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PROLOGUE

Thethief crouched slently in the degpest shadows at the base of the wall.

Patiently he watched, as across afew yards of moons-lit courtyard the Brother who guarded the
door of the shrine yawned and stretched. It was late and the lad wastired, bored by an eventless night
and aduty that was purely ceremonial. For who would ever want to sted what lay within the shring?

Eventually the young man braced himsalf against the wall next to the doorway and dozed off. Asthe
guard's chin touched his chest, the thief flowed across the yard and through the door, moving so softly
and quietly that he seemed but one more shadow among the rest.

Gently placing onefoot in front of the other to avoid even the dightest creak of floorboards, the thief
approached the chest that stood against the back wall of the shrine's single room. By sheer chance atiny
window set high into thewall to theright let in amingled beam of light from the three moonsthat hung in
the sky outside. The glow struck the left end of the trunk lid, casting fuzzy, triple shadows on the floor.

The thief reached the chest and kndlt in front of it. With both hands, he dowly, dowly raised the
unlocked lid so that soundlesdy it revedled what lay within. Ever so gently, helifted thelong,
cloth-wrapped object that was the sole occupant of the chest. Cautioudy unwinding the covering, he
bared the narrow, dightly curved shape of asword in its scabbard. Placing the sword on the floor next to
his knees, he replaced the cloth and dowly, dowly closed thelid again.

As softly as before he rose, then thrust the sword through his waist-band, securing the cords attached
to the scabbard to hold it firmly in place. Then he turned once more and, as quietly asthe moons-light
itsdlf, re-crossed the shrine.

As he passed the lightly snoring sentry at the entrance, he paused for amoment, amischievious smile
lighting his hooded features. L ooking about, he spied a Ko blossom lying on the ground nearby. Two
steps brought him to it and two more returned him to the peacefully deeping lad. With the lightest touch
imaginable, he drew the guard's sword from its scabbard and put the blossom in its place. Then he stuck
the sword in the ground at the place where he had discovered the flower.

With alast dark grin, he disappeared into the night.
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FATHER ANDRETTI

It was one of those rare, wonderful nights when all four moons rode together across a cloudless sky.
Subtleties of shape and shade invisible beneath the blue-tinged glare of the daytime sun crept cautioudy
out to transform the world with delicate beauty, finely edged with afairy lace of quadruple shadow.

The centra courtyard of the Brotherhood on the Mountain wasfilled with the soft moons-light and
the hushed murmur of voices. Theintricate tracings cast by the great Ko tree that dominated the middle
of the yard nearly reached to the open-air meditation hall that lay at its southern edge. To the north
squatted the low, wood-and-adobe buildings that housed the senior Fathers, their rough textures and
harsh angles smoothed and mellowed by the gentle glow. East and west were buildings dedicated to
ingruction and adminigtration, quiet and empty now, their silence adding to the tillness of the night.
Beyond, in all directions, other shapes were bardly visble, and at the very edge of perception, more
suggestion than redlity, loomed the wall that completely surrounded the Brotherhood.

In the courtyard itself, on either side of the Ko tree, one could make out two amorphous but discrete
groups of robed figures. Thefirst seemed ordinary enough for a Brotherhood: the usua assortment of
Fathers and Brothers, young men and old, tall and short, thin and fat, spanning the range from Tenth
Frame Novicesto Magters. There were at least fifty of them al told, gathered in little clumps of
murmured conversation.

Standing at the edge of thefirst group, Burke glared with ill-concedled hodtility at the twenty or so
members of the second, arranged in aloose cluster, separated from everyone else by six or seven yards
of empty ground. No one made any attempt to approach them and they seemed quietly content to remain
by themselves. Talk between them was sparse, each individua seeming to be taken up with hisown
private reverie, yet there was a sense of closeness and belonging about them that made their mutual
slence companionable and binding rather than isolating and divisive,

Burke glanced at them again and shook his head. Different, that's what they are, he thought. All
pretty much the same age, same height, same build. Look at 'em quickly and they might seem normd. But
look and you discover how strange they are.

Their faces, for example. Cam. Too cam. Alwaysthat dight half-smile on their lips. Nothing ever
dartlesthem. It'slike they aready know what's coming.

Or watch the way they sit or stand or move. Slow, ddiberate, controlled, smooth. So damn smooth.
Never awasted motion. And aways ready to lash out with lightning swiftness. Always, dways ready.

Maybe some people can't tell what they are, Burke thought. But | can. | can pick ‘em out of a crowd
of 'steaders, settlers, Brothers, whatever. Even without their swords, | can smell ‘em.

Deadly. Unpredictable. Different.

Burke twitched his head in their direction and muttered to the gray-haired man who stood next to
him: "They dways stay apart from the rest of us. Aren't we good enough for ‘'em?"

Thetenseline of Father Andretti's mouth was the only thing that betrayed his annoyance. Otherwise,
his manner was relaxed and mild as he replied. "They mean no harm, Burke. True, they tick together,
but | imagine the real reason isn't so much pride as Smply the fact that they haven't much to say. After dl,
their lives are rather circumscribed. They'retotaly dedicated to two things: the Way of the Sword and
the Way-Farer. That doesn't leave much to talk about with ordinary people. But if you'd ever takethe
trouble to strike up a conversation with one of them, | think you'd find they're redly quite affable. Gentle,
infact. Yes, and dmog child-like."

"Tak to one of 'em?' Burke snorted. "Who can talk to 'em? The only answer you ever get isagrunt
or anod! Why, damn it, Father, even when they talk with each other they hardly say aword. They'rethe
quietest bunch I've ever seen. | swear to the Gods, they must have their own sign language or something!
Unnaturd, that'swhat | cal thelot of 'em!™ He shuddered dightly with aversion, casting ablack look in
thelr direction.



Andretti's reply crackled with barely suppressed anger. "That's enough, Burke! Y ou're overstepping
yoursalf when you criticize the Seekers of the Way of the Sword! They servethe Great Way and al of
Mankind here on Kensho, just as Jerome intended. Remember that and keep your prejudice to yoursalf!”

The harshnessin the older man's voice caused Burke to recoil, hisface momentarily blank with
surprise. He had never seen Andretti angry before. Then Burke's answering anger came, creeping into his
face and eyes dong with an expression of cunning. "Aye, Father," he grated, "to be surethey serve. I'll
not forget. And you'd be wise not to forget that we also serve, and serveright well, in afar moreticklish
areal 1t's The Faithful who are your strength out on the Plain, not the Seekers! We're the muscle of the
Free Council and the Great Way and the Way-Farer outsde thisHome Vdley!"

Surprised by the sudden strength of his anger and hisloss of control, Andretti clamped down on
himself, using the mind-calming techniques every child on Kensho learned dmost before he could walk.
What's wrong with me tonight? he wondered. To lose control, and in front of Burke? | must be more
worried about the Situation than I've admitted to mysdlf.

Forcing acool smoothnessinto hiswords, he answered. "I know it well, Burke. The Faithful have
been honored by everyone ever since Jerome founded them. They helped clear the Ronin out of the
passes. And they il protect the settlers from those Ronin bands that survived the Greet Killing.

"Asfor yoursdf," he continued soothingly, "have no fear. We vaue your loyaty and servicesfor dl
they're worth. Theinformation you gather for the. Free Council is properly appreciated, bdieve me."

"Hmmmm, hmmmmm," Burke nodded, moallified by the praise and the change in Andretti's atitude.
Teach him to get tough with me, the little man thought smugly. For afew moments he savored the older
man's gpology, remaining Slent as helooked over the assemblage with his sharp, quick eyes.

"Don't see any of the representatives from the Council of the PlainsLords here” he said findly. He
chuckled dryly, rubbing hislong, thin hands together with maiciousglee. "I'll bet Dembo'sredly swesating
thisone! Imagine! The Way-Farer callsa specia meseting in the middle of the night and doesn't invite the
representatives of the Lords!" He turned again to Andretti, his gaze penetrating. "Any ideawhat it'sall
about, Father?"

Uncomfortable because he had no answer, Father Andretti shrugged. How he didliked this
sneaklizard of aman! Smadll, dark, stoop-shouldered, with swift little eyes that constantly darted here and
there, spying, snooping, seeking advantage in everything. The kind of creature that steals eggs from nests.
It bothered him that such riff-raff, no matter how useful, found ahome among The Faithful.

But what can | do? he asked himsdlf. | need their strength to balance that of the PlainsLords. And |
need Burke'sinformation to keep one step ahead of that devil Mitsuyama.

Father Andretti sighed hugely. A large man, well over six feet, he had amassive head with a strong,
square face, surrounded by short, curly gray hair and an equaly grizzled beard. In hisyouth, he had been
powerful. But as he had risen through the hierarchy of the Brotherhood until he had reached its pinnacle
as President of the Free Council, somehow his muscles had grown soft, and he had acquired alayer of
fat around the middle. Neverthdess, he was il quite impressive and carried an undeniable aura of
determination and authority.

So much to think about, he repeated to himsdlf. What could this middie-of-the-night summonsto
Audience mean? Why had the Way-Farer called them al together? And why had he excluded Dembo
and the other representatives of the Plains Lords?

"Couldn't be that you findly got through to him about Mitsuyama, en?' asked Burkewith acadculating
glance. "That'd explain why no Dembo."

Mitsuyamal At the very name, Andretti felt a surge of anger and frustration. Finding waysto
counteract that man and hisinfinite, intricate scheming consumes my every waking hour, he thought in
dlent fury. Mitsuyamaand his cursed PlainsLords represent the grestest threst to Mankind sincethe
Mushin nearly destroyed us at First Touch!

And now this new information that Burke had brought: did it mean that Mitsuyamawas moving
toward afind showdown, that the battle of rhetoric he had been waging with the Free Council was about
to turninto ared battle, complete with bloodshed and death?

Andretti looked up momentarily from hisinternal conversation and noted with pleasure that Burke



had moved away and was now talking to someone else. Spies, he thought. It isn't bad enough that I've
had to turn The Faithful into apara-military reserve to enforce the power of the Free Council against the
threat of Mitsuyama; no, I've actualy had to create a spy network with Burke at its head to find out what
that devil'sup to. And if thisnew information istrue, it'sadamn good thing | did!

For an ingtant awayward thought crossed his mind. Was Mitsuyamaredly adevil or only a
misguided fool ? No. The man knew exactly what he was doing, carefully plotting each devious step. It
took dl the best minds on the Council to dedl with the man's ceaseless machinations.

And even then, Mitsuyama scored victory after victory. His stand against the Council's decison to
disband the Keepers and Artisans had gained him agreat deal of support, especialy out on the Plain.
And if Burke wasto be bdieved, there were many, even within the ranks of The Faithful, who
half-believed his claim that the Free Council was subverting the purpose of the Great Pilgrimage!

What utter rubbish! he thought indignantly. Why, any fool can seethat there are ten times as many
men spread across Kensho now asin the days of Jerome.

And someday the entire planet would be settled. But growth had to be dow and deliberate. In
keeping with the Great Way. There could be no explosive breeding, no overwhelming of the world, no
conquering and subjugation. That was the way of Earth, the way that had led to the very conditions that
had forced men to undertake the Great Pilgrimage in thefirst place. There would be no repesting the
mistakes of the Home World here on Kensho. The Council was determined.

For Mitsuyamato twist this sensible caution and concern into a subversion of the Filgrimage wasthe
height of irrespons ble demagoguery. Everything the man said and did was nothing but a ploy to discredit
the Free Council. Hisreal ambition was clearly to replace them and seize power for himsdlf!

And if he ever succeeded? Andretti quailed inwardly at the very thought. Desth. Destruction. A
repeat of First Touch and the Madness. He shuddered. The Mushin, the mind leeches that fed on men's
emotions and drove the unprotected mind into screaming Madness, are il with us, he thought grimly.
Stll very much with us. Only the Brother and Sisterhoods, following the Great Way laid down by
Jerome, keep theinvisible creatures under contral. If the Council wereto fdl, who would maintain the
inviolability of the Great Way? Who would continue the training that keeps the 'hoods fully staffed?
Mitsuyama? He laughed ironicaly.

No, hetold himsdf, thereis no other way. If Mankind isto survive on Kensho, the Great Way must
be maintained in total purity. And that means the Free Council must stlay completely in charge of the
stuation. If that required turning The Faithful into an army, so beit. If it meant using spies, then they had
tobeusad. And if it led to afind, bloody confrontation with Mitsuyamaand the Plains Lords, then that
too had to be.

From the corner of hiseye, Andretti noticed amovement to his right. Someone was approaching. He
looked up and saw Father Olson coming acrossthe yard in hisdirection. Damn! he thought. All | needis
Olson's ceasdl ess antagonism to redlly upset me. Again he redlized how agitated he was and firmly
camed himsdlf asthe younger Father, another member of the Free Council, walked up.

"What'sit about, Andretti?' Olson asked sharply. Everything about the blond-white man was points
and angles. There was nothing soft about him anywhere. Tough, lean, with a harsh aguiline nose that
jutted across an ascetic-looking face, cold blue eyes that never seemed to blink and cut into one like an
ice dagger, there was no way to like Olson. Y ou could admire the preciseness of his mind, the keen,
cutting edge of hisintdligence. But there was no way to like him.

Hisvery presence put Andretti on guard. Any conversation between them took on the character of
combat from the very first words. Attack, parry, counter. "Which it!? Be more specific.”

"Y ou know what | mean. Did you tell him about the information your spy brought?'

Andretti nodded curtly.

"And?' pressed Olson.

"And nothing. The Way-Farer responded as he aways does to our concerns about Mitsuyama and
the PlainsLords. 'My, that sounds bad, Tomas. Very serious. I'm glad you and the Council are on top of
the matter. But I'm sure you're misinterpreting things. Surdly it doesn't matter in any case.'"

"Thefact that the PlainsLords are training a secret army didn't make any difference?"



Andretti snorted. "He didn't seem in the least surprised.”

Olson eyed Andretti coldly. He had known how the old man would react to the news. They al had.
The Way-Farer wouldn't react at all. He never did. In that Johnston had been consistent ever since he
had taken up the Sword of Nakamurafrom the great Coran, the third Way-Farer in the line that began
with Jerome.

It'sagood thing the old man's utter indecisivenessis baanced by the fact that everyone loves him so
much, he thought. For everyone did love and revere Johnston. Even Mitsuyama and the Plains Lords.

Uncharacterigticaly, Olson sghed. "So hewon't do anything?'

"Hashe ever?'

"No," Olson replied, the coldness returning to hisvoice once more. ""He's much more concerned with
meditation and his hand-picked pack of Seekers" hejerked hishead in the direction of the group which
stood across the courtyard, "than heiswith the Way or the 'hoods or Kensho itself. He never makes any
decisions, not about the Keepers, or the Message, or the PlainsLords. We haveto doit dl," hefinished
bitterly.

"And what should we do about Mitsuyamaand hisnew army?* asked Andretti, histone heavy with
sarcasm.

"Y ou know my views. Y ou don't respect them, but you know them."

"Y ou've stated them often enough in Council Meetings."

"Yes, and I'll state them again. We could undercut Mitsuyamas position and destroy his credibility if
wed..."

"The Council hasdecided ..." Andretti interrupted firmly.

"The mgority of the Council has decided,” Olson amended sharply.

"All right, damn it, the mgjority, the overwheming mgority, of the Council has decided that what
you're asking, even in the limited form you propose, would harm the Way and begin the same vicious
cyclethat ruined Earth.”

"And an armed confrontation with Mitsuyamawon't hurt the Way? Bah! Y ou'reablind foal,
Andretti! Y ou're impervious to reason and opposed to change. And determined to drag the rest of us
down with you!" Olson spun about and stalked away.

For amoment, Andretti felt something akin to despair. Enemies everywhere! How could anyone sort
it al out? There was so much, too much, to think about! So many factorsto consider! Mitsuyama, the
PlainsLords, the new army, the Keepers, the Message . . .

Damn! he cursed himself. Control! Y ou can't control the Situation until you control yourself. And
you've got to keep control because you're the only one who can. Johnston's awonderful old man, but
he'suseless, he's...

A sudden stillness settled over the courtyard. Aware of the silence, Andretti turned to seethe
Way-Farer enter the yard and walk dowly toward him. It hurt him to see how old and tired the Master
looked. Johnston caught his gaze— and held it. HE's coming directly to me, Andretti realized, surprised
but not displeased. What could that mean?

"Ah, Tomas, Tomas," the old man said as he embraced Father Andretti. "We've seen o little of each
other theselast few years. I've missed you, my son, missed your inquisitive mind, your constant doubting
and searching. But then, | suppose you've been very busy with being President of our Free Council.”

Turning from Andretti, the Way-Farer faced the rest of them. "Thank you dl, my friends, for coming.
| assure you that the reason | called isimportant enough so that none of you will go away fegling you
have been unjustly cheated of anight'srest. Aside from sharing the beauty of the night itsdlf, | have
something very important to relateto al of you."

The old man turned half-way back to Andretti. "Tomas," he began, "one of my first disciples, one of
my oldest friends, and perhaps the staunchest support my term as Way-Farer has had; | have arequest
to make of you."

Andretti bowed low. "Y ou have but to ask, Master."

The Way-Farer nodded. "Ummmmmm, yes, yes, I'm sure. Tomas, please go to the shrine and bring
Nakamuras Sword to me." A murmur ran through the crowd.



"Y es, bring methe Sword. It'stime it passed from my weakening grasp to that of a stronger man.
"Yes, doit now, Tomas. For tonight | am going to die.”

Despite hisyears of training, Father Andretti found it almost impossibleto control the surges of
contradictory emotion that swept through him. Deep sadness at theimminent loss of aloved and revered
Master vied with exultant hope that now something might be done to stop the PlainsLords before it was
too late. A new Way-Farer was bound to be more sympathetic to the Free Council's concerns!

But the strongest emotions centered on the Way-Farer's words just preceding his declaration. He
asked meto get the Sword, recaled how long hed known me, praised my work as President of the Free
Council! Surely I'm to be the next Way-Farer! His mind aflame with speculation, Andretti approached
the door of the shrine.

Bowing to the young honor-guard, he composed himself. Then, at astately pace, he entered the
ghrine. Sowly, ceremonioudy, he walked softly across the floor toward the chest, which stood against
thefar wal. From thetiny window high onthewadl to the right, asplash of moons-light fell on the ches,
casting a quadruple shadow on the rough planks of the floor.

Reaching the chest, he knelt in front of it, touched his forehead to the floor in reverence to the most
vauable thing on Kensho, the treasure, of the race. The Sword of Nakamura, brought by the Admiral
from Earth. Given into the hands of Jerome on board the Flagship. Passed from Way-Farer to
Way-Farer since then asasymbol of the transmission of office and power. The Sword of Nakamurawas
the symbol of Mankind on Kensho, the symbol of the Great Way they followed, and the symbal of their
eventud victory over the Mushin.

Father Andretti stretched out his hands and dowly lifted thelid of the trunk. Then, with it resting back
againgt thewall, hereached inside to take up the cloth-wrapped sword.

As hisfingerstouched the cloth, ashock ran through hisbody. Hurriedly, hefet around. The cloth
wasthere! But there was nothing wrapped in it!

A wave of dismay struck hismind. Jerking the trunk to him, he peered ingde. The dim light of the
moons fdl on the empty space where the Sword should have been. Nothing! Wildly, he stared about,
then again felt over every inch of thetrunk'sinterior. Gone! Empty! The Sword was not therel

With acry of anguish, he sorang to hisfeet, his gaze siweeping the empty room. Making little moans
of fear, he circled about the room, ignoring the Brother a the door who stared in, utterly perplexed by his
actions.

Finaly he stopped, standing in despair in the middle of the floor. He stared vacantly at the young man
who till watched wonderingly from the door. Suddenly, "Gonel" he shrieked. "The Sword of Nakamura
isgone”

Only two moons till clung to the sky. The double shadows in the courtyard had become so deep
that torches had been brought to offer enough light to see by. The scene that appeared in the flickering
brightness was a strange combination of chaos and cam. The outer parts of the yard, especidly around
the entrance and exit areas, swirled with nervous activity. People met, exchanged news and views, then
hurried off again to another meeting. The buzz of excited voices permested every corner. But the closer
one moved to the center of the yard, and the great Ko tree that silently stood there, the quieter things
became. The rushing about ceased, and men stood calmly, amost sorrowfully, looking at afigure that sat
at the base of thetree.

Immediately surrounding the Way-Farer were twenty other seated figures: the young Seekers of the
Way of the Sword. They and the old man were engaged in soft conversation, seemingly unaware of the
confusion thet filled the rest of the yard.

Suddenly Father Andretti thrust through the standing throng circling the seated men. In two stepshe
stood, towering over the Way-Farer and his companions, obvioudy bursting with news. Before he could



speak, however, the old man held up his hand in aforestaling gesture. "Cam yourself, Tomas. | can see
you have something to tell me. Sit, compose your thoughts. Thentdl me."

With atremendous act of self-control, Andretti sat. But hisface clearly showed both his dismay and
annoyance. Gods! he thought, how can he sit there like that when the whole structure that Jerome, Obie,
and Coran built is about to tumble down around our ears? He shook his head in self-reprimand. He's
dying, he reminded himsdf. HEs dying. And he's ddiberately calming his mind and detaching his
awareness from the world.

Quieted by these thoughts, Andretti's face relaxed and the scowl |eft his eyes. As soon asit vanished,
the Way-Farer turned back to him and smiled. "Better,” he said. "That's better. Now, my son, what isit
you want?'

"Magter," Father Andretti replied. "Weve searched the entire Brotherhood, room by room. Nothing.
The Sword of Nakamura has smply disappeared. "

The old man shook his head. "Hmmmmmm. Y es. Gone, you say? My, that does creste a problem.
I'm about to die, and before | do, I'm supposed to pass on the Sword to my successor. But thereisno
Sword, so | can't passit on. Which means| can't name a successor. What astrange world it will be
without a Way-Farer!™

Father Andretti looked at the old man in shocked surprise. "No Way-Farer?But . . . but. . . that
can't happen! It mustn't happen! The Way-Farer isthe heart, the soul, the. . . thefocus of al Kensho!
Why, having no Way-Farer would be like having no Great Way."

Nodding, the Way-Farer smiled gently. "Y es, yes. Perhapsthat will come to pass some day, too. But
Tomas, redly, if thereisno Sword, how can there be a Way-Farer?!

Andretti's mind raced furioudy. What the old man was saying wastrue! The Sword wasthe physical
symbol of power. For everyone on Kensho, the man who wore the Sword of Nakamurawas the direct
descendent of Jerome, the legitimate leader of the Great Way. Would anyone, especidly the PlainsLords,
accept aman as head of humanity if that man did not have the Sword? The shock of that question jarred
hiswhole system. He knew the answer: No. Mitsuyama, D'Alams, Kondori, dl of the PlainsLordswould
look on thisasasign from heaven. 1t would legitimate their refusa to support the Free Council. No
Sword, no Way-Farer. No Way-Farer, no loyalty. Thiswould provide exactly the excuse they needed
to break their allegiance with the Brother and Sisterhoods, to attack the system and set up their own iniits
place. Andretti felt apremonition of ultimate disaster shuddering in hismind.

