to where her face hung agai nst the sky, the nost beautiful and
certainly the nost welcone face in the Wrld, a mracle of golden brown agai nst
bl ue.

"That's the sort of smle that drives nen mad," he said. The sm | e grew broader,
but she did not speak. "Wat's so funny, then?"

The smile becane broader still. "Not funny, ray | ove—happy."

Again be tried to nove and grunted with pain. "I don't think you should smle
like that when I'mdying. See mat hole in ny
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back? Those broken white things are ribs. The puffy pink things are bits of

| ungs. "
"There's no hole in your back." Soft as snowfl akes, her fingers stroked fromhis
shoul der bl ade down to the base of his ribs. "You have bruises, that's all. A

bunp on the head. No bones broken, Brota says."

Wallie said, "Brota can only |ook at the outside. Inside feels |ike a junkyard."
He decided that the snmle was fifty percent relief and fifty percent the sort of
smle she gave Vixini sonetinmes and fifty percent sone sort of admiration. Al

the rest of it nmust be love. Hell, it was a good smle to be given. Yet... "Wat
is so funny, wench?"
Jja snickered. "You have a nothermark. | know it wasn't nere this norning."

Anot her battle won—after the last battle, his right eyelid had suddenly gained a
swordsman fathermark, but his |eft had stayed blank, uniquely blank in the
Vor | d.

"Tell me," he said, wondering what the little god had nade of a crine reporter
Jja's smle broadened. "It's a feather, ny |ove!"

A scribe, of course. O was the god playing his jokes again? The sorcerers were
a lot nore than scribes; they were also chenmists, and the new Lord Shonsu was a
bl end of the old Shonsu the swordsman and Wallie Snmith the chemist. Very funny,
Shorty! | thought you prom sed no nmiracles? Wiat are the swordsnmen of the tryst
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going to think when they see that?

Sorcery as technol ogy? That was going to need sone rethinking.

He had been thinking of spy stories, and whodunnits. But it had not been a
whodunnit, rather a howdunnit. Hs eyes had told him Katanji had told him and
he had pai d no heed.

GQunpowder certainly—the snell alone confirnmed that. Wat else did they have?
Probably not nuch; Honakura had been right, they were nostly charl atans.

What ever had caused that ancient quarrel between the priests and the scribes,
the swordsmen had sided with the priests. The scribes had been driven out and
herded up into die nmountains. |In self-defense they had clai med magi cal powers

and probably devised all sorts of clever little tricks, |like the sleight of hand
that could steal a
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sailor's knife. That explained the sleeves and the hi dden hands.

And sl ei ght of hand expl ai ned the nagical bird. Tom yano had not opened the pot,
because he had been holding it. The sorcerer had |lifted the Iid, and the bird
had conme out of his sleeve. Put a bird in a dark pocket, and it would freeze.
That had not been all neani ngl ess nmunbo-j unbo, though. A pigeon could carry a
message, but it could also be a signal. No nessage neant send hel p. The purpose
of the exercise had been to rel ease the pigeon, and the other sorcerers had
shown up very soon afterward

Burning rags? Lights in the forest? Phosphorus! Quite possibl e—iddl e sixteen
hundreds on Earth, but not all technol ogi es woul d nake di scoveries in the sane
order, so phosphorus was possible. Uine, both human and ani mal, would be the
source of phosphorus, as well as of nitrates for the gunpowder. That was why the
tanners and dyers were evicted; those crafts used urine, also, and the sorcerers
wanted to corner the supply. Wiy had he not seen that? The scar on Tom yano's
face was an acid burn, of course. Wat else? He would have to rethink everything
he had |l earned and reinterpret it. Surely all of it would have a rationa

expl anati on nowsorcery or science, but never both.

It had all been there for himto see that day in Aus: distillation coils,

sul fur, pigeons. Even earlier—wahat would be nmined in vol canic terrain except

sul fur? Dunb swordsnan!

He had come so cl ose when he had Kandoru's nurder reen-acted. Had he fol | owed
his own logic through to its proper conclusions, he would have seen that the
tune had been a stage prop, the fife a weapon. Then he woul d not have | ocked his
mnd into a belief in sorcery; things would have turned out differently then

He twi sted around and saw Nnanji and Thana standing by the rail watching him so
he made an effort, and Jja helped himto sit up. He had i ndeed been unconsci ous,
and for sonme tinme, it seenmed. Sapphire was already in anong the islands north of
the city, winding her way along a channel in a line of ships, all fleeing from
Ov and the sorcerers' wath. The sun shone on blue water and the hot fall tints
of dogwood and willows on those islands. Wiite herons stal ked the beaches. The
massi ve
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white cloud over Regi Vul was alnost invisible in its renoteness, its shadows the
same soft blue as the done of heaven itself. Brota was hunped by the tiller
probably finding her hel msman solitude relaxing after the excitenent- She saw

hi m nove and raised a fat armin salute.

Nnanji and Thana came hurryi ng over, hand in hand.

"Where's Katanji?" Wallie asked.