The Way-Farer was amiling at him. Cardlesdy, the old man picked up a Ko blossom that lay on the
ground next to him. Helooked t it, then bresthed deeply of its delicate fragrance. "Lovely," he
announced. "Truly delightful.” He held the flower out to Father Andretti. "Here, Tomeas, takeit. Smell it.
Beauty is so ephemera we should never waste it when wefind it. Here. Takeit."

Andretti just stared at the proffered blossom. A flower, he thought wildly, aflower. Theworld is
crashing about usin ruins. Nakamuras dream, j Jerome'slabor, Obi€'s battles, Coran's careful building,
al, dl stood inimminent peril of destruction. ? And dl the Master of the Great Way can do isoffer mea
flower?

Tearswelled in hiseyes. Even now, as he offered the flower, the old man was dying. And everything
Mankind had fought for ten generations might be dying too. And now it seemed that only | care, Andretti
mourned to himself. And only | can do anything to stop it. The Way-Farer offers nothing but aKo
blossom!

The tears streamed down hisface as he rose. His body was shaken by great wracking sobs of raw
emoation. Pity, fear, love, despair surged through him in towering waves. All he knew wasthat he had to
leave here, he had to get away to someplace quiet where he could think. It was up to him, completely
and solely, to find away out of this mess. No Sword, no Way-Farer. No Way-Farer, no loyalty.

His head and chest aching as he fought himsdlf back under control, he croaked out, "1 must go now."
Heturned on hished and |eft.

For long minutes, the Way-Farer stared after him kind sadness shadowed hisfeatures. Then the old
man sighed and shrugged. He looked at the Ko blossom he still held extended in offering. One by one,
hisfingers began to open, to et it fall to the ground.



Suddenly, he stopped, closed hisfingers again and brought the flower close. He turned casudly to his
|eft to ayoung man who sat there camly, with dert eyesand an air of bardly restrained energy. "Edwyr,"
the Way-Farer spoke quietly, so that even those close had to strain to hear. "Edwyr, isthe Ko blossom
not lovely?'

Edwyr fixed his gaze on the blossom in the Way-Farer's grasp. It was lovely. He nodded.

"But that lovdiness, isit not mere gppearance? Does it not exist only in themind? What if | tell you,
thisisnot aKo blossom, but intruth it isa Death Sting. What do you say to that?"

The young man smiled. He reached out and took the blossom from the old man'sfingers. Then he
breethed in the perfume. "Truly," hewhispered, "itislovely.”

The Way-Farer smiled back. Sowly, he leaned forward until his mouth was next to the ear of the
young man. Those seated nearby could see hislips move, but were unable to hear aword.

The effect upon Edwyr was remarkable, however. The young man stiffened asif struck ablow. His
eyeswent wide with surprise. Then just as suddenly, he burst out weeping, his body tossed by gigantic
sobs, the tears gushing down hisface. Y et hisfeatures positively glowed with joy at the sametime. It was
gartling and everyone who saw it never forgot the strange contradiction of ajoyous man weeping.

Just as quickly, Edwyr was cam again, smiling quietly at the old Magter asthe latter leaned back into
his place. Carefully pushing the stem through ahole in hisworn robe, Edwyr placed the flower over his
heart.

Looking at those around him, the Way-Farer nodded. He straightened hisrobe. Then, in a soft voice
that carried even to the farthest corner of the busy courtyard, he said, "'l think it istime for meto die

Complete silence was ingtantaneous. All eyesturned to the old man. Camly, with aghost of asmile
lingering on hislips, hefolded hishandsin hislap and closed his eyes. Gradudly, his breathing became
shdlower. Findly, his chest stopped moving &t dl.

For severa moments, everyone just watched the ill form with totd fascination. From the Ko tree
another flower fdl, and initsjourney to the earth it lightly struck the old man's shoulder. Slowly, ever so
dowly at first, but gathering momentum, the body kedled over. Edwyr quickly bent to the sprawled form
and lifted an eydlid. He held his cheek againgt the Way-Farer's mouth. Taking the dender wrigt, he felt
for apulse. Putting the limp hand back on the ground, he looked up at the circle effacesflickering in the
torchlight. Then he spoke.

"The Way-Farer isdead.”

Father Andretti leaned wearily against the window frame, gazing into the courtyard. Thefirst rays of
dawn were tumbling over the Brotherhood's walls and splashing to the ground where last night everyone
had milled about in confusion. A lone Novice was carefully raking the areato remove al signs of the
disturbance.

The Way-Farer's body had aready been bathed and laid out in the shrine. Today people from al
around would pass by the bier and bid afina goodbye to the beloved old man. Tomorrow, Johnston
would be buried.

Exhausted by so much emotiona strain and so little deep, Andretti dumped down onto the window
sll. For severd moments, he stared dully at the growing light. Then, gathering energy from somewhere
deep ingde hislarge frame, he spoke without turning to the little man who stood across the room by the
door. "If Mitsuyamadid steal the Sword, why haven't you uncovered any information, or even rumors? |
thought you had reliable agents among the Plains Lords.”

Burke, looking astired and worried as Andretti, shook his head, even though the other man wasn't
watching. "l've been trying to tdll you for the last haf hour," he whined, "'I'm as surprised asyou are.
Goddl Something thisbig, you'd think somebody wouldve let something dip. | just don't understand it.



News of the secret army, that leaked. And stealing the Sword . . . that's bigger. A lot bigger! How the
hell did Mitsuyamakeep it quiet? Every stinking treelizard should be singing about it! | don't know how

"Y ou're supposed to know, though,” interrupted Andretti flatly, ™Y ou're aspy. Spies should know
thingslikethat. Or they aren't worth anything.”

Thelittle man winced. Best just shut up, hethought. Best just let him get it out of hissystem. Let him
beat on poor Burke. But by the Gods, I'm going to do some beating of my own! My people must have
heard something and just didn't passit on! Damn thefoolsal to hdll!

Abandoning the morning to its own devices, Andretti turned back to the dim room. "The Stuation's
too touchy to move without evidence. Until we have proof, we can't even voice our suspicions. That's
your job, Burke. Find proof that Mitsuyama stole the Sword of Nakamura. And find it immediately.” For
afew seconds he paused, considering the small figure in the shadows by the door. "And Burke, while
you're a it, remember that even though we can't make any officid accusations, afew little unofficia
rumors planted here and there wouldn't hurt. Do you understand?’ The spy nodded.

"Now tdl me," Andretti continued more gently, "how do you think he did it? And when?"

Burke looked relieved by the change of topic. Thiswas something he could handle. He shrugged,
confidence returning. " "'How' is easy: the PlainsL_ords have agents coming in and out of the Home Valey
al thetime; Dembo done getsfour or five messengers aweek. Any one of 'em could have been trained
for thejob, comein carrying amessage, pulled it off, and left the next day without the dightest suspicion.

"The actua job's not hard, either. The gates of the Brotherhood are closed at night, but thewalls
aren't high. So getting in or out's no problem. And the shrineisn't closely guarded. Only some young
Brotherswho pull honor duty. Hell, they're dways dozing off. No, stealing the Sword wouldn't be dl that
difficult.

"When?" he mused. "Who knows? Nobody ever checks on the Sword. It's not on display or
anything. Only person who ever touched it was the Way-Farer and he never woreit, even on specia
occasions. But I'd bet it wasn't too long ago or some word would've leaked by now. How can they've
kept it sO secret?!

"All right, Burke,” Andretti waved hishand in dismissal. "That's al. Get back to the Plain and see
what you can find out. And tell Carston to come and see me." Not even waiting to see if the spy obeyed,
Andretti turned back to gaze abstractedly out the window once more. So tired, he thought, so tired.
Well, he comforted himself grimly, at least my exhaugtion serves one purpose: I'm completely cam. Or
maybe I'm just numb. Gods! I'm so dead on my feet | don't even know anymore!

In afew moments, alight knock sounded at the door. Father Andretti called out, "Comein," and a
tall, dark, well-built man of middle age entered.

"Ah, Cargton," Andretti greeted him. "Bring a cushion over and st down. I'm too tired to move.
What have you learned?’

"Wadl, gr," Carston began as he settled on his cushion, "there isn't much to go on. I've questioned
everyone and searched everywhere, twice. Even ransacked the quarters of the representatives from the
Plain. Figured it couldn't hurt, even though they're outsde the walls.

"Oh, by the way, much protest there. Dembo's waiting to see you to register his complaint about
being searched. Angry. Very."

"But you've found nothing at dl, then? Not even asingle clue?'

"WEell, there was one rather strange story. Amagansarni, that sixth frame Brother from the Long Hill
Brotherhood out on the Plain, said something odd happened to him one night while standing duty &t the
ghrine. Sounded like atypicd prank to me. He thought so."

"Prank, on someone standing guard duty at the shrine?* Father Andretti's eyebrowsraised ininquiry.

"Yessr. Not unusud, redly. These young Brothers from the Plain are afeisty lot. No harm. Just high
gpirits. Anyway, seemsthe boy dozed off. Claimsit was only afew minutes e most. But when he woke
up, hissword was stuck in the ground about three paces away and aKo blossom wasin his scabbard.”

Father Andretti suppressed asmile. "A most adept prankster. Who?"

Cargton frowned. "That's the strange point. Nobody admitted to it.”



"Even under questioning?'

The dark man shook his head.

"Hmmmmmm," responded the older man thoughtfully. "A thief would hardly risk waking the guard
that way. How long ago did it happen?

"Three days ago. That checkswith the duty roster. The boy was on the graveyard shift that night.
Triple moon night, plenty of light. Not alikely night for arobbery.”

"Agreed. Soundslike adead end. Let'sdrop it. You said Dembo was angry?'

Carston smiled one of hisrare smiles. "Did | say angry? Not strong enough. He'sfrothing at the
mouth. Got him out of bed myself just after the third-hour watch bell sounded. Tore hisroom gpart.”

Andretti grinned back. "Never did like that man. Sneaklizard if | ever saw one—but al of
Mitsuyamas men are like that. Wouldn't trust a one of them.”

"That was old Mitsuyama's motto: ‘Never trust anyone.' "

"Too bad he didn't take hisown advice." Thetwo men traded a meaningful glance.

For amoment, Carston paused. "Y ou don't think it really happened, do you? That Mitsuyama
poisoned hisfather? | know he's ruthless, but his own father?"

Andretti shrugged. "All I know iswhat rumor says. And rumor saysthey disagreed. The old man saw
himsdlf and his clan as nothing more than primusinter pares among the Plains_ords. His son had higher
ambitions. They quarreled, violently, and two days later the old man died. Whatever the truth of the
gtory, Mitsuyama certainly acted swiftly to consolidate his power once hisfather was gone. Killed his
uncle, three cousins, and severd of hisunclesretainers. And then the Wington clan, hisonly red rivas,
were wiped out by a'Ronin’ band that was never run down. Hewouldn't stick at hisfather.”

"Or at stedling the Sword.”

Andretti nodded. "It's just the kind of bold move that would appeal to him. With one deft stroke he's
managed to legitimate his refusal to support the policies of the Free Council. No Sword, no Way-Farer.
No Way-Farer, no leader. No leader, no loyalty. And he doesn't even have to deny or oppose Jerome
or the Great Way. Damn! What with thisand hisnew army, alot of the wavererswill raly to hissde.

A silence settled between the two men. From the corner of his eye, Carston studied the other man's
face. Helooks so much older than he did yesterday, he thought. The lines across his forehead, between
his eyes, and at the corners of his mouth are degper, more pronounced. Last night took a heavy toll. But
the determination and strength are till there, etched more firmly in place by the same events. Hesthe
hope of the Free Council and the Great Way. He's the only one smart enough and tough enough to stand
up to Mitsuyamaand get us out of thismess.

Father Andretti's Sigh broke into Carston's reverie. " Go see how many members of the Free Council
you can round up. Tl them well meet in the Council-room in an hour to discussthe Stuation. Also, give
me abouit fifteen minutes to change my robe and then have Dembo sent in. | haveto listen to the man
rage; | might aswell get it donewith.”

But Dembo wasn't raging when he arrived. He knocked quietly and entered camly when he heard
Andretti's muffled response, With afew quick flicks, hiseyestook in the room. It was moderatein Size,
about ten by twelve feet. On the side opposite the door were two windows, tall and narrow. On the lft
wall was adoor that undoubtedly led to the deeping chamber.

The room was sparsdly furnished, aswere al the roomsin the Brotherhood. But the qudity of the
furnishings clearly indicated thiswasthe room of a senior Father. For example, the mats on which
Dembo stood were findy woven with the best, thinnest reeds. And the scroll hanging on the wall between
the windowswas awork of art. The flower arrangement on the floor in front of it was exquisiteinits
amplicity and suggestiveness. The low table behind which Andretti sat, busily writing without looking up,
was of the very smoothest glasswood, beautifully grained and polished so that it glowed with dark light.
The cushions scattered about were plump and covered with atightly woven fabric that would be cool
and pleasant to the touch.

The whole room breathed of serene good taste, a perfect example of the pseudo-Japanese style the
Brotherhood copied from the Home World. The affectation amused Dembo. Andretti, he could see, was
anything but serene.



Mitsuyamas man sat quietly on a cushion across the table from the President of the Free Council.
Andretti looked up briefly, muttered a quick excuse and returned to hiswriting. Dembo smiled internaly.
So trangparent, Tomeas, so transparent. He chuckled to himself. | can read you like abook. You're
exhausted, unsure of what I'm going to say, but certain it won't be pleasant. Y ou despise me, yet you fear
my master and a bit of that fear rubs off on me. Y ou're very surprised I'm so quiet. | made enough noise
earlier and you expected me to come raging in here like awounded ken-wolf. 'Now you're saling for
time, trying to reassess the situation.

Dembo allowed his eyesto wander over Andretti's person. So, he thought, a Council mesting, eh?
Why else so finearobe, one of such soft, ddlicate fabric, unfaded by the sun? And Andretti was wearing
theMeddlion! It hung from hisneck in plain Sght!

Although he had never seen the Meddlion before, Dembo knew what it was. It was only worn on
very specia occasions, like important Council meetings or Audiences with the Way-Farer, events
Dembo was not usudly privy to. Strange, he thought, that something so small and plain should be so
important. Next to the Sword of Nakamura, it was probably the most important thing on the face of
Kensho. Jerome had worn the Medalion originally. It had been passed from father to son within his
family for saven generations after the disaster at First Touch.

The Medallion had proven crucia in Jerome's search. It had given him accessto a shuttle that had
carried him up to the Flagship sill hanging in geo-sync orbit over the site of Base Camp. Then, later, the
Keepershad used it in their journey to obtain information from the ship's computer. When the Keepers
had been suppressed, the Medallion had been confiscated.

Now Andretti woreit, the symbol of his office, the Presdency of the Free Council. And, Dembo
knew, the symbol and redlity of the Council's sole control of access to the knowledge stored in the data
banks of the Flagship.

Graduadly, Andretti became aware of Dembo's gaze. Looking up briefly, he was somewhat startled
by the nakedly avariciouslook on the man'sface. Redizing the gaze was fastened on the Meddlion, he
self-conscioudy tucked it away beneath hisrobe. Then, embarassed by his own action, and by the dight
smilethat flitted across Dembo's features in response, he cleared his throat and nodded curtly at the other
man.

Thisman isthe Enemy, he had to remind himself once more. For Dembo's|ooks were in direct
contradiction to his character. He was of middling height, soft and round, with amoon-like, cherubic face
surrounded by afringe of unruly blond hair and beard. His eyes were big and misty with atrusting air
about them. The mouth wasfull and friendly, dways ready with asmile. Overdl, theimpression was one
of ajally fellow much given to laughter and back-dapping camaraderie.

Nothing could be further from the truth, as Andretti knew only too well. The man'smind waslikea
well-honed blade and he wielded it with deadly effect. Loyal to his Master, Dembo would stoop to any
viciousness to serve Mitsuyama. 'Ruthless was too good aword for the man.

Well, thought Andretti, might aswell begin this.

Thenit'll be over that much sooner. Settling back on his cushion he said, "Well, Dembo, you wanted
to seeme?’

The man from the Plain smiled sadly. "Ah, Father Andretti," he said mournfully, "you're bearing up so
well, sowell. But what ablow. What ablow!"

For abrief moment, Andretti missed the man's meaning. Then he understood. Y ou mean the
Way-Farer?'

"What ="

"Of course. Andretti replied. "Histragic death blots everything else from our minds."

"Just S0, just so! I'm sure my Lord will be distraught when he hearsthe news. I'll be leaving posthaste
after thisinterview to inform him."

"Naturdly, and give him my kind regards and support in hisgrief.”

"Thank you." Dembo bowed his head in reply. "So kind of you. But what aterrible plight this places
youin, good friend!"

"Me?" echoed Andretti, once again missing Dembo's meaning.



"Yes. Why, from what I've heard, the Way-Farer gave severd indications he meant to name you as
his successor. And now . . . without the Sword .. . . Ah, but it'stoo terrible to contemplate.”

Andretti frowned. "Y ou have good sources, Dembo. But no one was named as Way-Farer to
succeed Father Johnston. We aren't trying to hide that from anyone. And the Sword, as you well know,
Ismisang.”

"As| wel know?Why, what can you mean, Father? | only just heard of it asthat rude man of yours
burst into my room and literdly dismantled everything init. It'saterrible shock, to be sure. | mean, no
Sword, no Way-Farer. We are leaderless!”

"The Free Council till exists," replied Father Andretti tiffly.

"Tobesure! To besureit does. And all thanksto the Gods for that. But the Free Council is not the
Way-Farer. And to be frank with you, there are some misguided souls out on the Plain who don't think
of the Free Council asthe equa of the Way-Farer. Regretfully, to them, if thereisno Way-Farer, thereis
no legitimate leader on Kensho." Ever so dightly, Dembo stressed the word "legitimate.”

"The Council has dready been convened to ded with the problem. Y ou can be sure we will consider
every angle of it. There are membersfrom the Plain, you know."

"Yes, but of coursethere are. And dl of them trained by the Brother and Sisterhoods right herein the
Home Valey. There are some who might wonder at where their dlegiances lay, but we more
sophisticated souls know better than to doubt their loydty to the Great Way ... asthey seeit.”

"Whoismorelikely to beloyd?'

"Why none, nonea dl! But," he sighed hugely, "thereisthe matter of interest, after dl.”

"Interest?" bristled Andretti. "What interest? Say what you have to say, Dembo."

"l mean to say smply that some would benefit, somein the Free Council, if there were no
Way-Farer."

Andretti's eyes narrowed dangeroudy. Hiswords hissed out with aharsh sibilance. "What are you
implying?”

Dembo's suave manner changed and he glared back at the older man, hisface twisted with loathing
and contempt. "Just that no one has been fooled by your little charade! The Sword of Nakamuramissing
and the Way-Farer dead . . . what a perfect scenario for the Council to step in and declare their favorite
for thejob! Then you'd be ableto give your hatred of usfull rein and use dl the prestige and power of the
Way-Farership and the sanctions of the Great Way in your insane campaign to destroy us! But it won't
work, my friend. Oh, no! | see through your scheme and so will everyone elsel”

Andretti's face blanched a deathly white, hisjaw falling open in utter astonishment. Then therage
came, rising from his neck, mottling the white with blood-red blotches. He struggled to force words out
of athroat congtricted by emotion. Finally they came, in ahusky growl that rose to acrescendo ashe
gooke. "You. . . filthy ... vermin! Toevensuggest . . .! Yourotten, crawling, dimy .. .I"

Suddenly, as though a door had been dammed shut, Father Andretti's face became cold and hard as
stone. Only his eyesblazed out hisfedlings. He took severa deep breaths and then spoke againina
voice under tight control. "Crawl back to your Master, Sneaklizard. Tell him the Free Council is not
afraid of him or hislies. We know who stole the Sword of Nakamura, and when we have proof, well
show it to the whole world. Not al his schemesand dimy little agentswill stop usfrom leading Kensho
on the Great Way. WEell follow the dream of Nakamuraand Jerome through the Madnessitself. If he
getsin our way, well smash him the way we smashed the Ronin!™

Dembo rose and stalked to the door. Once there, he spun about and thrust his finger menacingly
toward Andretti. His voice lashed out. Y ou walk near the edge, Mr. President. Tread with care, for a
dight crumbling of the path or a push from behind could plummet you into disaster such asyou've never
dreamed of!" He turned and yanked the door open.

Andretti |laughed harshly.

A damwasthe only reply.

BOOK 1



LORD MITSUYAMA

vV

Therewererolling, forested foothills on the other side of the Mountains. Before long, though, the
Plain began in earnest. The hillsflattened out and then disappeared, except for low, isolated groups that
occasiondly rose up, only to dump quickly back into the endless anonymity around them. The trees
scattered until they became rare vertical interruptionsin the horizontal monotony. Here and there, alonely
line of them marked the abrupt dash of ariver or dry wash. In every direction, athick, coarse, grass-like
growth covered the ground. On windy days it heaved and surged like the wave-swept surface of a
blue-green sea. And even when the breeze was the merest whisper—it never ceased entirely—the land
rippled restlesdy.

The Plain wasn't the harshest environment man had ever lived in. Nor wasit the softet. It madeits
demands on body and mind and spirit. Those found wanting, perished. The strong, the smart, the
determined, and thejust plain lucky, survived.

Thefirg settlerswho came over the Mountains from the Home Vdley clustered in the foothills. They
felt a homethere and built farmsteads identical to the onestheir ancestors had lived on for the last ten
generations. But as more people arrived, and asthe lure of vast spaces began to work its magic on the
adventurous, men began to trickle out onto the immensity that always promised more just beyond the
horizon.

Most of those moving out onto the Plain clung to the patterns of the past and farmed the land. But a
few rejected the ways of the Home Valey. They began to herd the docile, native ken-cowsthat grazed in
thousands on the coarse growth of the Plain. Within two generations, these herdsmen had developed a
new way of life. Tough, proud, semi-nomadic, they began to cdl themsdves"Plains Lords."

For many years, the PlainsLords lived peacefully, Side by side, with the farmers, if the 'steads around
them became too numerous .and interfered with the grazing of their herds, they smply moved further out
toward the horizon. Eventualy, though, the strongest among them began to consolidate their control.
Soon there were several powerful clans, each with its own herds, grazing lands, and groups of retainers
and dlies. Territories became fixed, boundariesrigid, and the encroachment of new 'steads on their lands
was met with growing resentment and hodility.

At firgt, with the dynamic Coran as Way-Farer, no one had perceived the PlainsLords as athrest. In
fact, given the dmost ridiculoudy proud and independent airsthey had given themsdlves, everyone had
found them mildly amusing. Under Johnston, the fourth Way-Farer, things changed.

The old man was loved and revered by everyone. Even the PlainsLordswould gladly have let him
mediate their quarrels and would have willingly embraced his decisions. Any rules or regulations he had
laid down would have been followed to the |l etter.

But Johnston was not like Coran. He would not mediate, or solve other people's problems, or lay
down the law. He was more than willing to walk and talk with hisfriends, but he would not lead them. He
wanted companions with whom to travel the Way, not followers.

There were others who were quite willing to pick up thereins he refused to hold. The Mitsuyama
clan, one of the oldest and strongest on the Plain, soon rose to such a position of power that it dominated
and controlled dl the others. The head of the clan, William Mitsuyama, took thetitle of Supreme Lord of
the Plains. Those who opposed him, died.

Mitsuyamawas no more than half-way through histhirties. His unruly mop of shaggy black hair was
untouched by gray. Thelinesthat gathered at the corners of his eyes had been etched there by an
outdoor life beneath the harsh K<«nsho sun, rather than by age. The eyesthemselves, agtartling bluein
contrast to his darkened skin, held acool, caculating, even crud glint. Thethin, tight line of his mouth,
overhung by a severe, aquiline nose, confirmed the character foretold in his glance. Hewastal and



dender, this Supreme Lord, and moved with alithe arrogance that radiated a sense of tightly controlled
energy. His gestures were graceful, but somehow carried an ominous undertone of barely restrained
violence.

One would expect such aman to have aharsh voice, one made for bellowing ordersin battle. But
here again, Mitsuyamawas aman of contradictions. His voice was soft, velvety, gentle; listeners had to
strain to catch every word, since he tended to drop hisvolume at the end of each sentence. Despite the
first impression of effeminateness, the more one listened, the more it became apparent that there was an
undercurrent as cold and hard as the man's eyes. Those who spoke with him often compared his voice
with the delicate, dender daggers carried by many of the Plainswomen: four inches of stedl that could spill
life as quickly and more quietly than any man's sword. The smplicity and severity of the Lord'sdress
underlined the aura of stark power that surrounded him. An unadorned robe, smilar to that worn by the
Brotherhood, but in jet black, was al he wore. Soft, black, dipper-like boots covered hisfeet and legsto
just below hisknees. He carried no sword, but a plain, iron-hilted dagger was thrust through hiswaist
sash ontheright Sde.

As severe as himsalf was the Council Room in which he met with the other PlainsLords. Seated on
cushions, they al faced him as he s, legs crossed in full lotus, on adightly raised dais. Asde from afew
water jugs, there were no other furnishingsto be seen. The walls were stark, except for a sword which
hung just behind his head.

There may have been afew who loved Lord Mit-suyama. No matter: everyone respected him, and
maost men feared him. This pleased the Lord. It seemed right. And it matched his method of |eadership
likeaglovetoahand.

"So, Dembo,” Mitsuyamasaid, "first the Sword of Nakamurais mysterioudy missng. Thenthe
Way-Farer dies, somewhat unexpectedly, | gather. Thisisfollowed by the revelation that he named no
successor, so for thefirst time since Jerome, Kensho iswithout aleader. Interesting, isit not? So many
things happen at the sametime.

"And now this new information. The Free Council, headed by that most estimable gentleman, Father
Andretti, meets and decides to nametheir own President as Way-Farer on atemporary basis.
Temporary, that is, until the choice can beratified or rejected by a special Council to be composed of
representatives from all the Brotherhoods and Sisterhoods, the Faithful, the Seekers of the Way of the
Sword, various prominent 'steaders and settlers from the Plain, and del egates from the Council of the
PlainsLords. Do | have the details correctly, Dembo?"

"Yes, my Lord. Most exactly. The Council isto meet in three monthstime." Dembo was visibly
uncomfortable under the unwavering stare of his master.

The young L ord turned to severd older men who sat about the room. He singled out one particularly
ponderous individua who sprawled more than sat: "Lord D'Alams, what do you make of it?"

The fat man shrugged. "It seems not over-strange to me. It's obvious what that lizard-loving Andretti
isup to. We know how the man hates us. Humph. He stole the Sword. He poisoned the Way-Farer. He
had the Council appoint him. Once he's confirmed as Way-Farer, he thinks helll be ableto do as he likes
with us. Nothing strange.”

A very old manto theleft of D'Alams laughed harshly. Mitsuyamaturned abaeful glarein his
direction, but the old one returned it without flinching. "Rubbish,” he said in avoice as metdlic and deadly
as Mitsuyamas own. "Utter rubbish. D'Alams never could distinguish between truth and the party line.

"Andretti is neither that subtle nor that stupid. If he had wanted to get rid of the old man and take his
place, he could have arranged the whole thing in private. Announce the Way-Farer was sick, too sick to
see anyone. Have himself caled to the dying man's bedside, done. Then, far from the Sight of any living
soul, take the Sword from the dying man's grasp and come forth into the light as the legitimate heir of
Jerome.

"But to have the Sword stolen? To have the Way-Farer diein public? To dlow it to be known by
everyone that no one was named as heir? Then to have the Council declare him Way-Farer? And ask for
agenerd referendum on the gppointment? Ha! That's the plan of either ageniusor anidiot! Andretti is
neither. My guessis he knew nothing of the Sword's disappearance before it was discovered. Since then,



the man's been franticdly trying to make the best of abad situation.”

The Supreme Lord nodded thoughtfully. "Interesting, Lord Kondori, interesting.”

"But if Andretti did arrange for the Sword to be stolen,” Dembo posited carefully, "it would provide
him a perfect opportunity to blame you, my Lord, for the disappearance. One could easily argue you had
agresat ded to gain from no Way-Farer being named to follow Johnston."

"Just S0, just S0. But there is one aspect none of you have mentioned. Why bother with the
referendum? And why the wait of three months for the meeting of the specia Council? What doesthe
man hope to gain by such along hiatus between his gppointment and its confirmation? It would seem that
the sooner he movesthe better. The longer he waits, the more time we have to marshall opposition.”

"Not only us, my Lord," added Dembo. "There are those among the Free Council itself who are not
happy with Andretti's appointment. The fina vote was unanimous, to be sure, but my sourcesindicate
that debate over the matter took three days and was at times quite heated. Also, there isthe whole
question of the Seekers of the Way of the Sword. The group that were companions to the Way-Farer
have said nothing, not one word, about their attitude toward Andretti.”

Mitsuyama turned to another man who lounged over by thewall to the far right of the Lords. Sitting
off by himsdlf, he was surrounded by an air of aoof disdain. Although he seemed to be at ease, therewas
atense readiness about his body-that belied his cam. Looking at him, one had the feeling that he waslike
acoiled spring, capable of ingtantly exploding into action.

"Jmson," Mitsuyama addressed the man. Y ou walked the Way of the Sword for sometime. You
know the minds of those who trave it. Whet isyour opinion?"

Lazily, contempt in eyes, Jmson surveyed the room. "Lord," he began, "those who walk the Way will
have nothing to do with Andretti. Not because they didike the man or disagree with his policies, but only
because they don't care. He has nothing to offer them, nothing that will aid them in achieving their godl.
He cannot make the flowers of the Ko more beautiful, nor therain fall more gently.”

"Would they be dliesof ours, then?" interrupted Dembo.

L ooking as though he had tasted something bad, the ex-Seeker looked at Mitsuyama. "Unlessmy
Lord can make aken-cow sing and atree lizard give cheese, they will join neither sde. Father Johnston
was enlightened. They would have followed him into the Madness, for they knew that wherever the man
went, he waswalking the Great Way. Andretti merely stumblesin the Great Swamp. They will not follow
him. Or you."

"Neutrdity, then?" questioned Mitsuyama with raised eyebrows.

Jmson nodded. "Of sorts.”

For several moments, athoughtful pause settled over the room. Lord Mitsuyama stared abstractedly
into the air just over everyone's heads. Occasiondly he made little consdering noisesin histhroat that
mede him sound vagudly feline.

Suddenly his eyes came back into focus and pounced to catch the glance of alittle man who sat at
the very back of theroom, as near the door and as far from the dais as possible. "And now we must hear
from Carlson,” he said softly. "Y es, now Carlson must tell us how he thinks the Keepers and Artisans will
reect to dl this."

Carlson blushed, haf in fear, half in embarrassment. Unable to meet the Lord's stare for more than a
fraction of asecond, he looked downward and mumbled areply.

"What'sthat, Carlson?' came Mitsuyamas question. " Speak up so that all the Lords may hear you.
Come, show us your education, your intelligence, Let usal see how vauable a Kegper-upbringing can
be"

Small, dender, awkward, Carlson swept aquick glance around the room, carefully avoiding anyone's
eyewhiledtill taking it al in. He cleared histhroat, then looked up, up just above Lord Mitsuyamals heed,
focusing his gaze on the sword that hung on the wall.

"The Keepers have no love for Andretti, or for the Brotherhood, for that matter,” he began, hisvoice:
uncertain at firgt, but gaining in firmness as he spoke. " Jerome alowed usto go to the Flagship and gather
information from the computer. Useful information. The ship prepared books, on specid paper that will
last for thousands of years, and we brought it al back. Then we set about studying it dl, organizing,



correlating, analyzing, deciding what was applicable to Kensho and what not. So much information. A
lifetime or two at least. So much knowledge." He shook his head in wonder.

"But no wegponstechnology?' asked Mitsuyamaquietly.

"What? Oh," the little man started, his voice unsure again, "no, no wegpons. None. I've told you that
before. No. None. We didn't ask and the computer didn't offer. But it was al cut short when the
Message came.” He nodded, dmost to himsdlf, Y es, when the Message cameit al ended.”

"Enough history, Keeper. | need your opinion. Do you think the Keepers will oppose Andretti ?!

"Oh, well, | ask your pardon, yes, my opinion." The little man blinked owlishly, then swallowed
severd times, trying to wet amouth and throat suddenly gone dry. He was of indeterminate age, neither
young nor old, with pale blond hair and watery blue eyes.

"Wdll, we have no love for Andretti. He wears the Medalion. He refuses us access to the ship. He
has confiscated all our books and spread us across the face of Kensho so that no two of uslive near
each other. Coran was no friend, either. But he just made us stop gathering, stop going to the Flagship.
That was because of the Message. But we didn't cause the Message. No. It just came while we were
there. Andretti has no right to take away our work. No. The Keegpers will not support him. Nor will the
Artisans, if thereare any |eft. No."

Thelittle Keeper subsided into incoherent mumbling, refusing to look up at Mitsuyama. The Lord
gared a himin disgust. This, he thought in anger, isthe only Keeper | have been able to draw to my
gde. Thismiserable creature. | must have more. | need the information | know they possess. Why won't
they support me? My desire to bring technology, the technology of the Home World, to Kensho isthe
same astheirs. | would alow them to study the knowledge they brought from the Flagship. | would give
them access to the books, perhaps even to the computer again. They would have to serve me and
Mankind, but that needn't interfere with their work.

Y et none cometo join me. I've searched and searched to find some. They hide. Wherever they are,
they hide from me as from the Brotherhood. But they're out there. Every now and then something new
appears, some new ideafor improving a'steader's plow or for making better cabins. They're out there,
dowly, carefully, bit by bit, trying to bring technology appropriate to the resources available back into the
world again. | must find some more of them! He made a menta note to himsdlf to put Dembo on the job.
Find some more Keepers. Then ether persuade them to join or force them. The future of Mankind on
Kensho required it. Especidly if he was right about the Message!

Hisreverie was interrupted by ayoung servant who entered the room quietly and came swiftly to his
sde. Thelad held afolded square of paper and alit candlein alantern that shielded it against the breeze
of hisrapid pace. Mitsuyama opened the paper and glanced at it briefly. No emotion showed on hisface,
though Jmson knew the contents must be of utmost importance e se the young messenger had never
dared to interrupt. Mitsuyama carefully held the paper in the open flame. Thoughtfully, he watched it burn
closer and closer to hisfingers. He moved not asingle muscle until the flames died out againgt his skin.
He seemed not to mind the pain. Then he crumbled the paper ash and rose suddenly.

"Lords," hesaid, "1 will leave you. Some interesting informeation has arrived which may be important
to our deliberations.” Dembo began to rise dso. "Dembo, stay and amuse my Lordswith your sparkling
wit," he halted the man's movement with agesture. Looking over at Jmson he said, "Come renegade. |
have need of your knowledge.”

Jmson followed Mitsuyama as he swept from the room without afurther word. | wasright! Jmson
crowed to himsalf. Very important! So important he'swilling to walk out of afull Council meeting!

The two men strode silently down a short corridor that ended in a barred door. Asthey approached,
aguard, who had been watching from ahidden acove, stepped out and sduted. At agesture from
Mitsuyama, he unbarred the door and swung it outward. Two more men were on duty outside.

Mitsuyamaand Jimson passed through the door and turned | eft into a covered walk that ran
completely around the square courtyard that was the center of the PlainsLord's fortress. Perhaps two
hundred feet across, it was the scene of bustling activity. In one corner agroup of youngsterswas
engaged in amock battle using wooden practice swords. Not far off, another group was drilling on the
techniques of combat with the bladed staff invented by Jerome. In the middle of the yard severa peddlers



had set up their wares and had been joined by loca people who made specidty itemsto sdll. Around
them asmdl but lively market had formed.

Unlike the Brother and Sisterhoods, which were always composed of agroup of buildings
surrounded by adefensve wall, Mitsuyamas fortress was one large building. Made of packed and
pounded soil, it was shaped like ahuge, hollow square. The outer wall of the building itself served asthe
defensive paisade. It was windowless and higher than roof level so that men could stand behind it,
protected, to repel anyone seeking to scaleit. There were only two entrances to the building, one that
pierced through to the courtyard on the east and another smilar one on the west. Sturdy gates could be
swung shut to close ether.

It was toward the eastern gate that Jmson was now following his Lord, keeping beneath the cover of
the shaded wakway. It was adightly longer way to go, but one avoided the busy sprawl of the
courtyard. Every so often, alert, tough-looking guards stood, trying to be inconspicuous and appear
casud while keeping a close eye on everything. Jmson knew them dl by name. He had trained each in
the use of the sword.

In afew moments, they arrived at the gate. Four men were on sentry duty there, two inside, two
without. Jmson knew two more were on lookout above on the wall. Even though their post was no more
than fifteen feet from the ground, the land was so flat that they could see severa milesin every direction.

Next to the gate, on the right hand side, was a small door, closed and guarded by another man. He
opened the door asthey waked up, dightly bowing hishead in salute.

The two entered adark little room. After the dazzling light of the courtyard, they could barely make
out avague figure, dressed in ablack robe and hooded so itsface wasinvisible. It sat huddled over
againg thefar wall, as deeply in shadow as possible. The door shut, and the figure disappeared entirely in
the sudden gloom.

Ashiseyesadjusted to the low light level, Jmson noticed that the hooded form was dightly turned
away from them. Itslong, drooping deevesfluttered asif in agitation. ™Y ou've brought someonedse”
came amuffled complaint. "Our bargain was | report to you done!" So, mson thought, it'saman.

Mitsuyamawaved his hand negligently. "A technicality. | need Brother Imson's specid expertisein
judging the newsyou bring."

A dtifled grumble of protest wasthe only answer.

"Well," said the young L ord once he was seated on a cushion. "What did you find out?"

"The three month wait was demanded by severd of the Council. They resented the hasty way in
which everything was being done. At one point, Mother Adeline actually walked out. Said no Way-Farer
was needed. Especidly not one gppointed by the Council. Claimed the PlainsL ords were being used by
Andretti as aboogey-mongter just to frighten them dl into ill-considered action. She even suggested the
Great Way itsdf wasn't dl that important.”

"Fine, fine. But I'm not interested in arecap of the debate. Proceed.”

"Aye. Thetdling argument was from Father Dubrick of Waters Meeting. He wanted the three month
delay so asto mount a search for the Sword.”

Mitsuyamaleaned forward. "Then they don't know whereit is?'

The dark man chuckled. "Andretti claimstotal innocence. Saysyou took it. Others aren't so sure.
Father Dubrick, for example, saysthat'sslly. Father Olson, though...”

"Continue, spy."

"Ummm, aye, my Lord. Wéll, the Free Council wantsto seeif the Sword can be found. That'sthe
long and short of it and the main reason the specid Council won't be held for three months. By the way,
you'll be getting your invitation soon. Itll be held at First Pass."”

"A search, en? And who will conduct this search?"

"Ahhh. That's the one touch of geniusin thiswhole thing. Dubrick's idea again. The companions of
the late Way-Farer, the twenty young Seekers of the Way of the Sword, are to make the search.”

Turning to Jmson, Mitsuyama asked, "Does that make sense? Will they do it?"

For amoment Jmson considered. "Y es. It fits. Jerome sought the Sword of No Sword after leaving
the Mountain. He eventually found the Sword of Nakamura on the Flagship and it was the key that



opened Satori. That's when he conceived the Great Way. So the Sword of Nakamura could be
conceived of as No Sword. Seeking it would be seeking the Sword of No Sword, which isthe goal of
the Way of the Sword. But finding it wouldn't be asimportant as seeking.”

Impatient, Mitsuyamainterrupted. "Y es, yes, enough of thismystical cant. Would they search
diligently for the Sword? If they found it, would they return it? A brief answer, please.”

"Yesand yes."

Nodding, the young Lord turned again to the shrouded spy. " Good, good. Now the three months
makes sense. But can twenty men cover al of Kensho in three months?!

A surprised slence dropped into the room. The spy wasthefirst to break it, mumbling, "I never
thought of that. Doesn't make sense.”

"Well, renegade, what about it? Could they do it?'

The ex-Seeker frowned as he considered. "Y es and no. Of course they couldn't cover every square
inch of eventhe Great Valley in that time. Nor could they examine every 'stead or settler's cabin. But they
could cover alot of ground, Lord. They wouldn't walk, you know. They're trained to trot and at their
speed, they could easily manage 35 to 40 milesaday.”

"They aren't going to go everywhere," interrupted the spy. "Edwyr set up avery precise plan of
search.”

"Edwyr?' queried Mitsuyama. "Who is Edwyr?'

"One of the companions of the Way-Farer. He's about 25 and he's been following the Sword for a
good ten years now," came the answer.

Mitsuyamaturned a questioning look toward Jmson, "Do you know him?"

"I know of him. He has quite areputation for one so young. Some say he'sthe finest swordsman
since Jerome. Also the most enlightened. I've never met him, though.”

Again the Supreme Lord of the Plains nodded, congdering. "Hmmmmmm, yes, interesting. And what
makes this one companion among twenty so important that he decides on the search pattern? And will
the othersfollow his orders?'

The spy nodded. "Aye. Hewas sort of the leader . . . no, that's not the right word . . . thefirst of the
group that the Way-Farer gathered. | guess the others recognized his superiority and just let him speak
for them to outsders. When they spesk at dl!"

"So this Edwyr organized the othersinto asearch plan. What wasiit?"

"Well, eight of the twenty are to search the Brother and Sisterhoods of the Home Valley for sign of
the Sword. Thefeding isthat if the Sword of Nakamurais anywhereinthe Home Valey, itll beina
'hood, and one of those with Mushin, at that. They figure that only there would people have the control
necessary to keep such athing around without cracking and giving the Mushin an opening.

"The other twelve are coming out into the Plains. They're to search at random, looking for leads,
rumors, anything that might show them the way to the Sword.”

"Whereis Edwyr heading?'

"Why, | believe he's checking the zone closest to you here," exclaimed the spy. "Yes, I'm sure of it.
took the hardest, longest journey for himself."

For severa moments, Mitsuyama sat wrapped in thought. Finally he stirred and turned to Jmson.

"This Edwyr interestsme. | have afedling about him. Cal it ahunch.” The Lord spun back to face the
dark figure over againgt thewall. "Isthere anything € se about Edwyr, anything unusud, you can think
of?'

"Ummmmmmm,” mused the spy. "Aye, now that | think on it thereis. Something most strange, too.
Brother Edwyr was the last man the Way-Farer spoke to before he died. Yes, | remember it now quite
clearly! The Way-Farer gave the lad aflower, then whispered something in hisear. Hal That's right!
Edwyr burgt out crying at what the old man said, smiling al the while! Weird that wadgl"

Mitsuyama glanced sdeways at Jmson. The renegade was Sitting forward on his cushion, tense, his
eyeswide with interest in what the spy was saying. "What did he say?" came the hissing question from
Jmson'slips.

The shrouded figure shrugged. "1 don't know. Nobody heard it but Edwyr. | understand Andretti



tried to find out, but got no answer a al. Just aslent stare. They're like that, those Seekers of the Way
of the Sword."

Jmson's mind was working furioudy. Could it be? The description sounded right! The whispered
words, thetears, the amile, it all sounded right! Had the old man triggered Satori in Edwyr? And if so,
what did it mean? Johnston didn't just do things at random. If he had doneit, he had doneit for avery
good reason. What reason? Did it have anything to do with the fact that he knew he was dying?

His thoughts changed direction dightly. What sort of Satori had Edwyr had, if any at dl? It couldn't
have been like mine, heredized grimly, or the lad wouldn't have been smiling.

Sudden despair filled hisbeing. My Satori, he remembered. My persond Hell. Oh, yes, he thought, |
followed the Way of the Sword. And oneday | fell through the holein redlity and caught aglimpse of
what really liesjust benesth. | stood at the edge of the Chasm of Nothingness and looked full intoits
endless depths. | understood that al we can depend on, dl that we truly know, iswhat our sensestell us.
And all our senses say isthat the world isfleeting, ephemerd, disconnected. What | see now, touch now,
taste now, smell now, hear now isgonein the next instant and replaced by something new that | must
sense dl over again. And when | close my eyesthe Universe disgppears. When | walk away, what | was
touching vanishesfrom existence.

All that we know, redly know, isturmoil passing swiftly by into oblivion. Everything dse, the
existence of an external world, the public trees and mountains and Ko blossoms, even the very concept
of aSdf, isbased on a supposition, an ideathat always goes beyond immediate experience and
congtructs acontinuity from aseries of raw senseimpressions. It's so easy to fal into such an assumption.
Everyone does. But once you truly see the world with complete sensua clarity, stripped of al its
pre-conceived notions and structures, the Emptiness appears, the Nothingness opens before you.

Some, he knew, were capable of accepting it. They launched themsalves into the abyss and became
onewith it. Somehow they came out again, endowed with anew view of Redlity, aview that managed to
transcend and incorporate Nothingnessin Thingness, avison that achieved meaning and unity in the midst
of the Great Vacuum.

He could not. He had stood at the Edge and his soul had shriveled at the horror of it. To fdll
eterndly! To dissolve, scatter, shred into abillion tiny, unrelated, senseimpressions! He had quailed at
the very thought and the fear had come. With it had come the Mushin and the terror of the Madness. In
panic, he had dammed the opening door in his mind and had stepped back.

He had stepped back. Forever. It wasdl lost to him now and only returned in vicious dreams and at
odd momentslikethis. He shuddered and focused his attention outward once more. Mitsuyamawas
gpesking, hisvoice full of annoyance.

"Jmson, do you hear me? | asked you what you make of it?'

The hurt, vulnerable look faded from Jmson's eyes and they took on their usua hard, brittle luster.
He shook hishead. "I don't know. It could be nothing. It could be crucia. But I'd like very much to find

Gazing at his man with open curiosity, Mitsuyamanodded. "Y es. And since the young Seeker seems
to be coming to our very doorstep, perhaps you'll have a chance to ask himin person,” he replied
smoothly. Then he turned back to the spy.