"He's below, resting." Nnanji shook his head sadly. "It will take a real nmiracle
to nake a swordsnman out of himnow, brother! His armis smashed. Brota says we
can't even put a cast on until the swelling goes down."

"The Goddess rewards those who help us," Vallie said awkwardly. "If Cow e went
to Jive in a palace, then | think Novice Katanji will be | ooked after."

Nnanji nodded, and Wallie asked what had gone wong, what had happened. Very
sinmpl e, was the answer—-nApsquitoes. Katanji had been slapping, |ike the rest of
them and had srmudged his slavestripe. The fake sail or had noticed as Katanji
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edged close to see what was in the baskets. But Aigarro was fine, Nnanji said,
a cl ean wound, no bones or arteries.

H's grin would not stay away | ong: "And no one el se but you got as nuch as a
broken fingernail! W should have had mnstrels with us, brother!" He hugged
Thana tightly. "The first victory of your tryst, Lord Shonsu!"

"It's not my tryst! Quch!" He had noved again. "Wat's that?"

G ngerly Nnanji held up a thin silver tube. "I found it on the dock. Is it safe,
my lord brother? | can throw it overboard. "

"Ch, it's safe if there's nothing init! You didn't pick up anything else, did

you?"

"No, brother."

Pity! WVllie took the fife and | ooked at it. There were only three finger hol es,
so it would not be capable of nuch nusic, but drilling finger holes without

spoiling the bore nust be tricky. He tried bl owing, achieving a wince from

hi msel f and nervous cries fromthe others.

"Kandoru didn't draw his sword, Nnanji, and he could have done, easily. He
reached up and then he turned around, but he hadn't drawn. He hadn't been trying
to draw "
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Nnanj i | ooked bl ank.

Wal li e sighed. "He thought he'd been bitten by a nosquito. But his fingers found
alittle dart sticking in him and he turned round to see where it had cone
from™"

O course, it had cone froma bl owpi pe, a conveni ent short-range weapon. Good

i ndoors, or when there was no wi nd—that was why he had seen one in Aus. The air
had been still that afternoon, when the sorcerers had cornered Shonsu. It would
have been as reliable as a pistol at close quarters, and nore dramatic to the
onl ookers. The sorcerers were shownen, murderous tricksters!

Quietly the crew was gat hering around, and Wallie explained the bl owi pe, and
poi son darts

"Gve ne ny sword."

They passed himhis harness. In the mddle of the decorated | eather of the
scabbard was a round hol e, the edges burned. Wncing again, he drew the sword
out, and there was a dark bumnark on the bl ade, very close to the inmage of a
mai den stroking a griffon

"I's that where the thunderbolt struck?" Nnanji asked solemmly. "l suppose a
sorcerer's spell couldn't prevail against the Goddess' sword?"

"Nor against Brota's ingots. Did you | ook behind thenP" Wallie asked. Nnanji
shook his head and went to do so.

Wal lie squinted al ong the blade, but there was no kink init—a fine tribute to

the nmetallurgical skill of Chioxin, for a | esser sword nust surely have broken
when hit by a nusket ball. He would have to test it to nake sure that the stee
had not been fatally weakened. A fraction to the left or right and the bal
woul d have mi ssed the blade. Indeed if he had not been carrying Katanji, the
scabbard woul d not have been pushed over to the left so far... hastily he
dropped that |ine of thought.

He eased hinself around and | ooked at the rail. There were two holes through it
and bi g chunks had been bl own out. Then Tom yano saw hi m | ooki ng.

"We'I'l have to charge for repairs,"” he said solemly. "Passengers aren't
supposed to damage the ship." Then he | aughed, which was al nost unheard of.
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"Don't!" Wallie said quickly. "They're honorabl e battle scars."”

Nnanji had managed to drag one of the ingots aside. He cane back hol ding two
shapel ess | unps.

"I found these,"” he said wonderingly. "They | ook |ike silver."

"They're lead," Wallie told him

"Why woul d you not let us go on to the tower, ny lord brother?" Nnanji asked
regretfully. "Fighting sorcerers wasn't so difficult after all! Fifteen dead!"
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Then he paused and smiled suspiciously. "Or was it only fourteen?"

"Fourteen," Wallie agreed. "I don't think 1 killed the Fifth." Nnanji shook his
head in affectionate di sapproval of this swordsnan who didn't like killing.
"W were lucky, Nnanji, very lucky! They aren't nuch good at fighting are they?

Did you count their m stakes?"

"Dozens!" Nnanji snorted. "Lining up across the path of a chargi ng wagon? They
shoul d have let us go by them then conmmandeered a ship. They shoul d have
dropped you in the River before we arrived, brother! Amateurs!"”

That was worth knowi ng, though. The swordsnen were trained fighters, the
sorcerers nerely arned civilians. They had | ost their heads. Yet Nnanji could
not suspect a fraction of it. The tower doors were certainly booby-trapped.

Def enders coul d drop anti personnel grenades. A skirmish on a jetty was one
thing; an assault on a tower would be another matter altogether. Then another

pi ece of the puzzle fell into place—Katanji had reported bronze gratings at the
tower doors and had seen a big gold ball on a columm—an el ectrostatic generator
of course. Burglars were el ectrocuted.