"Y ou've done very well, thistime, spy. I'll double the usua reward. Go back now and learn al you
can of Father Andretti's plans. | want a detailed report on who his opposition iswithin the Free Council.
Find out if they might be receptive to our position. Also, see how united the 'hoods are. We may have
more dlies there than we know. And most important, check the solidarity of the Faithful. That's one of
Andretti's strongholds, but unless | missmy guess, there will be more than afew who are disgruntled by
his newest escapade. Check on the weak links we aready know about and discover any new waverers.
Go."

The dark form rose from its cushion and left the room through a previously unnoticed curtained exit
opposite the door.

Mitsuyama stood and motioned to Jmson. "Come. Well wak outside on the Plain where there are
no walls and no ears. Things are moving fester than I'd expected and | must have your report now, rather



than this evening as planned. It doesn't have to be written; in fact, don't write down anything from now
on. The gameis getting dangerous—one dip could mean disaster!”

Vi

They left the little room, turned right and passed through the gate and strode out of the fortress asthe
four guards saluted. Mitsuyamawaved off two of them who started to follow as an escort. They walked
for severd momentsin an easterly direction, until they cameto thetop of adight swell. There Mitsuyama
halted and carefully searched the horizon in dl directions. Heturned at last to Jmson.

"So. How are my Avengers?'

"Lord," Jmson began, "the training goes well, very well. Man for man, they're the equal of any group
of the Faithful, and not afew of them would do against some of the Seekers of the Way of the Sword.”

"Good, good. But will they follow orders? Y ou know my tactics. I'm depending on their mass shock
vaue. They must fight my way or they're no useto me. The last drills we did were not good, renegade.”

"| executed three of the worst offenders. They'll obey now. | guaranteeit.”

"Y ou dways have been the guarantee, Jmson. Failure and death have much in common for those
who serveme.”

Jmson bowed his acknowledgement, mockingly, to show hislack of fear.

Mitsuyama noticed and overlooked the arrogance of his subordinate. It would serve no function to
discipline the man right now, he thought. He does hisjob well. So far. If that should ever change, though .

"And the striders? How isthat project coming?'

"Sowly. They aren't as easy to break aswe'd hoped. And even once they're broken, they tend to go
wild at the smdll of blood. Carnivores aren't the best mounts, my Lord. If we feed them too much before
battle, they're duggish. If we starve them, or even leave them hungry, they'relikely to pounce on the dead
and ignore the urgings of their riders. And besides, they're plain stupid. Perhaps we could achieve the
same results of speed and mobility if our Avengersjust rode the stridersto battle and then dismounted to
fight onfoot."

"Hmmmmmm," mused Mitsuyama, "perhaps. But the shock value of foot soldiers being charged by
men mounted on bipeda, carnivorous lizards—dragons, realy—more than makes up for the expenditure
of effort. No one €lse had ever thought of using the beasts. But once they're used, everyone will be doing
it. | want to get the greatest possible effectiveness out of them by being thefirst. Keep at it, imson, keep
at it. Timeis getting short and we may have need of every trick in our bag before thisisfinished.”

Again, Jmson bowed his acceptance of his Lord's commands. When he raised his eyes, he asked
softly, "And when does my Lord see us going into action? Before the Council meeting in three months, or
ater?'

"Ahhhh, yes, timing. Crucid, asaways. | think after, Jmson. We need dl thetime we can get to
prepare. | have agrowing feding that the Sword of Nakamurawill not be found. If so, Andretti's position
is serioudy weakened. At best, he will obtain halfhearted support from certain groups. We must let this
brew smmer and mature. We must give dl the otherstime to mistrust each other."

"Thevery motto of your father, my Lord,” commented Imson dyly.

Mitsuyamalooked at the renegade Seeker coldly. For amoment his eyes rested heavily on the other
man's. Then, quietly, he said, "Y ou walk near the edge, Jmson. Very near. Don't try my temper. And
don't depend on your usefulnessto preserve you if | find you too distasteful. There may come atime
when—best to store up good will againgt that moment.”

Jmson looked away, not becauise he couldn't meet the Plains Lord's gaze, but rather to hide the
gleam he knew must show in hiseyes. Lose my usefulness? He thought. Hal It's only begun, my fine
Lord! Ashasyour usefulnessto me.

The game, he reminded himsdlf, isnot over once Andretti and the Free Council are crushed. Indeed,



that isitstrue beginning. For Lord Mitsuyama, Jmson redlized, despite dl hisdeviousintelligence, didn't
realy understand that the true key to power on Kensho lay not with the Free Council, but with the
'hoods. Obvioudly, never having experienced them, the PlainsLord underestimated the danger the Mushin
represented to human existence on Kensho. The 'hoods, following the Great Way laid down by Jerome,
controlled the invisible mind leeches, keeping them bottled up tight in the Home Valey so that Mankind
might expand and settle the Plain. It was because of the 'hoods that the Mushin did not bring the
Madness to the farmers scattered across the grassy expanse and did not visit raving lunacy and death on
those who herded the ken-cows.

But just because they were not active on the Plain, did not mean that the monsters had vanished. Oh,
no. Jmson knew otherwise. Training as a Seeker of the Way of the Sword in the Home Vadley, he had
directly experienced them. It had been part of hismental conditioning. A toughening-up exercise for mind
control.

The Mushin were ill there, till hungry. And there would aways have to be some method of
controlling them if Mankind was to survive on Kensho. With no Way-Farer, no Andretti, and no Free
Council, someone would gtill have to maintain the Great Way and keep the lid on the mind leeches.
Mitsuyamawas not that someone.

But I, Jmson thought, the triumphant feding returning, | am that someone! | have studied and
mastered the mind control techniques taught to those who walk the Way of the Sword. | can lead the
'hoods, keep them in control with my own picked men and replace the Way-Farer in al but name.

And then it will be me, and not Mitsuyama, who is supreme on Kensho! He will cut the path to the
top. But | will occupy it!

Controlling his sense of exatation, he bowed hishead. "Yes, my Lord."

Mitsuyamawaved hishand in dismissdl. "Leave me."

Asthe other walked away, the PlainsLord thoughtfully watched him go. That oneis potentially more
dangerous than Andretti, he redlized. He hastoo much power, istoo closeto my army and too privy to
my plans. Plusthereisa certain indefinable something in his manner, a certain sense of waiting and
lurking, that isdisturbing. | must berid of him at the first propitious moment. But not just yet.

Reminded by Jmson'slast remarks, his thoughts turned to hisfather. How he had loved the harsh,
distant, clever old man! | would have won him over to my way of thinking eventudly hetold himself. |
know | would have, if only thered been alittle moretime. But Desth ...

Y es, he mused, they al think | poisoned him. | wonder who redlly did it? So many feared and hated
him. Mother? Possible. But she was dead herself now and could not answer. Uncle Marcus? Even more
possible, though if so, the man would never tell. Mitsuyamahad had him killed within fifteen minutes of his
father's death. Too powerful, too powerful by far. Andretti? He suddenly wondered. Far-fetched ideal
The Father was not capable of such skullduggery. Or was he?

Thinking about Andretti brought him back to the current situation. How | hate al that man standsfor.
The Free Council! 'Free!’ Hal They rule with an iron hand, monopolizing education, trade, manufacture,
religion, everything! The Council makesal therules, leaving nothing for the settlersto do but obey.

And what did the Council's rules demand? Patience. Slow, careful, orderly growth, following the
Great Way to the letter. So cautious, indeed, was the pace the Council set, that it resembled stagnation
more than growth.

Thiswas not the idea behind the Pilgrimage! hetold himsdlf. We should have spread beyond the
Western Hills by now, to the Sea he had heard rumors of. The whole planet is destined to be ours!

But the Council plodded dully adong, stressing control of the Mushin and mindless adherence to the
Great Way to the exclusion of everything else. The 'hoods must follow men wherever they went, the
teaching of the Way must always continue. That wastheir excuse. What they redlly meant was that they
didn't want the people to get out from under their cursed control! So they choked off men'sdesireto
explode across the face of the planet. Choked it off with the fear of the Mushin and the Madness.

Mitsuyama shook his head. Of course, he admitted, the Mushin had been crucia in the early days.
They had virtuadly wiped the Filgrims out at First Touch. And then had ruled them for seven generations
through the Grandfathers and the 'hoods. But now the tables were turned, thanks to Jerome, and the



'hoods controlled the Mushin.

And anyway, who wasto say that the Mushin were sill such athreat? \Who wasto say that men
weren't immune to the mind leeches and the Madness by now? Andretti? The Free Council? How could
anyonetrust them?Wasnt it in their interest to pretend the contrary?

And what about the Message? Weren't the Council's actions with respect to the Message and the
Keepers proof that their only concern was the maintenance of their own power?

Inevitably, drawn by its mystery and importance, his thoughts turned to the Message. Ever since he
had been a child, the Message had been hovering darkly just benegth the surface of everyone'sthoughts.

What did the M essage mean? Oh, in the gtrict sense he knew what it meant, or at least what it said.
Some of the wordswere unintelligible, but most of it made sense. Earth was calling her colony. The
colony had never reported in on its progress. What was wrong? Please reply. That wasit. Just asmple
query.

Simple? The Keepers who were on the Flagship when the Message came had brought it back with
them. They hadn't answered for fear of saying the wrong thing. But what was the right thing? Should they
tell the truth, describe the horror of First Touch, the virtua destruction of the colony by theinvisible
Mushin? Should they tell of the Madness that blew humanity apart and scattered the bloody remnants
into near extinction? Or describe the Grandfathers and how humanity had been duped by the Mushin for
seven generations until Jerome had found the key and unraveled Nakamuras Koan to free the race?

If they told it dll, how would the M other World react? With loathing? Would they come with afleet
to wipe the menace of the Mushin from the face of the gdaxy, incidentally destroying Kenshoin the
process? Earth was capable of it, they al knew that much.

Or would they come and take over the planet, bringing in hordes of new colonists, swallowing up the
origina Pilgrimsand dl they had struggled and died to create?

Evenif they did neither, even if they just came, accepted things as they found them and opened up
intercourse with the Home World and its advanced civilization, would Kensho's fegble, primitive culture
survive the shock?

Or were there even darker motives behind Earth's call? Did Kensho have something the Mother
Planet wanted? Some resource so precious it would pay to come al those light yearsto exploit? Would
they strip Kensho asthey had their own world?

Mitsuyamashook his head slently. The answer was so obvious. Both to the Message and to the
future of Kensho. It was hanging right up therein orbit, right above First Touch. The Flagship, with its
vast computer and amost limitless store of knowledge. There, access controlled by the Free Council, lay
the technology Mankind needed to conquer and devel op the planet. And once the world was devel oped,
they would have the power to resist the Home World.

Technology. That wasthe key. We have dl the knowledge Earth had at the time of the Pilgrimage he
thought, and avirgin planet on which to useit. We know the mistakes they made and can avoid them. In
three to five generations we can devel op a strong, viable economy and culture, equa to, and perhaps
surpassing the tired Mother World. Then let them come and we will meet them as brothers rather than as
backward children.

But no. The Free Council said no. They suppressed the Keepers, took away their books,
confiscated the Medallion, reected technology, and doomed Kensho to adow, grinding, gradua climb
out of aprimitive agriculturd economy, with change put off indefinitely. All in the name of fear of the
Mushin and respect for the Great Way.

Hal he snorted. Mushin, the Great Way, indeed! Whatever they might claim, whatever pap they
might feed the people, he saw their redl reason. They wanted to maintain their control, were afraid that if
things changed too rapidly and too grestly, they and the Way would become as obsolete as religion had
on Earth. It wasn't fear of the Mushin that was holding Kensho back. It wasthe fear of Andretti and his
cohorts on the Free Council that they would lose their power!

His mind turned once more to the current situation. It offered so many possibilities! The Sword of!
Nakamuraisthekey, he thought. If it were suddenly found ...

The companions of the Way-Farer, the twenty young Seekers of the Way of the Sword, were out



searching for the Sword. So. If anybody could find it, they could. That much he was sure of.

Would they find it? Perhaps. And if they did, it would dragtically dter the Situation. The Sword was
the symbol of legitimacy on Kensho. Withit in his hands, Andretti would have strengthened his position
immeasurably. Foolish to put so much stock in asword, but that was the way of things. Andretti would
no more be atrue heir of Jerome with Nakamurals Sword than without it. But most of the settlersand
steaders, and especidly the Faithful would think he would.

This Edwyr, now, he interests me, Mitsuyama considered. It might be worthwhileto have alittle talk
with the young man. There were severa questions the Seeker might have the answer to, including what
the Way-Farer had whispered to him. In addition, he was curious to know if Edwyr wasredly as skillful
and dangerous as Jmson seemed to think. Should | send out agroup of my Avengersto bring him here
directly?

No, he decided. According to the spy, Edwyr was heading in this direction anyway. A better idea
would beto send asingle man to test him. Chalenge him, provoke him to afight. Discover just how good
heredly is. If heturnsout to be astough asfeared, I'll be forewarned at the minimal cost of one man, he
reasoned. If heisnt, I'll berid of anuisance and save mysdlf alot of unnecessary worrying. Better yet, Il
send a second man to hang back out of sght and watch thefirst. That way I'll be sure to get an accurate
report whatever the outcome. Y es, he concluded, that'swhat I'll do. Then later, if necessary, | can have
him brought to me.

His plotting completed, Mitsuyamagazed out over the endless sweep of the Plains. Thisisour
birthright, he mused. Thisiswhat the Pilgrimageis dl about, why we came here from the Home System.
Nothing can be dlowed to interfere with our destiny. Not the Mushin, not the Free Council, not the
Way-Farer, not even the Great Way itsdlf.

| will act, he declared to the sky and the earth. | will free usfrom the restrictions just as Jerome freed
usfrom the Mushin. On my lifel

With asmall smile of sdf-irony, he turned and walked back toward hisfortress. There was till much
to do. Hisface set in alook of grim determination, he entered the gate and headed for the room where
Dembo and the other Lords waited to resume their Council meeting.

BOOK 11

EDWYR THE SEEKER

VIl

Thetwelve sat in adlent circle. Around them, the night-darkened wilderness of the high mountains
tumbled off in al directions. Over their heads arched the star-sprinkled coldness that preceded therisng
of the moons. The only sound was the gentle, lost moan of the wind softly wandering through the dark.

Stillness enfolded them so profoundly that they seemed like dead things made of stone. Unlike the
motionless sprawl of death, however, their quietude was but a meansto adeeper level of awareness. It
alowed them to pierce the vell that common sense spread across the face of Redlity and plunge directly
into the Nothingness—the fragmented, here-now flux of pure, unthinking sense perception—that lay just
beneath. Then they dove deeper yet, findly merging with the Ultimate Redlity, flowing and moving with
the dynamic, unified surge that wasthe true Universe,

Eventually, the moons rose, one, two, three, and the slvery moons-light bathed the twelve unmoving
figures, giving shape and definition to their vague, dark bulks. All looked much the same: young, dender,
and dressed in worn, brown robes of coarse materid. All sat cross-legged, in full lotus posture, with
swordslad, hilt to right, about six inches beyond their knees toward the center of the circle. The eyes of
each were open, gazing abstractedly down at a45-degree angle.



Only one bore any mark that distinguished him from the rest. Over his heart, he wore a Ko blossom,
the stem thrust through aholein hisrobe. Carefully dipping hisvoiceinto the night without breaking its
fragile peace, this one spoke.

"What isthisthat dwaysisand never isbecoming?' he chanted.

Immediately afigure directly across from him responded with the same soft rhythm. "What isthisthat
isaways becoming and never is?'

Another form continued. "Itisnot This, itisnot That."

The response hissed into the night from acrossthe circle. "It isnot Not-This, it isnot Not-That."

Moving constantly oneto the left of the originator, then directly acrossfor the response, the chant
went on and on. Findly, it returned to the one with the Ko; blossom who intoned, "What isthisthing that
isNo-Thing?'

With one voice the group answered, "It isthe Way."

For severd moments, total silence again ruled the night. Then the one with the flower spoke once
more. "l asked aman of the Way, and hetold me."

The slver-lit shapeto hisleft responded. "Neither of you knowsit." A pause followed, then the same
individud said, "Thewindismoving my har. My hair ismoving thewind."

"Y our mind should be till" came out of the dark from his|eft.

Thewords circled, moving clockwise, back to their origin. When the Ko Flower had been reached
again, he stated "1 walk the Way."

"Tdl us" came the quiet demand from the rest.

"l eat when | am hungry."

"l walk the Way," said the next.

"Tdl us," was the response.

"How lovely the moons-light.”

"l walk the Way."

"Tdl us"

"Thesmdl of theKo."

Each repeated the sequence, answering the same demand with a different proof. Asthe last
concluded, anew tillness settled over the group. One by one, the three moons that had risen sank
behind the mountains to the West. The fourth would not come tonight; itsfaint orb hung highin the
daytime sky.

The dark settled thickly about them until afaint touch of light crept in from the east, announcing the
return of the sun. Asthe dawn began to spill sdeways over the edge of the mountains, the twelve moved
as one, reaching out and grasping their swords. In unison they stood, bowing to the center of thecircle,
then thrust the wegpons through the sashes that wound about their waists. With greet precision, each tied
the cords attached to the scabbard to hold the sword firmly inits place.

Finished, they looked at each other camly. One suddenly said. "The sword in the scabbard isa
treasure beyond compare.” Another spoke out, "One draw, onelife.”

"Better not to use the sword. Instead use the Sword."

"And better than the Sword, is No-Sword.”

"Only the Sword of No-Sword is sharp enough to cut Nothing."

"Only Nothing isworth cutting.”

They al nodded and murmured agreement.

The one with the Ko blossom spoke. "'In three months, then.”

Murmured agreement.

" Search without looking. Seek without wanting,” he continued. "The Sword isnot to be found,
because it was never missing. Those who seeit, are not looking. Those who arelooking, do not seeit.”

Smiles and murmurs of ""Good, good” floated in the growing dawn.

"Complete your missions and return with your strength to take the burden of the Other from our
Brothers. Each must carry the Other that al may fed no burden. Thuswill we wideld the Sword of No
Sword," he concluded.



"Thuswill we cut Nothing," came the united cry from the rest.

"Jerome be with you."

Asone, they dl turned and began moving away down First Pass and out onto the Plain. No further
glances or words were spent by any. It was asif each had instantly entered an empty world of hisown.

Vil

The sun burned down, cregting in the distance awavering uncertainty and turning the area
immediately around the lone runner into something to be endured rather than enjoyed. Only the barest
breath of air girred thetdl grassof the Plain.

Since sunup, the lone runner had been trotting across the flatness that extended westward beyond the
forested foothills that flanked the Mountains. At firgt, the huts of the settlers had been common. He had
even run past the wals of a Sisterhood. Now, however, the popul ation was thinning; the homes were
farther apart. They weren't sparse yet, for he hadn't reached the grazing grounds of the PlainsLords, and
wouldn't for severa days. But they were far enough between to give him a pleasant sense of solitude.

It wasn't that he didn't like people. It was Smply that he had a greet ded of mulling over to do and
other humanstalking, calling, even waving or standing silently as he ran by, disturbed his concentration.

Now, though, he wasinto hisrhythm, hislegs beating out the basic structure and his bresth providing
the counterpoint. In his present state, he could run for hours and hours. And since his body was virtualy
on automatic, he could detach hismind to deal with the problemsthat faced him.

He considered his stuation. His mission was to enter Mitsuyamasterritory, contact one person, and
then return in time for the special Council. In adetached way, he estimated his chance. Good, but not
very good. There were smply too many variables.

He could see several possible scenarios. A few resulted in success. But most ended in failure. Defeat
could take agreat number of forms. He might be killed before he could contact his man. He might be
unable to achieve Identification. He might be struck down in the very act of attempting it. Or he might
accomplish dl thisand il die before he could make use of the information himself or passit on for
othersto use. Victory had only oneform: contact, |dentification, return. There were no aternatives, afact
which made histask much harder. But his success was critical to the success of the Plan. If any of them
failed, the Plan was jeopardized. If hefailed, it was doomed. Wdll, he shrugged mentally, it can't be
hel ped. It can only be attempted.

For awhile, helet hismind worry fredly around the edges of the problem. Thinking was, after dl, a
natura activity of the mind, continuing even when not under conscious control. It helped the mind
organize the chaotic mass of perceptionsthat flooded into it through the senses, transforming them into
coherent patterns. Then it structured these patterns to create the everyday, commonsense world in which
onelived and acted and survived.

But the world the mind created went far beyond the mere ordering of sense perceptions. It had to.
After dl, the senseswere limited. They didn't cover the entire range of possibly perceivable phenomena,
nor even the whole range within those actually experienced. The runner, for instance, had no sense organ
that could see or fed or hear or smell or taste the magnetic lines of force which congtantly diced through
his body. And even though he had eyes and could see part of the e ectromagnetic spectrum, the portion
he percelved was only asmal segment of the whole. Out of amost limitless possibilities, natura selection
and development had restricted his senses to those necessary to hissurvival.

These limitations crested a problem. There were many aspects of commonsense redity which smply
couldn't be explained in terms of direct perceptions, even after they had been shaped into an
understandable whole. So it became necessary to invent new-explanatory structures that went beyond
the commonsense one in the same way that it went beyond pure perception. These new systemswere
often highly abstract, consisting of un-sensed or even un-sensible entities. But aslong asthey were
ultimately correctable back to the commonsense world, they had predictive value in everyday terms and



were eminently useful.

Thusthinking, even in abstract terms, had apositive value. Indeed, dl language was a conceptua
Sructure of thistype. It was also part of the scientific method, the value of which was proven by the very
fact that he, a son of Earth, was running through the coarse grass on the Plain of Kensho. The technique
worked, and from at least one point of view, that was enough.

But he a0 redlized there was a danger lurking here. It lay in letting abstraction get the upper hand, in
losing connection with the original ground of experience. When words and symbols|lost their reference
pointsin redlity, they ceased communicating and became barriers standing between mind and meaning.

The runner was congtantly aware of the problem and actively sought to resolve it. Aslong aswords
were seen asthe tracks of redlity, he knew, thinking at any level of abstraction was safe. For then the
tracks eventualy led to the redlity itself. But as soon as you became more concerned with the tracks than
with the quarry, the mind became atrap with thinking asthe bait.

It was an ancient, endless struggle, he realized. It had begun when the first spark of consciousness
had been struck in the human mind. The only way to fight the battle was to keep the mind open to dl the
levels of redlity a the sametime. Then one could plunge from the plane of highest abstraction to the
origind ground of experience, to the very source of dl meaning, with complete freedom.

Someday, hetold himsdlf, itll al be asnatural to us as breathing. Someday welll betotally aware of
our minds and how they interact with redity, smultaneoudy creeting and reflecting it. Jerome had
understood that. He had seen how the Mushin would shape, the race in that direction. And he had given
Mankind the Way so they could begin the development and guide it themsalves.

Kensho, he thought, isthe place where this can be accomplished. It's here where we have a chance
to break out of the cocoon of our nature and spread the wings of power thet lie latent within us. It's here,
among the Mushin, where we can follow the Way and create anew Humanity.

Thisisagood world, he redlized. It gives us everything we need to become what we should be. Now
al we haveto do is see that we're wise enough and strong enough to accept what we're given.

His body told him he was thirsty. Since he was only alittle way from a settler's sod hut, he decided to
stop and ask for adrink. Turning from his path, hetrotted off to the right at an angle, making for the
bardy visbleroof of the dwelling.

Thelittle girl spotted him first. "Mommy, Daddy!" she cried in delight, "Here comesaman!™ Then she
ran to hide behind the corner of the hut. Thewoman came to the door, shading her eyes against the bright
sunlight, to see the gpproaching runner. Her husband and older son came around from behind the hut
where they had been working on the garden. " Looks to be a Brother of somekind," he muttered. His
wife nodded and went back in again. "Thirsty, like asnot,” she threw over her shoulder. The man nodded
and turned to his son. "Fetch fresh water, Yarra"

The settler stood watching the runner come up to the hut. He saw ayoung man, perhaps 25, with
jet-black hair, sun-tanned skin, and rich brown eyes, dightly flecked with yellow. Thefacewasplain,
with high cheek bones and a straight, thin nose. It was astrong face, but held no hint of harshness. Dress
was smple; aworn brown robe, caught up around thewaist by its sash to make running easier. The only
strange thing was the wilted Ko blossom thrust through a hole over the young man's heart.

The runner stopped about two yards away and camly received the settler's scrutiny. When the man
had finished, he spoke quietly. "I am without Desire and free of Mushin.”

"There are no Mushin here. If you come without Desire, you will find Cam," responded the ol der
man in thetraditional manner. "For that matter,” he smiled, "I was born on this Plain and never seen nor
fdt aMushininmy life. For which I'm much obliged to the "hoods.”

"I'm not from a'hood," replied the young man, moving his sword around from his back where he
dung it while running. "'I'm a Seeker of the Way of the Sword.”

The man'seyeswidened dightly. “Then dl the morewelcome.”

His daughter, peeping around the corner of the hut took this as official assurance that the stranger
could be approached and walked hesitantly up to the young Seeker. "I'm Andy, that's short for Andrea
Lynn and what's your name."

He bowed. "Edwyr. Smply Edwyr. Nothing so grand as Andrea Lynn." He smiled at the child, then



looked up at the father. ™Y ou were born on the Plain, but the child's mother was from the Home Valley,
wasn't she?'

Startled, the settler nodded.

Squatting next to the child, Edwyr took the Ko blossom from hisrobe and held it out to her. "It was
prettier hours ago.”

"Pretty now," the child replied, sniffing the remnant of perfume that clung to theflower. "Areyou
thirsty?" she asked, looking at him owlishly. ™Y ou think thirsty."

"Hungry, too?" he asked.

"No. Only thirst. Hungry later."

He nodded. "Hungry later."

"Drink now," she stated. The child looked &t the flower. "Gone. Gone now, come back later."

The young man stood and looked at the father. Solemnly, he crossed to him and placed both hands
on the man's shoulders. "' Cherish the future. See the child follows the Great Way. And let her marry
whom shewill. Shewill only be drawn to the right ones. Let her decide, no matter how unlikely it seems
toyou." He paused for amoment, searching the man's eyes with hisown. "Cherish thefuture,” he
repested. "Only thuswill it cometo pass.”

At that moment, the older brother came up with aclay pot, brimming with water. The mother also
appeared from out of the hut with something wrapped in a cloth. Without aword, the boy handed the
water to Edwyr. Thefather beganto say,” Itisnt cold or. . ." but the woman cut his words short with a
gediure.

Edwyr drank deeply. When he had finished he handed the pot back to the young lad.

"My thirst issatisfied. Beyond that | have no desire,” hetold the man. Then he turned to the woman
and bowed. "Y ou bring the future to the Plain. All honor, Mother."

She thrust out the cloth-wrapped package. "For later, when hunger comes.” Then she turned and
went back into the hut. Placing the package, which by the fed of it contained some biscuits and apiece
of Ken-cow cheese, in the pocket of hisrobe, Edwyr smiled at the man.

"Thanksfor your welcome, my friend. Whet lies ahead?"

For amoment the man thought. "Oh, let's see. About ten miles further west, you'll be comin' to the
First River. Big, broad, can't walk across no place. Need a boat, 'cause though itswide, it'sgot quitea
current. If you go sort of northwest, you'll come across atrack that leads right to aferry run by aman
name of Robards. Helll take a Brother across free, though he charges most everyone else alittle
something.”

Edwyr bowed. "Again, my thanks. And remember: cherish thefuture. Y ou are creeting it yoursalf."

With that, Edwyr turned and trotted off to the northwest.

The man and his son went back to work, but the little girl stood there and watched the Seeker of the
Way of the Sword leaving until he disappeared among the waving heads of the grass. Then she looked
down at the Ko blossom. "Pretty gone?' she asked hersdlf. "No." she decided. "Not gone, just resting.”
Carefully she scraped ahole in the ground, dropped the flower in, and patted the soil smooth again.

IX

The ferryman, didn't like the looks of the man with the sword. The fellow had been hanging around
the areaon the east bank of the First River for severa days now. No good reason for an able-bodied
man to be loafing like that, the old man thought.

He scowled over in the direction of where the swordsman lazily sprawled benesth someironwood
treesthat grew in aclump next to the road. Why's he carry a sword? Robards wondered. Not a Brother,
that one. Not even one of the Faithful. In the Old Days, he would have been Ronin, the boatman decided
grimly. Arrogant, lazy, and armed. Rotten combination.

A few other people were also sitting around. Two itinerant peddlers over next to the water, talking



animatedly, their huge packs on the ground; a man with a push cart, taking ken-cow cheeseto the
Brotherhood on the other side of the River to trade for something; three gray-haired Fathers dso on their
way to the 'hood; afamily of five, heading Gods only knew where. A good load, he estimated, but if |
wait alittle longer, it might be better. He leaned back againgt the hull of hisboat and closed hiseyes,
relaxing.

It was the eldest son of the family who saw the approaching figure first. When Robards stood and
looked to the east, it was till agood way off, but coming fast at atrot. Huh, he thought, only know of
onetype canrun likethat. A Seeker. No pay for rowing that one across.

Out of the corner of hiseye, he noticed something strange. The swordsman was no longer sprawling
benesth histree. Instead the man was standing dertly, intently watching the runner. No business of mine,
the old man shrugged to himsdif.

Asthe runner arrived and everyone saw he was a Seeker, the entire group of those waiting turned
back to what they had been doing. All except for the swordsman by the trees.

For amoment, Edwyr stood in the sun, quickly surveying the Situation as he dropped the skirt of his
robe back down to hisankles and tied his sword into place a hiswaist. Finishing, he waked camly over
to the shade of the ironwood trees. The swordsman stood there, trying hard to look casua. Thetwo
peddlers, having moved out of the sun by theriver bank, squatted and continued their voluble discussion.
The family was dowly drifting in the same direction, perhgps drawn by amild curiosity in the newcomer,
perhaps driven by the sun.

"Jerome be with you," Edwyr greeted them al. "And with you," responded the peddiersin chorus.
The swordsman merely grumbled something inaudible.

Silence settled on thelittle group, broken only briefly asthe family reached the sanctuary of the shade
and each was greeted in turn. Finally, the swordsman cleared his throat and spoke to Edwyr. "Huumph.
A Seeker are you? Pretty good with the blade?!

Edwyr nodded amiably. "Fair."

Turning to Sare arrogantly at him, the man with the sword said loudly, "What? Only fair? What sort
of Master do you study with that he lets you run around loose if you're only ‘fair? ™

The young Seeker amiled. "A good Magter. Helaughsalot.”

"Laughs?' snorted the older man contemptuoudy.

"What in the name of the Gods has that to do with swordsmanship?’

"Nothing, but it has agreat dedl to do with how good a Master heis.”

"Nonsense! | study with aMaster who's never smiled in hislifel What do you think of that, young
one?'

"I pity him."

"Pity? Y ou dareto pity aMaster? How can you pity my Master? He knows the best techniquesin al
Kensho! Hisdraw is so swift the eye can't follow it. Isyour Master that swift?!

Edwyr shook his head.

"And my Master's upper block is so powerful, it's been known to shatter swords. Can your Master
equd that?"

Again the young man shook his head.

"And my Master has devel oped his cut so perfectly that he can split awand of wood in half without
making it fal over."

The Seeker of the Way of the Sword sighed. "My Master can do none of thosethings, at least, I've
never seen him do them.”

"What in the name of the Gods can he do then?"

"Well," consdered Edwyr carefully, "let methink. I've seen him laugh when heshappy . . . and cry
when he's sad. | know he eats when he's hungry, drinks when he'sthirsty, and deegps when he'stired.
Other than that, | can't redly say. Y ou'd haveto ask him yourself, | guess.”

The swordsman exploded. "Eats, drinks, deeps, cries, laughs! What the devil are you saying, fool ?
Everyone does those things!"

"True. But not everyone knows why he doesthem.”



"Rubbish! Mystical cant! I'll wager you can't even usethat silly snesklizard-sticker you carry!™

"Perhgps not.”

At that moment, the boatman caled out. "Crossing time. All asis crossing, come up and make

Edwyr smiled at the swordsman. " Perhaps you could use the things your Master has taught you as
payment." Heimmediately turned away and walked into the sun and over to the old man standing in the
boat.

"Ah, Seeker, no chargefor you. It'smy policy."

Edwyr bowed and said, "But it's my policy to do something for you in exchange. I'll man asweep
and help with the work to earn my passage." He looked out across the broad waters of First River. "It's
along trip and you could use the help.”

"I could,” nodded the old man. "Indeed | could and much thanks to you. Accepted. Help me push off
when the othersare on.”

Each paying something, the rest climbed aboard the small craft. The boat was about eighteen feet
long, with abroad beam of nearly ten feet amidships. The stern was squared off and the prow was blunt.
Theferry was of shallow draft, for shifting sand barsin the river made a boat that drew much water
dangerous. This made propelling the ferry harder work, sinceit gave the current more surface to act
agang; but the additiond safety outweighed the additiona |abor.

The boat was powered by sweep oars at the stern, the rowers standing on adightly raised platform
with three oarlocks and room enough for two men— though usudly the boatman was the only motive
force avallable. In the bow, the old man stationed the eldest son of the family with apole to fend off
floating logs and to push away from snags and sand bars. The passengers sat, facing each other, on two
long benches that ran the length of the boat just below the gunwales. Baggage was piled in the middle.

After helping push the ferry off, Edwyr took up his position on the port, or downstream, sweep oar
directed by the boatman. The sullen swordsman was sitting right in front of him. Thefirst few moments of
thetrip elgpsed in anxious silence. Then, becoming rapidly used to the ride, everyone began their norma
Conversations again.

The swordsman looked up a Edwyr in acalculating manner. "I think that oar becomes you better
than the sword, youngster. Why not become a boatman?' he sneered.

Edwyr didn't bother to answer, concentrating instead on rowing. The boatman looked annoyed, but
only muttered, "A bit more to starboard, lad.”

But the siwordsman wasn't about to let up. A vicious glint showed in hiseye. Inconspicuoudy, he
rearranged his robe and scabbard so his sword could be quickly drawn. "If your so-called Master didn't
teach you a swift draw, astrong block, or a clean cut, what did he teach you, puppy?'

The young man looked calmly down. "He taught me that the fastest draw is when the sword never
leaves the scabbard, that the strongest way to block is never to provoke ablow, and that the cleanest cut
isthe onewithheld."

The other stared at him for amoment, blinking in astonishment. Findly he gritted out, ™Y ou mock me,
you little sneeklizard!" His hand went to his sword hilt.

Before he could draw, however, the old ferryman had hislong oar out of the water and raised
threateningly over the man's head. "Not on my boat you don't, Ronin! And not with someone asis
rowing, either! Put that damn sticker away or I'll bash in your brains! We're coming to the bloody idand
and the barsand I'll be needing help, not fighting. Besides, you foolswouldn't just kill each other. So
damn stupid you'd probably split haf the innocent folks aboard. Pick your fights el sawhere, Ronin!™
Grumbling, his eyes narrowed, but afraid of the power of the raised oar, the swordsman complied.

"Y ou young puppy,” he addressed Edwyr. "I'll wager youre afraud! Y ou don't even know how to
use that sword. It'slikely some rusty old blade you've strapped on to make yourself ook big and get free
rides and food from stupid settlers. | chalengeyou, faker! | chalenge you to fight me when we get to the
other Sde!”

Edwyr took his eyes off the water ahead |ong enough to meet the man's glare. He nodded briefly.
"Very well," he answered. "If you ingst. On the other side. But please be quiet now. We haveto



concentrate or well never get to the other side.”

"Big log to the right up ahead!" sang out the boy in the bows.

"Damn!" muttered the old man. " Sand barsto the port by theidand. Well haveto try and squeeze
through. Head for that areajust off the starboard bow. And pull like hell!"

Thetrip to the other shore was difficult and filled with dlarms. Robards was glad to have the young
Seeker of the Way of the Sword manning the other oar. He could have managed it all done, of course.
He usudly did. But the current was unusualy strong today and he probably would have ended up agood
haf-mile south of hisregular landing place.

The lad seemed to be a decent sort and the ferryman was a little worried about the outcome of the
dud. At the sametime, he knew there was nothing he could or should do about it. Aslong asthey didn't
bother him, he figured it was none of hisbusness.

Asthey approached the shallows, Edwyr shipped his oar and moved into the bow. Asthey touched
bottom, he jumped off and grabbed the bow line, pulling the craft firmly aground with amighty heave. He
offered a steadying hand to each passenger asthey |eft the boat. The swordsman sneered at his
assistance and legped lightly ashore.

Although he pretended to be busy hel ping Robards unload and secure the ferry, Edwyr watched the
swordsman closely. Asthe man looked around, automatically checking the lay of the land and the crowd,
Edwyr noticed his gaze halted dightly in well-conceded surprise asit passed over onefigure. Covertly,
the young Brother turned his attention to thisindividual. There was, he observed, agrest deal of smilarity
between the swordsman and this man he had obvioudy recognized. Not so much in their looks or clothes
asin the way they both stood and moved. They've both been trained in the use of the sword, Edwyr
concluded, and by the same master.

So, he thought as he helped the ferryman pull the empty boat higher on the shore, two of them! Yet
the first was surprised to see the second, so they weren't here together. Which meant they haven't
planned some kind of combined attack or ambush. Still, it would be prudent to avoid getting caught
between the two of them. Best to stand so he could keep his eye on both.

The passengers from the boat had immediately whispered to those waiting on shore about the
challenge and Edwyr's acceptance; Now they al stood, expectantly, waiting to seeif the duel would
actualy take place. As Edwyr turned from securing the ferry, the Swordsman stepped up to confront
him.

"Well, puppy,” he snarled, "are you ill brave enough to accept my chalenge?"

Edwyr looked around at the crowd. No hostility there. Just ordinary facesfilled with amixture of
curiosity, expectation and atouch of fear. He smiled. Severa smiled back, tentatively. He turned back to
the older man. "Y es. Certainly. But may | make asuggestion?”

"Aslong asyou don' try to wiggle out of it."

Edwyr nodded. "1t seemsto methisisthe wrong place to hold afight." He indicated the crowd with
asweep of hisarm. "All these people would be endangered. Some innocent bystander might be
wounded or even killed." He saw the fear leap up in their eyes. Hiswords were having the effect hed
hoped for and he heard adim murmur of agreement from severd in the group.

"What are you suggesting?' asked the swordsman warily.

"Simply that we hold the duel someplace where we won't hurt anyone by mistake." He pointed out
into river to asand bar that lay about fifty yards off shore. "1 suggest wefight out there. Everyone can see
usfrom here, so no one will missthe show. And no oneisendangered but you and I."

The other man followed his pointing finger. The sand bar was clear of al vegetation except for afew
clumps of harsh grass. The ground looked good and firm, well above the water level. Thetiny idand was
no more than fifteen yards wide by some thirty or forty long. There would be no place to hide and



nowhereto run.

His eyesflicked back to the young man and then quickly to the man who stood at the back of the
crowd watching him. Curse that damn Mitsuyamal He's sent someone to waich me, he raged silently.
Someoneto report on how | handle this. Someone, he thought grimly, to relate what happensin casel
die. Perhaps, he mused, thislad istougher than | wastold.

He decided and nodded. "Fine. | can kill you there as easily as here. Who'll row us out?”

Edwyr bowed hishead dightly. "I will. Provided the ferryman will lend usthe smal boat | saw
beached alittle downstream, Robards grumbled forwards, annoyed a being involved, but pleased by the
way the young Seeker was handling things. Better to have them fight out in theriver than here. Never
know what damage the two idiots might do. "Aye. | guess| can. But listen, you two fools. | want my
boat back! | fishinit every day. If thelad wins, | know he can row it back. Can you?' he glared at the
swordsman.

The man drew himsalf up haughtily and glared back coldly. "Don't worry, old man. Y ou'll get your
boat back."

"Aye, to be sure," he grumbled again, "and probably two miles downstream! Provided, of course, the
two of you don' kill each other!"

Still mumbling under his breath, Robards led the two men down the beach to the little boat. It was
built on the same design as the ferryboat, though only big enough for three passengers at most. There was
aplatform at the stern and room for one sweep oar. The ferryman pushed the craft into the river and held
it as the swordsman climbed in and moved to the bow seat. He settled himsdlf, his sword arranged for a
quick draw," facing aft. Edwyr stepped onto the rowing platform and shoved off with thelong oar.

For afew moments there was silence between them, filled with the gurgle and whisper of theriver.
Then the young Brother spoke. "When we get to theidand, I'll beach the boat. Y ou jump out and move
to themiddle of theidand. It'sthe best placeto fight and | can get off the boat without having to fear that
you will try to cut me down while I'm wading ashore.”

The older man replied with an arrogant sneer. "I don't need tricks with apuppy like you! But your
plan makes sense. | agree.”" Heturned his head dightly to get aglimpse of the gpproaching idand while
gtill keeping Edwyr in view out of the corner of hiseye.

When they arrived at the sand bar, Edwyr nosed the boat smoothly onto the sand. "Now jump off
andgoinland,” heingructed.

The man stood, turned, and looked swiftly back over his shoulder at Edwyr. "Don't try anything. I'm
ready for you." His hand remained firmly on his sword hilt as he legped into the ankle-deep shalows.

Taking no chances, he quickly splashed afew feet to reach firm, dry ground. Then he spun around,
ready.

What he saw left him speechless. Edwyr had pushed the boat away from theidand and now was
gtanding about fifteen feet offshore, grinning delightedly.

Hefound hisvoice. "What isthis?' he roared.

Edwyr laughed. "I'vejust won the dudl.”

"Won?" the swordsman sputtered. "Won! What the hell do you mean?"

Stll smiling, the young man thrust the oar deeply into the sandy bottom to hold the boat steady
againg the current. It was still near the shore, tantalizingly near, but too far for the man on theidand to
reach quickly enough to do anything.

"Those who walk the Way of the Sword have akoan given us by Jerome,” Edwyr explained. " The
sword in the scabbard is atreasure beyond compare.’ What it meansis smply that oncethe sword is
drawn, blood must flow and someone must die. We prefer to avoid that. We serve the Sword of Life,
the Sword that rights wrongs and hel ps others, not the Sword of Degth which destroysfor ego
satisfaction and persona gain. So, whenever were chalenged, wetry to avoid fighting or attempt to bring
the issue to abloodless conclusion. We consider that atruevictory."

The man ripped his sword from its sheath and waved it furioudy at Edwyr. "Damn you, come ashore!
| want your blood! Y ou haven't beaten me, you fool! Y ou've just run away, you rotten little coward!™

"Oh," Edwyr replied calmly, "but | have besten you. Y es, very completely. And if you don't have the



senseto redize how truethat is, I'll even be the indirect cause of your death.”

That brought the siwordsman up short for amoment. He regained his control and looked carefully at
the young man. Heisn't afraid, he noted. Not in the least. He never was. HE's no coward. But what in the
hell does he mean, he's beaten me?

The man's confusion showed on hisface and Edwyr laughed again. Then he sobered. He leaned
againg the upright oar and quickly calculated how much he dared tell the swordsman. It has to be enough
to make him act theway | want him to, but just in case he doesn't do what | think he will, | don't want
him knowing enough to jeopardize my misson. Especidly if heswhat | believeheis.

Edwyr had redized from the very first that the swordsman wasn't acting on hisown initiative. The
whole incident was clearly a set-up. The man had been sent by someone else for the specific purpose of
chdlenging himto adue. But who? And why?

The young man had played for time, hoping the swordsman would let something dip. The clue he
needed came when they landed on the other shore and Edwyr noticed the second man.

To Edwyr's knowledgeable eye, it was evident both men had been trained by the same master. But
where had they gotten their training? It wasn't at one of the Brotherhoods, or even among the Faithful.
Both trained their members, but neither one taught the sword. And it was precisaly that weapon these
two had studied. That |eft the Way of the Sword asthe only other official source of ingtruction. But it was
easy to see neither of the swordsmen had ever walked the Way.

Which meant they had been trained unofficialy, perhaps even surreptitioudy, by someone with both
the resources and the motivation to undertake such a difficult project. Out here on the Plain, only one
man fit that description—Mitsuyama. And as Edwyr had thought about it, he recalled the rumor that the
PainsLord wastraining a secret army with the help of arenegade Seeker. It dl fit together nicely.

But why? Why would the Supreme Lord of the Plains be interested in a mere Seeker of the Way of
the Sword? And one that hadn't even entered his domains yet? It occurred to Edwyr that the Lord
undoubtedly had spiesin the Home Vdley, perhaps even close to the Free Council itsdf. If so, hewould
have heard that the Seekers were coming out onto the Plain to search for Nakamura's Sword. Since he
probably knew rdlatively little about the Seekers, it would make sensefor him to send hismen to fed out
the searchers. Perhaps even to stop them. After dl, it wasto Mitsuyamal's advantage if the Sword was
never found.

So Edwyr had deduced that the swordsman was one of Mitsuyama's new army, trained by the
renegade, and sent by the PlainsLord to kill him.

The problem was how to best use the man to further his own ends. The young Seeker had instantly
seen he could cut the older man to ribbonsif it ever cameto afight. But if Mitsuyamawas unsure enough
about the Seekersto send out spies, why let him know even so smple afact asthat? The best Strategy
was plainly to keep him confused and guessing. Edwyr's path had been clear from the moment he had
reached that conclusion. Now if only he could get the swordsman on the idand to cooperate, and the one
on the other shoreto do hispart ....

The swordsman wastired of waiting for the young man to explain himsdlf. "All right, puppy,” he
snarled, "go ahead and run away pretending you've beaten me. But it won't take me long to get off this
idand. And when | do, I'll be after you and I'll chase you until—"

"Mitsuyamasent you," Edwyr interrupted calmly. Hefdt gratified by thelook of surpriseswhich
flashed across the other man'sface. "But don't forget, he sent a second man, too. Someone to watch
you, see how well you did, and report back. Most likely, he has orders not to get involved, just observe.
And as soon as he redlizes what's happened, hell head back for Mitsuyamal's fortress to report.”
Involuntarily, the swordsman's eyes twitched shoreward asif trying to see whether the other man was
doing what Edwyr had suggested.