"You saved ny |ife again, brother," Wallie said. "I thank you."

Nnanji grinned. "I was rather good, wasn't |?"

"Not good—nmgnificent!"

Once Nnanji woul d have blushed scarlet at that. Now he just chuckled and said,

" Thi nki ng?"

"Very fast thinking!"

"Judgnent ?"

"Great judgnent!”
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"Tactics?"

"Superb tactics!" Wallie laughed with him and then w shed he hadn't. "Sumit up
in one word, brother: |eadership! You re not just a Fifth in fencing, Master
Nnanji, you're a leader. You'll be a Fifth and a good one!"

Where now was the gangling, awkward kid whom Wallie had found on the tenple
beach? Few swordsnmen of any rank coul d have reacted fast enough and efficiently
enough to have organi zed that rescue. Wallie had not thought of calling on the
water rats as reinforcements, but Nnanji had, and thought of taking a wagon,

t 0o.

Thana was standi ng beside him they had their arns around each ot her again. Now
she spoke for the first tinme. "Sixth?"

Wallie tried to shrug and regretted that, also. "Soon," he said. "Very soon."
Nnanji's eyes glinted. "W are going, on to Cast, then, brother?"

Yes, Lord Shonsu would have to return to Casr. He might have to face a

denunci ation for what he had done in Aus—but now he had a victory to set against
it. He wondered what other tinme bonbs m ght be ticking there, what buried mnes
his predecessor had left. "W are, if She wills it. You will get your pronotion.
You've earned it, and it will be our first business there."

The rest of the crew was standing or sitting around—sniling in approval, waiting
for himto recover, patient to hear what fate he had in store for them He was
adm ral, he had been granted wi sdom he was the Goddess' chanpion, he woul d
decide their fate.

"And the tryst, brother?"

Wal | i e sagged his shoulders to seek a nore confortable position. Tryst? Now he
knew how to fight sorcerers, but that did not mean he woul d succeed.

Nor was the god's riddle rmuch help now. First your brother ... fine, he had done
that. From anot her w sdom gai n—+that was his new insight into the sorcerers. He
had been spuned in Aus, turned the circle back to Ov, earned his arny for the
battle on the jetty..

Finally return that sword, And to its destiny accord. But
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what did that mean? When was "finally"? Destiny? The destiny of the sword m ght
be to lead the tryst, but the sword had never truly been in Casr, so returning
it to Casr was not the answer. Was be truly supposed to return it to the Goddess
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at Her tenple there, so that sone other |eader could have it? He gazed lovingly
at that superb hilt, the silver griffon, and the sapphire. Over ny dead body!
Lead a tryst? O her Chioxin swords bad done so. Sonehow he feh that the destiny
of the seventh should be nore than that.

"The tryst?" Nnanji asked again.

"I don't know." Wallie sighed. "Maybe we'll join the tryst

—and if we do, then | don't intend to be assistant quarternaster. 1'l|l be

| eader, and you'll be ny deputy!"”

Nnanji's teeth gl eanmed as he smled at Thana—fane and gl ory!

"Or maybe we'l|l have to stop the tryst, to prevent a nassacre."”

"Stop the tryst!" echoed Nnanji in horror

It was Cortez versus Montezuma again, a few firearns against a primtive
civilization. The smart noney went on Cor-tez. The swordsnen were at about the
| evel of the Greek phal anx, the sorcerers were Early Renai ssance—and that was a
di fferent |eague.

One thing was certain: if the tryst of the Goddess' swordsnmen went heads-down
against the Fire God's sorcerers using their traditional tactics, they were
going to be devastated. Wal-Ue's duty—to his craft, to the Goddess, to his own
consci ence

—was clear. He nust prevent disaster

How?

He woul d have to do sone hard thinking before he got to Casr. Four or five
weeks' sailing to Casr... unless the Goddess wanted himthere by lunchtine. The
crew s smiles were fading, and he could see mat his doubts had al arnmed t hem

He put his armaround Jja and grinned to reassure themall. "O perhaps the
tryst is just a blind to distract the sorcerers, Adept Nnanji, while you and

do sonething el se?"

"Do what, brother?" Nnanji asked, eager to hear and willing to follow his oath
brother into hell if he was asked.

"Ah!" Wallie had no idea. "That's the big question, isn't it?"
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He mused for a while, but his mind was a bl ank. "Answer that one, friend, and
you win an all-expense-paid trip for two."

Nnanji | ooked puzzled. "To where?"

"To Vul, | suppose,” Wallie said, and then he | aughed. "No, that's just an
expression. Don't take ne seriously."

W sdom sel dom gave answers; it only redefined the questions. He had not known
how to | ead an arnmy of swordsmen agai nst sorcery. Agai nst technol ogy, though..
wel |, that was another story altogether

That other story is THE DESTINY OF THE SWORD

whi ch concl udes the saga of The Seventh Sword

v'r
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