"Inany case," Edwyr continued with asigh, "you'd better faceit. Y ou've failed. And you know what
that means for one who serves the Supreme Lord of the Plain.”

The man's mouth dropped open and he turned pal e as the implications of what Edwyr had said sank
in. He'sright, he thought in anguish. If | return to Mitsuyama, I'm adead man!

"My adviceto you," the young man suggested gently, "isto stay asfar away from your former master



aspossible. | wouldn't even land on that shore again. In fact, since I've heard Mitsuyamasreach isas
long as hismemory, alittle vigt to the Home Vdley, perhaps even apilgrimageto First Touch, might bea
very hedthy trip to undertake at this point.”

A look of sadness settled over Edwyr's features. "I'm redlly sorry you have to suffer thisway, friend.
But you can see | have no choice. And | think you'll agree thisisamuch better outcome for you than the
duel would have been. Because, you see, | would have killed you very quickly. Y ou're not very good
with that sword, you know. If you were, Mitsuyamawouldn't have sacrificed you so readily.”

Thunderstruck, the swordsman just stared at the young man in the boat. Everything he saysistrue,
the older man realized. Suddenly he knew for certain that the Seeker of the Way of the Sword would
have killed him easily. Hiskneesfelt wesk and watery, histhroat dry. His hands trembling dightly, he
shesthed his sword.

For severd moments he smply looked down at his empty hands. Then he lifted eyesfilled with
uncertainty and fear and looked quickly at Edwyr. He couldn't meet the Seeker's cam gaze for more
than aningant. "Yes," hemumbled. "Yes. | think | will vist the HomeValey." With that he turned and
shuffled off down theidand toward itsmiddle.

Hisface still sad, Edwyr watched him go. Findly, he pulled the oar out of the river bed and began to
row thoughtfully back toward the shore.

One obstacle surmounted, he thought. One smdl one. He chuckled. The PlainsLord would not be
happy over the outcome of thislittleincident. Helll send others, Edwyr was sure, to amend the situation
and seek revenge. He looked toward the shore and noticed asingle figure heading rapidly westward. Ah,
he thought, there goes the second one now. | wasright.

So. Now it really beging He smiled. At least it won't be aboring journey! With alaugh, he gave the
oar amighty shove and swept shoreward.

BOOK IV

YOLAN THE KEEPER

XI

"l won't stop!" the young woman shouted angrily.

Mother Elena sat quietly, watching her. Only the older woman's raised eyebrowsindicated her
surprise at the other's outburst. When she spoke, her voice was cam. "Thisisn't the way weve trained
you, Yolan. Control yourself. Repest the Litany afew timesto regain your composure.”

"Damn the Litany! Damn composure! Were not in the Home Valley and there aren't any Mushin
around! I'll bedamned if I'll be calm and double damned if I'll stop!™

"Yolan, Yolan, it'sfor your own good," crooned the older woman.

Y olan laughed harshly. "For my own good! Hal It'sfor the good of the Sisterhood, for the good of
the Free Council. But it's not for my good or the good of the settlers out there grubbing aliving on the
Plain. Oh, why won't you fools open your eyes and see”

Mother Elenashook her head. "It's you who refuse to see, my Daughter. Y ou who refuse to open
your eyesto the Truth of the Way." she Sghed. "Here on the Plain we never experience the Mushin,
thank Jerome, so | can understand how hard it must be to understand.

"But | havefdt them, my dear, fdt the burning of their probing, itched with the gnawing fear they
bring. And I've walked the ruins of First Touch, over the very ground where our ancestors murdered
each other when the Mushin brought the Madness. I've lived in 'hoods where Grandfathers fill Sitin
dark, silent cells and men pretend to do their bidding. I've joined with other Brothers and Sisters, Fathers
and Mothersin feeding the mind leeches to keep them chained to the 'hoods as Jerome planned.



"I've seen these things, experienced them. | know the Way isright. It'sthe only hope we have here
on Kensho."

"| don't doubt that, Mother,” Y olan replied. Her voice was calmer now, but sill held ahard core of
un-dissolved anger. "But | don't see what dl that has to do with me, here on the Plain. What you ask is
impossible. | will not—cannot—stop."

A look of perplexity passed across the face of the older woman. "But don't you see that the Free
Council ..."

"The Free Council!" Y olan said bitterly. "Why should | have any love for the Free Council? They
ripped my parents awvay from their work, their home, their friends and threw them out onto the Plain! The
trees, the mountains, the valeysthey loved, the 'stead they had lived on for so long—all gone! If it hadn't
been for me, the Council probably wouldn't even have |eft them each other. A lot of coupleswere split
up.

"And why?Why did they do such ahorrible thing? Because they were afraid! Afraid the Way might
be threatened in some obscure way! Gods, to destroy peopl€e's lives for the sake of an idea? What kind
of Scknessisthat?

"So don't bother to play on my imaginary loyaty to the Free Council or to that fat idiot Andretti."” She
thrust her chin forward defiantly and sat glaring a Mother Elenawith cold hodtility.

For severd moments, the older woman gazed silently down at the handsthat lay quietly in her 1ap,
wrinkled and covered with the brown spots that age had brought. | have no answer for such bitterness,
shethought.

It was apity. Yolan wasabright, charming girl. And very adept with the bladed staff. VVery adept.
She would make an excellent candidate for the Sisterhood. Y et she refused to accept the facts that
shaped her life or learn to flow with them.

The facts of the young woman's life were unique and inescapable. She wasthe only daughter of a
former Keegper and Artisan sent out from the Home Valey to live on the Plain when the K eegpers had
been dishanded some fifteen years ago. Y olan had been a child of eight or ten at the time.

The Council had had ahard time deciding what to do with the family. They represented adangerous
combination of talents. The wife, the Keeper of the two, had managed to gather and organize a
prodigious amount of information from the computer on the FHagship. Rather than writing the materia
down as had most of the other Keepers, she and agroup of close friends had carefully constructed a
series of interconnected chants incorporating the data and then had committed them to memory in the
traditiona Keeper fashion.

The husband's abilities complemented the wife's. Hewas askillful Artisan, ahighly creative inventor
capable of turning technical aostraction into functioning redity. With her knowledge and his kill, thetwo
of them clearly represented apotentia nucleus for the renaissance of an Earthlike technology, even with
al the books confiscated.

The debate had been long and soul-searching. Findly, despite the danger, a spirit of compassion had
prevailed. The Council had decided to send the family far out onto the Plain, isolated from their friends
and other settlers, but together.

Swallowed up by the endless sea of grass, they were dmost forgotten. But not quite. And when an
improved plowshare and hitching device dowly spread from west to east across the Plain, someone on
the Council remembered.

Suspicious, they sent Mother Elena, who was the head of a Sisterhood on the Plain, to investigate.
What she had found shocked her. The couple had not given up their work. The Keeper had written
down al the chants and was organizing a network to distribute them among the settlersin her area. The
Artisan was actively experimenting with atechnology geared to the resources and knowledge available to
the settlers.

Even the child was contaminated. She had been raised in the tradition of the Keepers, waslearning
the chants, and was dmost totaly ignorant of the Way!

The Free Council had acted. The woman's writings and the man'sworkshop, including dl his plans
and models, had been burned. The couple had been moved to adifferent location to break the



connections they had made with the local settlers. And the girl had been brought back and placed in
Mother Elenas Sisterhood so that she might learn the Way.

For thelast four years, Mother Elenahad done everything she could to make Y olan understand. But
it was difficult. Thiswas not some small child to be easily molded. Y olan was dready in her twenties and
had been formed by her mother and father. Plus she was very, very stubborn! But the older woman had
kept at it, kindly, patiently, hoping to win this mind back to the Way.

And now thid

Sheraised her eyes and looked at the young woman once more. "Then you don't deny these?' she
asked motioning toward the papers that lay on the table between them.

"Deny them?Why should | deny them?Who e se could have written them? Surely none of the
ignorant little fools here could have doneit. Y es, those are the chants my mother taught me. And if you
knew enough to read and understand them, you'd redlize how well she taught me!”

"And you don't deny that rather than meditating on your lessons, you mutter the chantsto yourself?'

"I don't 'mutter’ them. | chant them. Softly. They have a beauty you could never grasp.”

"But you know such things are proscribed. They endanger the security of the Way. Jerome himsdlf. .

"Jerome never said any such thing and you know it! Jerome was the one who suggested the Keepers
go to the Hagship. Hewasn't afraid of knowledge.”

"How then, my Daughter, do you interpret his Koans?'

"I'm not your daughter,” Y olan gritted out. "And | don't see what Jerome's K oans have to do with it.”

"Precisdy,” answered Mother Elenaquickly, "you don't see. But think amoment. 'The sword in the
sheath is atreasure beyond compare.’ The sword is clearly technology, the sword that cut Earth down
and destroyed it. Jeromeis saying that it must be kept in the sheath, that it must not be drawn here on
Kensho, or elseit will destroy us.

"And his second Koan reinforces this interpretation. 'As the Ronin strikes, oh, how beautiful the
congtant stars’ Obvioudy, he'strying to tell usthat even in extreme emergencies, we must never forget
the Way and its emphasis on the natura life. He doesn't call on technology to save him asthekiller
attacks. He looks at the stars, the Eternal Truth of the Way, as hisonly salvation.”

Y olan snorted derisively. "Rubbish. | can give you ten different interpretations of what Jerome's
Koansmean. You just twist them to support your viewpoint. The Keepers see them differently.”

"But technology nearly destroyed the Home World!"

"And technology isthe only reason we're even here on Kensho!”

"Ah, but once we got here and the Mushin attacked, it wasn't technology that saved the day.
Nakamura had dl the resources of the computer at hisfingertips, al the scientific knowledge of Earth at
hisbeck and call. But he chose not to use them! Instead he concelved the Way of Passivity, complete
with the Grandfathers and the 'hoods and tricked the Mushin into adopting his plan. He did it knowing
that sooner or later someone would discover the Truth and find the Great Way. Jerome did just that.
Without science. Without technology.”

"Also without knowing about the Message." Y olan looked solemnly at the older woman. "1 wonder
how he would have reacted to the Message. In any casg, it changes everything. If Earth does come and
we're fill abackward bunch of farmers scratching a meager living from the soil, we're wide open to
whatever they decide to do with us."

It was the older woman'sturn to smileironicaly. "Y ou dmaost sound like Mitsuyama.™

"I don't like the man any more than you do. But that doesn't automaticaly make him wrong on all
counts.”

"Perhaps. But it doesraise theissue of just how far the Keepers would be willing to go in supporting
him for the purpose of achieving their own gods.”

"Y ou aready know the answer to that. Not at all. None of the Keepers has joined the PlainsLord.”

"One has. We know that. He's not very important, true. But there's nothing to stop others. And
Mitsuyama has launched anew attempt to find and convince Keepersto throw in with him.

"Besdes, even if you aren't on hisside, what's to stop him from taking advantage of the innovations



you'd introduce? How would you keep him from using the things you create for his own purposes? That's
thered issue, you know. How do you keep the fruits of science from being used by evil people for evil
ends? Or what about the smple fact that you can't even foresee the unintended conseguences of your
own discoveries? Surely the people of Earth didn't set out purposely to ruin their world.

"No, Yolan. It's not the 'hoods and the Council who are blind. It'sthose who regject the Way and
refuse to see and understand the lesson of the Home World."

"That's exactly the point! We do see the example of the Home World. We know where they went
wrong. We don't have to repeat their mistakes!

"And we don't rgject the Way. We seeit as essentid in guiding us, in providing the values we need to
keep Kensho from repesating the disaster of Earth. The Way givesus. . .

"Nonsense," Mother Elenainterrupted. "The Way was not intended to serve as an ethica guiddine
for science or technology. It was created to help us survive here on Kensho among the Mushin.

"Besides, ethics never stopped the scientists of the 20th and 21t centuries on Earth from exploring
and developing dangerous areas. They considered scienceto be ethically neutra. They only sought the
truth. What others did with their findings was not their respongibility.

"And they wereright. The science of their time was ethically free. It contained no mora prescriptions.
And every attempt to impose them from outside was doomed to failure or ended in tyranny.

"It's not hard to understand why, either. Higtorically, philosophy and science had been united
disciplines. In ancient Greece, Aristotle had developed anatural science and a philosophy, complete with
ethics, based on the order he perceived in nature from actua observation. Saint Tomas Aquinas took
Arigtotle's hierarchical structure and blended it with Chrigtian ideasto create aunified whole which
related religion, ethics, science and social order in away that dominated Europe for severd hundred
years.

"Then when Galileo and Newton broke the mold with their new views of the way the world worked,
philosophy and ethics were restructured by men like Locke and Descartes. The new science, with its
independent atoms of matter, interacting with each other in predictable patterns, perceived and
comprehended by separate minds, gave rise to political systems like the English and American that
stressed the separateness and independence of individua men.

"I'm generdizing, of course, fainting apicture in broad sweeps of the brush. But the point I'm trying to
makeisthat philosophy and ethics aways derived from the same source as science—from the way men
perceived the world.

"And that's where things went wrong in the 20th century. A new view of the world gradually emerged
with theideas of Eingteinian Space-Time and Quantum Mechanics. But no corresponding philosophy
was devel oped. Why? Because the philosophers had shut themsalves away in their own little corner. And
the religions had refused to face up to the changes that Newton had wrought, so they weren't about to be
ableto deal with Heisenberg. Instead of deriving ethical prescriptions from within the new world view,
those in power tried to impose old forms from the outside. It was doomed to fail. And it did.

"The result was that science went its own way, unaffected by ethical considerations. And ruin came
todl dike.

"Yolan, Y olan. We can't ignore the example of Earth in any way. It'sjust too find, too horrible. The
Way was not meant to be imposed on science and technology in an attempt to force them to accept
ethical presuppostionsthat are not part of their tradition. And since we cannot control them, we must
reject them.”

Y olan was silent for afew moments, looking down at the papers on the table between her and
Mother Elena. When sheraised her eyesto the older woman's, there was a sardonic glint in them. " So.
The Free Council didn't destroy al the books. And it seems you've even gone so far asto study them
yourselves!" She barked asharp laugh. " There's no other way to account for the knowledge you've just
displayed, the names, the history! Surely you didn't think up that little lecture on your own?"

Mother Elenanodded. "Y es, we have looked at the materid. And we gtill haveit, hidden. What we
learned from our investigation just reinforces our determination to keep it hidden.”

Shelooked at Y olan, her eyes seeking some sign of softening, some glimmer of understanding. There



was none. The young woman's features remained as rigid with stubborn determination and righteousness
asever.

I'vefailed, she thought. I've never reached her, not oncein al these years. There'sabarrier between
us, agulf asgreat asthat between Kensho and Earth. | can't change her. All | can try to do is control her.

"Well, my Daughter, you till refuse to stop? | thought so. Then | have no choice. Believeme, | wish |
did. But I can't risk the danger you represent. Y ou're free to move about the Sisterhood. The Sisters are
strong enough to withstand your foolishness. But you may write nothing more and | can no longer dlow
you to pass through the gates. | can't allow your contamination to spread to the settlers.” Sherose from
her cushion and turned her back to the shocked and stupefied ook on the young woman's face. "Go
now," she said with harsh findity. "Leave me."

Xl

| just hope my act was convincing enough, Y olan thought as she turned and |eft Mother Elena. I've
got to wak dowly, head down, asif stunned and defeated. Let them all see methat way as| go back to
my cell. Then close the door and don't even come out for evening medl. That should do it.

Looking deected, her face drawn and tired, she trudged back to her cell. As she passed thellittle
knots of Sisters, she could hear their muted whispers. Finally she reached the rough door, opened it and
stepped into the cool darkness of the tiny room built againgt the wall that surrounded the Sisterhood. She
closed the door, barred it, and threw hersaf onto the narrow pallet that lay on araised platform next to
thefar wall.

A sense of exdtation surged through her as she stretched out. Did the old fool redly think | didn't
know what she was going to do? she wondered. Confined to the 'hood! She snorted in derision. Asif a
herd of ken-cows couldn't escape from this place if they wanted to! The smpletonsreally bdieved that
the two gateswere the only waysin or out. If Mother Elenaknew how many times|'ve left here without
anyone knowing!

That thought gave her pause for amoment. Could the old woman know? No, she decided. | can
read her like abook and there's no indication she's aware of anything more than the writing and the
muttering. She has no idea of the scope of thisthing.

But till, I've got to warn the College. Thisslly restriction will cut into my freedom during the day.

We should be more cautious for awhile, meet only at night the way we used to.

I'll go tonight, she decided. They think I'm thunderstruck, shaken to my very core, unableto do
anything. Fine. So I'll move immediately, not wait for them to have second thoughts and set someone to
watching me.

Good. Tonight itis. Well have to make some shiftsin our organization, but nothing mgor. Best to do
it right away so well run lessrisk. Also, | want to get them started on the next chant as soon as possible.

She settled back and folded her hands over her somach, pleased with her decision. She closed her
eyes, took severa deep breaths, and began to quietly chant the text she would teach that night.
Eventudly, the murmur died away and she dept peacefully . . .

Two moons spilled adim light over the Plain. A bell sounded from the east gate watch and was
echoed from the west gate. The twelfth hour, first of the new day. A shadow flitted briefly on the north
wall of the Sisterhood and was gone. Heading north, an errant breeze caused the long grassto ripple
dightly more than usual. Soon there was nothing to be seen or heard. Within the walls, everyone
dumbered quietly. Even the guards at the gates dozed fitfully at their pods.

About amile and ahalf north of the Sisterhood stood a settler's hut. Several more made low humps
to the east and west. A dark form crept up to the door of thefirst and a hand came from beneath
cloaking robes to knock three times, pause, then twice more, pause, then four final times. The door
swung open, and the form flowed into the blackness within.

Y olan took off her cape and moved to the far end of the single room. No light waslit, but she knew



her way by heart. After afew more moments, another knock was heard and another person entered. The
room stayed dark.

A voice came out of the quiet to her right. "We are dl gathered, Keeper.”

"Isthe College as one?' she chanted.

"Weareasone," came severa quiet voices from the darkness.

"Then know that we must Know."

"Wemust Know."

"To Know, we must Remember.”

"We must Remember.”

"To Remember, we must listen and Keep what we hear."

"Wemust listen. We must Keep."

"We must become K egpers of the Knowledge.”

"We must become Keepers of the Knowledge."

Silence settled over them. No one stirred. Even bresthing seemed to cease. Findly, Y olan clapped
her hands softly, and agreat Sgh camefrom al sides.

"S0," shesaid, "there are problems. Mother Elena has discovered the chants | was writing down to
giveto you for circulation among yourselves. Y ou must learn to do without them. Well haveto go dowly
asareault but Dark Learning isthe best method in any case. Dependence on sight and reading isinferior.
The only eye you need isthat of Mind.

"Also, | have been temporarily confined to the Sisterhood. Which meanswe can't meet in the
daytime any longer. Until the confinement's been lifted, well meet at night. Edwyr will work out a
schedule and inform you al. One of you can leaveit at the usud place for me." There were murmurs of
agreemen.

"Keeper," came ahesitant voice from her left. It wasthat of ayoung man, concerned about
something. "Keeper," he repeated, "1 have news. There are rumors| think you should know about.”

Y olan muttered for him to continue.

"l heard only today that Mitsuyamaislooking for more Keepers. He's scouring the areas near his
territory to find some and makethem join him. 1... | know that's the areawhere your parents were sent
and | wondered..." Hisvoicetralled off in uncertainty.

"Thank you for your news." Y olan's voice was as calm as ever, but her mind was dive with
speculation. Mitsuyamal Looking for Keepersl What if he discovered her parents? She didn't like the
ideaat dl. Reluctantly, shefiled it away for later consideration. There was work to be done now,

K eeper's work.

"Keeper," another voice spoke up. "l have news. Mitsuyama sent the Free Council amessage
accepting thelr invitation to the specid meeting at First Pass. He, dl the Lords, and agroup of sdlected
retainerswill attend.”

Y olan grunted non-committaly. She had heard whisperingsto this effect in the'hood. The only
unexpected thing was the large number of men Mitsuyamaintended to bring with him. The Free Council
had only invited afew 'delegates from the Council of the Lords. Why take along so many? Thiswas
another problem to befiled away now and thought on later.

"Keeper," came athird voice from thefar end of theroom. "I have news. Thereisanew story
sweeping the Plain that it was the K egpers who stole Nakamuras Sword.”

The young woman barely managed to suppress her curse of surprise. "Where did you hear this?' she
demanded.

"A Father from the 'hood over by the Brown Hills was passing and dopped a our well for adrink.
Hetold us. He wastraveling from the east.”

She nodded to hersdlf in the dark. Andretti isup to hisusua tricks: rumor and insinuation. First the
stories that Mitsuyama had stolen the Sword had trickled across the Plain. But no proof had been
produced, so they died out. Now this. It'stypica of the tactics the President of the Free Council
employs, she thought. When he doesn't know which of his enemies did something, he smply accuses
them dl, indirectly, using liesand innuendos. Rotten bastard! Thereisn't even any way we can fight back.



Wejust don't have the communications network Andretti possesses with the 'hoods and the Faithful.

Would anyone believe such obvioudy idiotic tales? Possibly, she admitted. After dl, very few people
know very much about the Keepers, our ideals, methods, and gods. What little the genera public does
know is primarily the result of propaganda spread by the Free Council at the time of the Disbanding. And
because the Keepers are required by circumstances to move dowly and secretly, we haven't had much
opportunity to counteract the vicious liestold by our enemies.

Y es, thisrumor could serioudy hurt the rel ationship weve managed to establish with the settlers, she
redized. It's il such atentative thing, based largely on trust. Right now there's nothing to offer but
long-range hopes and danger. If anything disrupts the tenuous faith they havein our good intentions. . .
Fileit now. Consder it later.

"| thank you al for your news" she said. "Remember to collect everything you hear. Catalog each
item in your mind; correlaeit with the store of information you aready possess. Look for links,
connections, meanings that go beyond the surface. Thusis Knowledge born.”

"Thus do we Know," they responded.

"Isthe College ready?" Y olan asked, her voice assuming aritual tone as she began the rea business
of the evening.

"Weareready."

"Tonight well start to work on the Newtonian conception of Time. Weve dready learned the chant
on Newtonian Space, including the basic axioms of Euclidian geometry. Once we have Timefirmly in
mind, well tackle the concepts of Force, Matter, and Causation. Then well be ready to memorize and
understand the chants on Newton's Mechanics.”

Therewas abrief pause as she settled hersdf on her cushion, carefully arranging the folds of her
gown. She cleared her throat, took severa deep, calming breaths, and composed her mind. Then her
voice began to roll out of the blackness, the phrases pouring through the night to wash over their minds.
Every few sentences she would pause and they would repeat what she had just said.

"What isthisworld that we can know it?
And what are we that we can know?
There was atimewhen Time was twofold,
one within and one without.

Within wastime that had no firmness,
each man beating out hisown.

Without wastimethat dl could sharein,
absolute, unyidding guide.

Measured off infinedivisons,

hours, minutes, nanoseconds.

Howing onward, ever forward,

congtant current to the future.

Speed, location, al unheeded,

coursing sure and never varied ..."

On and on it went for hours, the chant risng and fdling, the united, murmuring replies echoing in the
dark and ringing in the ears. There was a cadence, a hypnotic rhythm that insinuated itself into the mind
and carried it dong, impressing itsalf on the very fabric of the neurons. Synapses closed and opened,
pathways formed and settled in. Memory was born and reinforced. And Keepers cameinto being ...

By the end of the session, Y olan was exhausted. She closed with the standard admonition to
Remember and then sat silent and weary as the others dipped out, one by one, into what was left of the
night. Eventualy, with abrief word of thanksto the host settler, she hersdlf crept off into the darkness.

The grasswas tossing restlesdy beneath arising breeze as she walked dowly back toward the
Sigterhood. A sorm was coming. She looked to the west just in time to see the lone moon that il clung
to the sky swallowed by aragged line of inky clouds. It would probably break before she reached her



destination. No matter. The rain would provide her better cover when she climbed the wall. Head down,
picking up her pace just dightly, sheignored the approaching ssorm and concentrated on the thoughts that
buzzed around in her mind.

They were the usua doubtsthat plagued her after every session with the College. Perhaps they were
only the result of fatigue. Perhaps they were something more.

Istherereally any hope? Or am | just one of aband of blind fanatics desperately trying to keep a
dying thing alive? s our task even possible, or are we only fooling ourselves?

After all, the science of the Home Planet had been more than a series of chants droned in dark
rooms. It had been an evolving community of concepts and ideas, of problems and solutions, of men and
women working toward understanding.

Here on Kensho all we haveleft isthe language of that community. The day-to-day redlity, the
experience of actualy practicing science, isgone. We can't experiment or test the ideasto seeiif they
redly do explain the world as we percelveit. We can only st idly by and intellectudly appreciate the
complex structure of abstract scientific theory developed by our ancestors.

But that was contrary to the very nature and purpose of the whole scientific endeavor. Abstract
theory, in and of itsdlf, smply wasn't enough to congtitute a science. No formalized system, no matter
how logicaly complete or coherent, gave any guarantee asto its own empirical gpplicability. Scientific
theory wasn't an attempt to make 'true’ or 'false statements about the empirica world. At best, it only
referred to such things obliquely and indirectly. One couldn't identify aword with an object, even an
immediately sensed one, in aone-to-one relationship. Things weren't 'this or ‘that.’ They were only
'such-like.’

The red meaning of science wasn't to be found ether inits own immediate logical or empiricd truth.
It wasn't aseries of eterndly 'true or false' statements. Instead it was a collection of conditionaly
‘adequate’ or 'inadequate’ explanations. Scientific theory occupied the crux point between the abstract
and the empirica. Itstrue meaning and value lay precisgly in its explanatory power, inits ability to order
and make sense of the world around us. Even Newtonian mechanics didn't redly assert anything about
the 'true nature' of the world. It smply provided a unified form for our description of theworld, aform
which changed again and again as better explanatory systemswere developed. And aform whose value
lay, a dl times, initsussfulness.

But what happened when science was cut off from the world it was meant to explain, when it was
never applied to redity? Eventualy, no matter how carefully tended, it would sicken and dig,
degenerating into asmplistic empiricism or floating off into utter abstraction and other-worldliness. She
could see no dternatives. Without achanceto practice it openly, al the Knowledge gathered by the
Keeperswould disspate in a stagnant, tradition-bound technology or metamorphoseinto mystica
mumbo-jumbo, void of meaning or vaue.

She sighed. | can dready senseit hgppening. These new ones, they don't really understand. They
memorize, but the real meaning of what they learn is hidden from them.

Damn Andretti! And damn anyone € se who suppressed knowledge for their own political or
ideologica advantage! It was dmost enough to make you want to support Mitsuyama. But she redized
that those who supported knowledge for their own politica or ideologica advantage werejust as
dangerous as those who suppressed it. In either case, knowledge came out second best, subjugated and
controlled by lesser ends and persond expediencies. Was there an answer?

Closeto thewalls of the Sisterhood now, she focused her attention outward once more. The storm
was amost on her and flashes of lightning ripped the sky with increasing frequency. The grasswas
whipping inthewind, hissing vicioudy. Bending low and hurrying dong in an awkward, hunched-over
position, she took what advantage she could of the swishing growth. The north wall she was approaching
was blind, since the guard platforms were at the east and west gates and the wall itsalf wasn't patrolled.
Still, sheused dl possible caution. It wouldn't do to be seen outlined in alightning flash.

The rope she had left hanging was il in place. She waited as severd glareslit the sky. Then, with
theworld dark, and the after-image partly blinding her and anyone who chanced to be watching, she
swarmed, up the rope and over thewall. She landed lightly in the shadow at the base of thewall.



Carefully she untied the rope and coiled it. Moving swiftly from shadow to shadow, waiting for lightning
to blind any watcher, she passed through the 'hood toward her cell, stopping only long enough to replace
the rope in the shed she had taken it from.

With a sudden downpour, therain arrived. In alast dash, she bolted across an open space and came
to her door. She opened it quickly and ducked in, just as ahuge glare lit the heavens with blue-whitefire.
Thelight flooded into her room before she could dam the door shut.

She closed it and stood leaning weakly againgt it, her cheek pressed to the coarse wood. Rigid with
fear, she could barely breathe. For in that |ast flash, as she had swung the door shut, the light had bathed
her roomin adim glow. And over againgt thewall, sitting on her bed, had been adark shape.

Xl

A suddenly un-shuttered lantern poured its yellow light into the tiny room, driving the shadowsinto
the corners. The stern features of Mother Elena gazed angrily at the young woman leaning against the
door. A small, glistening puddle of water spread over the hard-packed floor as the rain dripped from her
wet cloak.

"Where have you been?' demanded the older woman harshly.

"What were you doing?"

Shedid not reply.

Thetwo glared at each other with unconcealed hodtility. "1 cannot tolerate disobedience of my
orders," Mother Elenasaid.

"I cannot tolerate your orders,” snapped Y olan. She had quickly recovered from her surprise a
seeing thewoman in her cell and now stood erect, folding her arms defiantly across her chest. Her heart
was dill beating wildly, but her mind was clear and cool.

"Y ou were confined to the Sisterhood. Where have you been?!

"Out for awak inthe night air. It'shedthy."

"Do you deny you left the Sisterhood?!

"Canyou provel did? Thewhole placeis till adeep. Y ou obvioudy didn't mount any search for me
ingdethewalls. How do you know | wasn't walking over in one of the practice yards?'

"Y ou're sopping wet."

Y olan laughed. " Step outside for amoment. Even agreat Mother like you will find it hard to stay dry
right now! Therain doesn't respect rank!"

Annoyed as much by the young woman's cleverness as by her insolence, Mother Elena kept her
risng anger in check. "1 know you left the Sisterhood. | can't proveit, no. But | know it just the same.
And | suspect the reason why." Her eyes narrowed. "Y ou are your mother's child! Infected with the evil
of the Kegpers! Y ou worship the devil of Science, the Destroyer that maimed the Home World and
forced the Pilgrimage! Deaf and blind to the Truth of the Way, you pollute Kensho with your vile
teachingd”

She stood, her features distorted and hardened by the light of the lantern. Pointing her finger in
accusation, her eyes blazing with righteous indignation, she spat thewords at Y olan. "Y ou area blight, an
infection here on the Plain! Spreading your lies and filth among the settlers! Seeking to reenact the horror
of Earth on Kensho!"

In two steps, she was across the tiny room, her arm raised to strike Y olan. The young woman spun
away quickly and the blow landed on the air. The Keeper laughed and sneered. " Try again, old woman!
Only next time, be prepared to defend yourself!" She flung off her damp cloak and stood in the Ready
Stance of the Way of the Fist.

But the older woman aready had the door open. With aharsh, victorious laugh, she stepped outside
and pulled the door shut, ramming home the bolt on the outside with acrash.



"Thistimeyoull stay hereuntil | let you out, Keeper!" yelled Mother Elena. "And that won't be until |
decide what to do with you! PerhapsI'll send you on anice, long, guarded trip back to visit Father
Andretti! Hell know how to dedl with scum like you!™ The woman laughed triumphantly again. "I'll havea
guard at thisdoor in five minutes, so you might aswell give up. Y ou can't escgpethistimel™

Silent, Y olan stood at the door, her ear pressed against the wood, listening for the sounds of Mother
Elena's departure. Findly, almost drowned by the noise of the downpour, she heard the squelching
footsteps moving away.

Swiftly she stepped back across the room. There wasn't much time! The guards would bein no hurry
to come and stand outside her door on anight like this, but they would be there, nonetheless, in no more
than fifteen minutes. She opened the trunk that stood at the foot of her bed and took out atravel pack.
Working with practiced speed, she emptied her clothes from the chest. Then she pried up afase bottom
and revealed along blade and three sections of rounded shaft. Laying these on the bed, she next took
three wrapped packages from the hidden compartment. Dried strips of Ken-cow mest and carefully
sedled packets of cheese from the same animal. From the pile of clothes she had dumped on the floor,
sheretrieved an undershift, an extrarobe, and severa pairs of socks. She stuffed them into the sack.
Two pairs of sandasfollowed, then the packages of food. Last, apiece of greased paper folded over the
top to help keep theload dry. The blade and disassembled shaft were strapped on after the sack's flap
was secured.

With ajerk, she pulled the mattress from her deeping platform. Then, straining with effort, she tugged
the platform itsdf away from thewall. Behind it, ahole leading down and under thewall wasreveded.

Looking around one last time, she moved to the door and barred it. Then she moved back to the
hole and blew out the lamp. In the pitch dark, she stooped down and crawled into the hole headfirt,
pushing the travel-sack ahead of her. With a sudden curse, she pulled hersalf back out of the hole and
groped about until her hands found her cloak. She turned back again and soon wriggled out of sight.

It wasn't along crawl. The wall wasn't more than four feet thick at its base. The escape tunndl had
taken monthsto build, carefully dug, the dirt smuggled out of her room bit by bit. At times she had dmost
given up. But her mother had trained her well and one of the prime tenets of the Keeperswasto dways
have away of escape. Now she fervently blessed that teaching— Reaching the end of the tunnel, she
pushed hard againgt the planks holding the soil that concedled the exit. At first they refused to budge, but
suddenly, with amighty shove, she was sitting in the hole, covered with dirt and washed by the pouring
rain. She stood, shrugged into her cloak, put the pack on her shoulders, and began to jog through the
storm-whipped grass. Thank the Gods for the rain, she thought. It's dmost dawn, but the clouds and the
downpour make things dark as night.

For dmost an hour, she ran steadily north, putting as much space between hersdlf and the 'hood as
possible. With any luck, it would be hours before they discovered shewasn't in her cell. Exaltation filled
her.

Asshetraveled in the steady rain, however, the excitement of the escape began to wane and her
spiritsto sag. All her efforts with the settlerswould go for nothing now. They hadn't gotten past the very
first chants. With no oneto lead them, they'd soon forget what they knew. But perhapsthey'd at least
remember her fondly and maintain a positive attitude toward the Keepers.

Findly she stopped benegth the shelter of afew scrawny treesthat sood in grand isolation in the
midst of the Plain. Exhausted, she dumped to the ground.

I'm away, she thought. But now what? Do | go someplace new and try to start again? For long
minutes, she pondered her next move. Unableto reach adecision, shefindly fell into afitful dumber.

She woke with agtart to find the sun fighting itsway free of the last, high-flung, tattered remnants of
the storm. Carefully and dowly she stood, hugging close to the tree she had rested againgt, and cautioudy
surveyed the Plain. The only motion wasthat of the waving grass.

Satisfied no one was nearby, she stretched and moved her body to work out the stiffness and
soreness in her muscles. Then she squatted next to her sack and took out one of the packets of ken-cow
cheese. Unwrapping it, she picked out alarge chunk of the firm, brownish stuff and sat back, chewing
and swallowing it with great gppreciation. Nothing like along run through astormy night, followed by



deeping on the damp ground hunched up against a sopping, dripping tree to whet the old appetite, she
thought. From asmall cavity formed between the trunk of one of the trees and alarge branch, she sipped
alittle fresh rainwater to complete her breskfast.

After repacking thefood into her sack, she once again surveyed the Plain carefully in dl directions.
Far off to the northwest was athin line of smoke that undoubtedly came from a settler's hut hidden just
below the horizon. Best avoid that, she advised hersalf. No sensein |etting anyone see me for a couple of
days. Thisisdtill too closeto the Sisterhood.

The only real question was still where to go. Reluctantly, she admitted that her options were rather
limited. Running them over in her mind, she suddenly remembered the news one of the members of the
College had given last night. Mitsuyamawas hunting for Keepersin the areawhere her parents had been
sent. Her concern over what would happen should the PlainsLord find them flared up again.

She made a decision. Perhaps not the best one, but certainly the most human. She would go and
warn her parents. They wereisolated, on purpose, and might not have heard the news. They werein
danger and must be made aware of it. Besides, they might have some ideaas to what she should do next.

Her destination chosen, sheimmediately picked up her travel-sack, shrugged into it, and began to
walk acrossthe Plain, heading directly away from the morning sun. After she had passed the settler's hut
off in the distance to her right, she turned northwest and broke into agentle trot. It was ajourney of
severa days and she wasn't completely sure of their exact location. She estimated atrip of somefive
daysto aweek, barring unforeseen problems.

The unforeseen problem arose on the morning of the second day. She was moving aong at her usud
pace when suddenly she felt an overwhelming premonition of danger. Stopping, she scanned the Plainin
al directions, right out to the horizon. Nothing.

Shaking her head, she moved on again, but at afast walk instead of atrot, and with al her senses
fully dive

Neverthel ess, she dmost ssumbled over the body before she saw it. It was aman, asettler from his
dress, hacked nearly intwo. In his hands he clutched the broken shaft of abladed staff. Then, ahead, she
noticed adight depresson in the grass. Warily, she gpproached, poised for instant flight.

It was further than she thought, and when" she got there, the depression turned out to be aclearing.
In the middle was apartly built hut, not even waist high yet. Init, were awoman and a child, both dead.

Controlling her nausea, she checked the bodies carefully. Cold, but not completely siff. They had
died no more than ten hours ago. Possibly the previous evening.

Finished with the two bodiesin the hut, she began to circle the area, looking for more. Shefindly
found one, not too far north and west of the settler. 1t was the corpse of a man, unshaven and filthy, the
blade of abladed staff protruding from his chest, hisface twisted in ahideousrictus of death. A Ronin.

A shadow crossed her and she looked up with astart. A lone carrion lizard was circling in the sky.
Otherswould soon join it, she knew. Best leave before their presence brought someone to investigate.

What had happened was obvious. The family had been building anew farm in aless settled area of
the Plain. But they had not built swiftly enough. Ronin had found them.

She shuddered at the very name. Ronin. The insane killerswho actualy sought out the Madnessthe
Mushin brought to heighten the ghadtly thrill they felt while daying. Once they had dominated the Home
Valey, murdering asthey chose. The Mushin had used them to control the human population and to
provide orgies of emotion at the expense of the dying. The Mushin fed on emotive energy, and madness
and death were two of their favorite sources.

Jerome had ended al that. He had invented the bladed staff, organized the Faithful, and crushed the
Ronin in their camps at the Passes that led out of the Home Valley. At one stroke, he freed the Home
Valley from the dreaded killers and opened the way to expand onto the Plain.

But not al of the Ronin died. A few escaped out onto the Plain itsalf. They took their Mushin with
them and thus some of the mind leeches managed to avoid the virtual captivity Jerome engineered for the
rest with the establishment of the Great Way in the Home Valey. The Ronin and their Mushin now
roamed the Plain, far fewer in number than before, but till quite fatal to theisolated settlersthey
surprised. Going back to the settler's body, she looked down at him with great sadness. At least he got



one of them, she thought. But she couldn't hold back afew tears as she remembered the child.

Roughly, repressing her emotions, she grabbed the corpse by the hedls and began to drag it dowly
back to the clearing and the partly finished hut. Panting with exertion, she pulled the man into position
next to hiswife and child.

Unable to contain herself, and not redly caring any longer, her tearsflowed freely as she gently
straightened their clothing and arranged each body in asrestful a pose as possible. Finally she tumbled
the haf-wallsin over thefamily, making aburia mound to cover them. The dirt mingled with her tears,
and her face was a streaked, muddy mess by the time she was done.

She stepped back, surveyed her work, and then carefully took in the whole horizon again. By now
there were severd carrion lizards floating in the sky. Feed on the Ronin, she thought a them. He's your
kind.

With onelast look, she began to walk away. | haven't the dightest idea which direction the Ronin
took, sheredlized, so | might aswell keep going theway | planned. The odds are pretty good | won't run
into them. The odds changed early that afternoon.

For severa hoursalow range of stark, eroded hills had been humping up on the horizon. They were
severd mileslong and lay directly across her path. To go around them would be awaste of time and
energy, so she decided to go through.

As she gpproached the hills, a sense of unease began to grow in her mind. It was nothing sharp and
distinct, just avague sense that something was wrong. She dowed her pace and scanned the bare
hillsides ahead. Nothing. Cautioudy she proceeded, her head constantly moving, noting and evauating
every tiny motion with her eyes, every whisper of sound with her ears.

The grass between the hillswas shorter, stunted and lighter in color. The wind died down, cut off by
the masses surrounding her. For the first timein many days, shewaked in relative silence, empty of the
hiss of the swaying grass and the constant breeze. Rather than being relaxing, thisincreased her tension.

The hillsrose higher and steeper, gullied and blasted into harsh forms by the westher. Fedling naked
and exposed in open places, she chose narrow way's, pressing as close as possible to the reassuring bulk
of blank walls.

She entered anarrow defile, literaly tiptoeing. As she moved down it, it twisted at asharp angleto
the right. For amoment, she paused before making the turn, her head cocked, listening and trying to
foresee what lay around the bend. Findly, angry at hersdlf for her hesitation, she stepped boldly out and
around the corner.

The man who was coming quietly in the opposite direction dmost crashed into her, hiseyeswide
with startlement, his mouth around O of surprise. One glancetold her she had found the Ronin. Without
even pausing for thought, she lashed out with her foot, smashing the maninthe groin. A quick step
brought her close enough to jab her rigid hand into histhroat. As he crumpled, she brought both hands
downin agreat arc on the back of his neck. The snap she heard as he hit the ground was immensely
sidying.

A blood-curdling scream brought her head up in ajerk. Some hundred feet further down, the defile
twisted again, thistime to the left. Another Ronin had just stepped around the corner. The man clawed
for his sword and began to run at her.

Instantly, she spun on her hed and fled. Her heart was pounding massively in her chest but her mind
stayed cool.

Find a place to make astand, shetold hersalf. Thereé's no escaping. Run just far enough to find a
place to fight on your own terms. And then kill as many as you can before they kill you.

BOOK V

CONTRARIA SUNT COMPLEMENTA



XV

Father Andretti stood at the window watching the purple light of late afternoon dide through the
Brotherhood. The complex shadowings of the Ko tree were splashed haphazardly acrossthe centra
courtyard and were beginning to creep up the walls of the buildings that stood on its eastern edge.

There was a soft knock on the door behind him. As he turned back toward the cool shadows of the
room, hiseyesfell on severa sheets of paper covered with a crabbed scrawl. Gracel ess, he thought,
crude and hurried, filled with vicious dashes and savage pointsinstead of flowing linesand full circles. It
wasn't bold, merdly cruel . . . and doppy. A mirror of the man's soul, areflection of histrue character.

The knock sounded again. Andretti folded himself down into asitting position on his cushion and
picked the report from the table. "Comein, Burke," he called quietly. The door opened acrack. The
spy's sharp face peered uncertainly into the room. A quick sweep of suspicious eyes and the crack
widened and disappeared as the man stepped into the room.

He bobbed his head nervoudly toward the seated President of the Free Council. "Y ou wanted me,
Father?' His eyes were fastened on the papers held in Andretti's hand asiif fascinated by their existence.

"Sit, Burke." Burke sat. "Thisreport of yours bothers me. There's too much said about some things
and nowhere near enough about others. Likethis," he continued, looking down at the page. "Y ou say,
‘Mitsuyamaintendsto bring the Lords and aretinue of servantsaswell.’ Interesting, but hardly sufficient.
How many Lords? Which ones? Arethey al securely his? And the servants. How large isthe retinue?
Arethey redly servants, or some of his Avengers dressed up as servants?

"And why bring so many?If | remember correctly, only afew delegates from the Council of the
FAains-Lordswereinvited. What's behind his move?'

He dapped the papers down on the table top. "What good is a spy who tells me nothing | haven't
aready heard? Mitsuyama himself told us he was bringing Lords and aretinue. | don't need you to repest
what's obvious! Now | hope you've got something significant to report oraly.”

Burke nodded. Oh, yes, he thought, I've something more important to report oraly. | dways savethe
best s0 you'll never forget how useful Burkeis. Yes, my fine President of the Free Council, | know you
and how to play you as| play dl the others. They think Burkeisjust astupid spy, alittle man who counts
for nothing, amere Group Leader in the Faithful.

Helooked dyly up a Andretti. "Aye, I've moreto tell. No sensein putting things like this on paper;
the wrong parties might read 'em. No senseat all.

"What Mitsuyamas bringing to First Passis nothing lessthan hisarmy. Oh, not al of it. But asmuch
as he can suff in hisretinue and that of the other Lords. Plus, I've heard tdll he's bringing more to follow
behind and on the flanks. They'll be areserve, so to speak, ready for use asrequired.”

"How many?' asked Andretti, his eyes narrowed.

"A good hundred Avengersdl told. Maybe a hundred and fifty."

"All amed?'

"All armed, though the swordsl| be hidden in baggage and beneath robes.”

Andretti stood and began to pace the floor. "Then he means to contest the appointment if the specia
Coundil ratifiesit.”

"Aye, with cold sted.”

"Cursethat man! Hell push usinto abloody war!" For several moments he paced about, muttering
softly to himself. Finaly he stopped and stood over Burke, a determined look on hisface.

"The Faithful. Can we count on them?"

"Sorry to say, but they're a mixed bag, Father. Some of ‘em we can count on. Some we can't. If we
could only find the Sword and prove the Plains Lordstook it . . ."

Andretti waved hishand in dismissal. "That doesn't seem very likely. Of coursetherésawaysa
chance the Seekers will turn up something, but so far they haven't done any better than you did. | find it
hard to believe that Mitsuyamawould just leave the Sword laying around somewhere for some young
Seeker to stumble over.



"No, we have to plan for the worst. Weve got to be sure we have a sufficient number of men at the
gpecid meeting to neutrdize anything Mitsuyamamight do. And that meansloya men.”

"Loyd and amed?’

The older man nodded.

Burke felt a sense of excitement rising. Control your fedings, he cautioned himself. Don't let on how
good it'sdl working out. He cleared histhroat. "Aye, loyd and armed it is. That meansthe Faithful.”

"The Faithful, backed by a selected group from the 'hoods. And perhaps some of the Seekers. But
the Faithful will have to be the bulk of our support, Burke. Can you seeto it that only thosetotdly loya
to the Free Council are picked as delegates? And that they come armed, with their bladed staffs hidden
somehow?'

The spy's eyes darted up to look at Andretti's face, then down again at his own hands, twisting
together nervoudy. "Aye, | can do that. I'll pick the men mysdlf, Father. | know thoseto trust, those who
can take orders and aren't afraid of standing up to the Avengers. I'll pick 'em and lead 'em mysdif. I'll
take care of thewholething. Leaveit dl to me."

"Good. Do it. Give me dl the details when you've worked out a plan. Well coordinate your group
with Brothers and Fathers| organize." He rubbed his hands together. "L ord William Mitsuyamamay be
infor asurprise. A very nasty surprise.”

Aye, thought Burke. And he may not be the only one! With ajerky bow, he stood and left the room.

Mitsuyama strode angrily back and forth. imson stood with his arms crossed over hischest, agrim
gmileregting lightly on hislips. The soldier who had been giving the report was ill knedling inthe middle
of the room. Every time the PlainsLord came near him he cringed.

Theroom itsdlf was smdl and plain, awindowless antechamber to Mitsuyamas more extensive
quartersthat he used primarily as an office for transacting business when the Council wasn't in sesson.

"Damn!™ hisvoice crackled with suppressed rage. He stopped next to the soldier, towering above
him, glaring down at the man. The soldier hung his head, unableto meet hisLord'sfury.

"S0, the young Seeker tricked Villaverde. And we gill don't know a damn thing about his abilities.”

"Weknow he'sclever,” commented Jmson drily.

Mitsuyama snorted, his anger dowly cooling down. "But how good aswordsman is' he?

"What did that stupid bastard Villaverde do? Did he just stay on theidand? Or did he follow
Edwyr?'

“I...I...don't know. You said to come back and report as soon asthe fight was over. When ... |
saw the Seeker coming back . . . done... intheboat, | ... | just came back. Lord, |—"

"Did Villaverde see you?" interrupted Jmson.

"Yes, gr. When the ferry landed he—"

"Then hewon't have followed the Seeker!" The renegade laughed harshly. "By now he's probably
half way to First Touch and gaining speed!”

"If heisn't, hell wish hewas!" growled Mitsuyama. He looked down at the quivering soldier. "All
right, Durpee, get the hdll out of here. Y ou're alousy spy, but you did your job within the narrow limits of
your mediocre intelligence. Because you succeeded in bringing back some information you get double
pay thisweek. But because you failed to get dl you could have you'll draw double duty next week. Get

When the man had | eft, bowing and murmuring obsequioudly, the Plainsl_ord returned to his cushion
and sat. He glanced at Jmson and motioned him to st aswell. "Well, what's your anays's, renegade?’

Jmson gazed at the floor for amoment before answering. "1 think the Seeker's harmless. Hewon't
find the Sword, even if he comesright here to thefortress. | don't think we should waste any more men
testing him. Let him cometo us. Once here, hélll be at our mercy.”

"But what about the Avengers? What if he should find out about them and report back to Andretti?"

"Weve got enough men on patrol to make that unlikely. | doubt hell dip through the net, especidly
gnce he doesn't know it'sthere. No, let him come. Once he's here, we can question him, seeif he knows



anything of interest, and then digpose of him asyou seefit, Lord."

"Question him, Jmson? And if he doesn't want to talk? I've heard the Seekers are very quiet types
when not around their own."

"Then torture him, Lord. Let me handleit. | know the Seekers. | can make him talk. He could be a
goldmine of information. After al, the spy said he was the leader of the Seekers. He might know a good
deal about Andretti's plans.”

Mitsuyama nodded, his eyes|ooking abstractedly off into space, his expression one of vague musing.
"Yes" hereplied softly. "I'll think about it. Perhaps you're right, renegade.

"Now, are the men ready? Have they learned their roles? The Meseting is less than two months off.”

The ex-Seeker shifted hisweight uncomfortably. "Well, they're coming along. Weve worked out the
drill on getting to the wespons concealed in the baggage. But there are problems with those concealed
beneath the robes. The best place to hide swords is across the back. But they're hard to get at unless one
takes off hisrobe. It's awkward."

"Then have the men fight without their robes! Fix the robes so they split easily dong the back seam or
something. Then they can rip them off each other quickly.

"L ook, renegade, | don't care how you manageit. Just do it and make it work. | want those men to
respond instantly. One minute they're to be unarmed retainers, scattered haphazardly about. The next,
they must be armed Avengers, in battle formation and ready to attack. There must be no delay.

"Now, the reserves. Have they learned the marching orders| gave you?'

"Yes, Lord. Unit One under FHammauwill be on right flank. WWhen we come within two hours of First
Pass, they'll op and wait, then advance at first light, singlefile, to enter the pass and hug theright side.

Unit Two under Drummond will do the same on theleft flank. Choi's Unit Three will Say inreserve at
the western mouth of the pass. We can fal back through them, if necessary.”

"But they’ Il be mounted on Stridersif | need them to break any defense Andretti might set up?'

"They'll beready, Lord. Ready and eager.”

"Good, good. Jmson, well do adry runin oneweek. Anyonewho falsin his part will be
immediately executed in front of the Avengers. Anyone. Let them dl know how serious| am.”

"Yes Lord."

"Now leave."

Jmson stood, bowed low, then turned and swiftly |eft the room.

Andretti ood looking at the door for several minutes after Burke had |ft. There was something
about the little man's behavior that disturbed him. He couldn't quite put hisfinger on it so he pushed it out
of hismind, promising himsdlf to return to it at amore opportune moment. Right now he had something
more important to consider.

What were Mitsuyama's actua intentions? The man was so devious, nothing he did could be taken at
face vaue. All the possible combinations and permutations had to be thought out. The PlainsLord
delighted in intricate schemesfilled with false leads, diversions, feints, and ploys. No action ever had a
ample, straight-forward purpose. There were dways whed swithin whedls.

Y et, twist hisinformation as he might, Andretti could only come up with one plausible answer:
Mitsuyamaintended area showdown. He can't accept my appointment by the Council as Way-Farer.
He'srun out of maneuvering space; he hasto act. Hell do everything he can to stop rétification at the
mesting, but when that foils, hell resort to the sword. Monstrous! The man'swilling to plunge Kensho
into awar to force hiswill on the Free Council!

A sharp sense of sadness and |loss dmost overwhelmed him. How tragic to think that amere three
generations after Jerome had reveal ed the Way and freed men from the Mushin, we're dready at each
other'sthroats, ready to kill. Even now, after so much hard work, suffering, and desth, it would take so
little to undo al the progress we've made in realizing Nakamuras dream.

All themorereason | must not fail, he told himsalf with fervent determination. | must not, will not,
yield to Mitsuyama!l For the sake of the entire human race, | must be victorious!



Strange, he mused, that it should be me, here, at this exact moment in history. I've dedicated my
entirelifeto the Great Way, hoping that someday | might make a contribution to it, no matter how
inggnificant. Because | believein the Way, believe that it's the most important thing on Kensho, both for
mankind's present and for our future. Any interference with it, or with the indtitutions that guard and
perpetuate it, is tantamount to treason to the human race!

Neverthdess, Andretti redlized that despite his belief and his untiring efforts, he had dwaysbeen a
failure at the one thing which counted most. He had never experienced Satori. Without it, he knew he
could never repeat Jerome's direct, intuitive understanding of the meaning of the Great Way. Knowledge,
according to Jerome, had to be firmly rooted in the persona experience of Satori. Of course, oncethis
subjective redlization had been achieved, it had to be recaptured in the light of reason so that an
objectively confirmed understanding could be attained. But thefirst step, the crucia one, had to be taken
in Satori. Abstract, intellectuad understanding was not enough. Y et that was al the President of the Free
Council seemed to be capable of.

For along while he had despaired of ever accomplishing anything meaningful for the Way. How
could he hopeto extend or improveit if he didn't even understand it? Ashamed and disturbed by his
inability in thisrespect, yet never flagging in hisfaith and determination, he had worked dl the harder to
excel in other ways. Sensing his eagerness to take on tasks considered onerous by most, the Way-Farer
and the other Fathers had added to hisresponghbilities until Andretti had had to abandon hisfutile
attempts at enlightenment for lack of time. In this manner he had dowly but surely risen up through the
ingtitutiona hierarchy of the Great Way until now he stood at itstop.

And now he was suddenly the right man in theright place a theright time. At long last, hewasina
position to do something significant for the Way. Something no one €l se was capable of doing. Even
Johngton, for al his enlightenment, had never grasped the danger represented by Mitsuyama. Only he,
Father Andretti, had seen it clearly and known what must be done. If he succeeded in hisefforts, he
would go down in history second only to Jerome himself. Jerome had been the founder of the Great
Way. Andretti would beits preserver.

What was this Great Way he was dedicated to saving? Its teachings had been repeated to him so
often that every word was as much a part of him as hisown name. His knowledge of it, even though it
might beintellectua instead of intuitive, was nevertheess quite extensive.

The Great Way was Jerome's solution to the problem of the Mushin. It was the answer he had found
after spending many years searching for the way to freedom hinted at in Nakamuras Koan. This cryptic
message, handed down from the origina leader of the Pilgrimage to Kensho, said that a man could be
free of the mind leechesif he followed the way that led to "the place where he dwelt before he was born.”

The core of the Great Way was Jerome's discovery that human susceptibility to the Mushin was
caused by the view individuas held of their reationship with the world around them. Most men perceived
the world as being filled with solid, enduring, independent, materia bodies. Consciousness of thisworld
and of thethingsin it was the result of an interaction between the senses and mind of the individua and
the objects of which the world was composed. From the very start, then, a person'sworldview was the
result of his"Being-in-the-world."

Sincetheworld was avery redl place, theindividua's success, even his survival, depended on the
accuracy and usefulness of the image his consciousnessformed of it. His continued "Being-in-the-world"
was determined by his ability to discriminate between Sdf and Other and to distinguish which forms of
Other were beneficid to SAf and which harmful. The natural end-result of this process was the cregtion
of aseparate, persistent, egocentric 'l The rest of the world became mere 'equipment’ to be used to
support this'l.'

"Equipment,’ however, often resisted being used. It regularly refused to cooperate or sacrificeitself to
satisfy the'l.' Thisquickly led to the universe being perceived as a hostile place, full of conflict and
opposed to the wishes and wants of the Self. When consciousness saw theworld in thisway, it inevitably
and necessarily limited perception to anarrow focus, concentrating on those things, or aspects of things,
relevant to successful "Being-in-the-world." Everything ese tended to beignored. Men clung franticaly
and blindly to those thingswhich fulfilled their needs, whether object, person, or idea. They eagerly killed



each other over aworthless bauble, entire races were wiped out to prove a point.

It was precisaly thiskind of involvement with the objects of the world that gave the Mushin their
opening. Desirefor the ‘equipment’ necessary to satisfy the Salf was endless and could never be
permanently fulfilled. Inevitably, it led to frustration. Frustration, in turn, was attended by awhole gamut
of emotionswhich congtantly smmered within the mind and made it a perfect source of emotive energy
for theinvisble mind leechesto feed on. The creatures took the emotionsthey found, intensfied them by
cycling them back through the mind in a spiraing feedback loop, and then feasted when the
over-burdened mind exploded in afrenzy of Madness.

The history of the Home World wasfilled with examples of religious, philosophical, socid, and
politica systemsthat had attempted to overcome or resolve this conflict between the'l' and the world.
Most of them had failed, even without the presence of the Mushin to aggravate the situation. A few had
been more successful. Unaware of their teaching, or even of their existences, Jerome's search had
nevertheless pardlded severd of these sysems. Eventudly, experiencing what the ancients had called
'Enlightenment’ or 'Satori," he found the answer he was looking for.

In Satori, the whole ego-centric perceptua structure of the 'I' was suspended. Sensing became
immediate and direct. Thingswere known in and of themselves. The Thing-in-itself emerged and was
experienced totdly as-it-isat the instant of perception. Initsimmediacy, it was necessarily complete and
self-contained, without connection, continuity, or meaning beyond the moment of its sensed existence. It
wasin, of, and for itsdf alone.

In Satori, the world could no longer be viewed as ‘equipment’, for the Thing-in-itself, being utterly in
itsalf, could not be percelved in terms of any relationship with the'l' Even opposites disappeared from the
universe, Snce opposition implied connectedness.

Without 'equipment’ or opposition, there was nothing for the 'I' to define itsdf againg. It dissolved.
And consciousness, source and servant of the'l', vanished along with it.

The pure perception of Satori failed utterly to discover anything, including the sensing Sdif, that
transcended the moment and was enduring. The 'equipment’ of ordinary perception was reduced to the
Thing-in-itsalf of direct sensing. Consciousness, and the'l' that had developed in response to the needs of
Being-in-the-world, disappeared as the universe of opposition it had created melted away in
disconnectedness. All that remained was the perception and the perceived, joined and inseparable.

But the disintegration of everyday redity did not stop there. The degper Jerome went into Satori, the
more profound it became. The pure perception of Satori was amomentary, fleeting thing, existing only at
the Here-Now instant of sensing. It implied nothing beyond itself. The same disconnectednessit
discovered between the Thing-in-itsalf and the rest of the world, applied equaly to the moment by
moment perception of the Thing-in-itself. For example, the fact that athing was sensed asred, round,
and firm at thisinstant in no way necessitated or evenimplied that it would be red, round, and firm at the
next ingtant. Such a conclusion smply went beyond the competency of pure perception. And if the
sensed object was somehow removed for the moment, so that it was no longer perceived, it no longer
existed in any manner that could be determined by the sensesaone.

Furthermore, the senses were, by their very nature, fragmentary, partia, and limited. They were
incapable of percaiving athing in its entirety. Ordinarily, consciousness, functioning as
Being-in-the-world, organized the digointed piecesinto a picture of the whole. Over time, with repeated
sensings, this picture could be corrected, added to, and improved upon until aworkable semblance of
the actual object had been constructed. But there was no consciousness, nor any "over time," in Satori.
So the fragments remained isolated and no whole could be discerned.

The result was that without consciousness to construct a coherent, enduring perceptua framework,
redlity utterly collgpsed. Even the Thing-in-itself fell gpart into what could only be caled No-thing. And
the universe was transformed into a place of flowing and motion, of restless becoming and ceasdess
change, where permanence was amere deception, atrick played by a prankster who no longer existed.

In the face of this experience, the absurdity and futility of clinging to the things of the world was
clearly reveded. Jerome redlized that he had found the place of freedom hinted at in Nakamura's Koan.
The "place where he dwelt before he was born" smply meant that aman had to put hismind back inits



origina condition. Before he was born, before his mind experienced Being-in-the-world, before his
consciousness created the 'l', there were no preconceived perceptua frameworks. No world of
opposition existed and there were no entanglements with equipment.’ A mind in this condition was
No-mind. It left no opening for the Mushin sinceit clung to nothing and never experienced frutration.
Here, a last, men could find refuge from their enemies and the Madness they brought.

Y et Jerome recognized that there was great danger here aswell. The very message which freed men
from the Mushin could, if carried toitslogica conclusion, set them adrift in ameaningless void of despair.
For if the world view derived from the experience of Being-in-the-world was nothing but adeluson, if
there was no true persstence in everyday redlity, if even the Self was merdly atrick played by
consciousness—where then was Purpose in the Universe? How could one act in such aworld? And
why?What possible vaue could there be in struggle, even againgt the Mushin, if everything was ultimately
No-thing, if Entropy and Meaning were one?

When the answer came, it brought Jerome full circle back to his starting point in the everyday world.
He noticed that the transient, differentiated sense data he experienced in Satori appeared to be
embedded in some sort of background. They rose from, and fell back into, an undifferentiated continuum
which couldn't be seen by the eye, heard by the ear, felt by the hand, tasted by the tongue, or smelled by
the nose.

This continuum was un-sensed and un-sensible. It could never be defined or described in terms of
what-it-is, becauseit could only be gpproached in terms of what-it-isn't. Empty, it wasfull of crestive
potentia, brimming with an endless variety of possibilitiesthat were redized, sustained, and then
reabsorbed. It was (he undifferentiated source of dl differentiations, the Unity that gave birth to dll
opposites and findly resolved them once morein Unity. Through it, al thingswere related to dl things,
each having the same source as the other, and al being determined by their mutua relationship and
involvement. In it, everything was reduced to the same level, no one thing more fundamental than the
next, sncedl had theidentica origin. Even the continuum itself was not fundamentd. It was smply al
possible things, amultaneoudy exigting in both their differentiated and undifferentiated Sates. Jerome
cadled it the Ultimate Void.

Y et this Ultimate V oid was not mere random fecundity. No matter how chaotic it might appear at
first knowing, certain forms undoubtedly repeated themsalves with rdative frequency. Otherwise, the
mind would ssimply be unable to create a useful perceptua framework and it would be literdly impossible
to put onefoot down in front of the other with any certainty of being able to walk. But the fact was that
Being-in-the-world was possible; consciousness could congtruct alivable, relatively coherent world to
livein.

Even acknowledging the limitations of the senses through which the mind received the information it
used to create itsworld view didn't make any real difference. It only meant that the patterns discerned
were limited and subject to change, aqudification which was completely understandable given the infinite
character of the Void.

Nor was there any suggestion here that the world was merely Mind-stuff or illuson. However falible,
limited, subject to delusion and downright inaccuracy the objects created by the perceptua structures of
consciousness might be, they were nonethelessreal. The sword cut, and that wasthat. In no way total, in
no sense determinate of any "truth,” the word-view of Being-in-the-world could only be judged on the
ground of whether its gpproximations were adequate or inadequate as abasis for successful action. The
find, acid test dwayslay in experience.

When Jerome had begun hisjourney to understanding, mountains had been mountains, trees had
been trees, and streams had been streams. Then, as he had passed beyond the everyday world and
gazed upon the No-thingness Satori reveded, everything had lost its shape. Mountains were no longer
mountains, the trees no longer trees, and the streams something other than streams. Findly, by way of the
Ultimate Void, he returned to the beginning. The mountains were once again mountains, trees were trees,
and streams were streams. Everything was the same, but utterly different.

Thiswasthe find meaning of Nakamura's Koan. At last Jerome had truly found the place where he
had dwelt before he was born. Aware of both the redlity and the nothingness of the world around him,



immersed and one with the VVoid even while separate, he was as unfettered by the delusions and
attachments of everyday life as he had been before his eyes opened for the first time. He could once
again act in the everyday world without hesitation and without fear of the Mushin.

And through his actions, Purpose re-entered the Universe as ahuman vaue rather than a
transcendent one. Struggle, especidly to free the mind from the Mushin, gained meaning because it was
the mind that created meaning. Human awareness, no matter how partia or imperfect, reflected,
contained, and involved every other possibility in the Ultimate Void. Inturn, it was equaly reflected,
contained, and involved in them. Without consciousness, the Void itself could not exigt. It wasinfinite and
must contain every potentidity, including consciousness before it could beitsaf. Meaning and Entropy
were not one, though both came from the One and eventudlly returned there. Mankind, for al its
fdlibility, was an anti-entropic element in the Universe, and the crestion of Purpose and Meaning were at
least part of itsfunction.

Developing amind capable of action-without-attachment in the day-to-day world was the centra
purpose of the Great Way. Jerome's hope, corroborated by the computer on the Flagship, was that
eventually, through the pressures of natural selection caused by the Mushin, the mentd attitude developed
by the Way would become natural and hereditary among the human population on Kensho. But the
computer had aso estimated that it would take at |east ten to twel ve generations, some three to four
hundred years, before such atransformation would be widespread!

Jerome was unwilling to accept the desth and suffering such a prospect entailed. He decided to
short-circuit the process by introducing the Great Way. Teaching as many as could learn, he had turned
the 'hoods from places where the Mushin kept men and women in docile captivity as emotiond cattle,
into tragps which tied the invisible creatures to their food source. Thisfreed the rest of humanity to expand
beyond the limits of the Home Vdley, to grow and live their lives without fear of the Mushin and the
Madness.

Thisiswhat I'm defending againgt Mitsuyama, Andretti told himsalf. Nothing less than the happiness,
sanity, life, and future of every man, woman, and child on Kensho!

Andyet...andyet ... thedoubt echoed through hismind. I do not, can not, shareinit fully.
Jerome had often said, when people had asked him to tell them of the Way, that he could only ask them
to wak it with him. He told them there was nothing he could say, no wordsthat could equd the
experience. Unlessthey actually walked it themselves, they were like would-be travelers who, instead of
making thetrip, stay at home and read guidebooks.

| stay at home. | stay and hold the gate against the barbarian that others may travel. That ismy
dedtiny.

But someday, he vowed, | will lay aside my burden and sit until | achieve Satori and stand where
Jerome stood, firmly and completely on the Way. Someday, he repested the pledge. Perhaps when
Mitsuyama has been crushed and the Way isforever free from danger.

Let it be soon, atiny voice cried from the depths of his soul. Let it be soon. For | am old and weary
and sense the approach of night.

Mitsuyamawaited afew moments after the door closed behind Jmson, then turned hafway on his
cushion toward the inner door that led to hisrooms. "What do you think?" he asked softly.

A woman entered with afluid movement and knelt in front of him. Her hair was loose, long, and
blue-black. There was great strength in her face and the curve of her jaw. Her full lipswere set in afirm
line which made them seem decisive rather than sensuous. Her eyeswere large and liquid brown, but a
hardness glinted in their depths that matched the rest of her demeanor. Dressed in arobe as plain as her
Lord's, Miriam Mitsuyama, wife of the Supreme Lord of the Plains, was not awoman to be
underestimated. Shewore adagger in plain Sght at her wast.

"Where will Jmson be at the Pass, Lord?"

"Commanding the Bodyguard, asusud."

"l would advise you to see he meets with an accident before then, William. | wouldn't trust aman like



that behind me a the moment of victory."

"But hesdill useful.”

"Then usehim up quickly."

"Hmmmmmm. Perhgps something could be arranged on the march itsdlf.”

She bowed. "Shall | seeto it? Perhaps something in hisfood?"

Henodded. "Yes. If | don't find a better way before then. | have afedling he may find hisown end,
though. | sense hisfate approaching acrossthe Plain.”

"The Seeker?'

"Somehow the two are joined. The Renegade and the Faithful. Perhaps they were meant to cancel
each other out. It makes aneat equation.”

"Surenessis better than nestness.”

"We havetimefor both.”

They were silent for amoment. Then Miriam spoke. "This Seeker isan unknown. | don't likeit.
Jmsonistoo casud about him."

"The lad is clever, no doubt about it. Histrick with Villaverde was perfect. He foiled our attempt to
fed him out with an ease that makes one pause. | couldn't have done better mysdlf. | admit I'm curious
about him. It would be interesting to do as Jimson suggests and | et the lad come here.”

"No. | think he must die. As soon as possible. He makes me very uneasy, William."

"Feminineintuition?" helaughed softly.

"Cdl it what you will," she replied with stony cam, "but I'm seldom wrong, Lord.”

"What do you suggest?'

"No more half-measures. Send out some men. With ordersto kill on sight.”

"lan't that rather extreme?"

Suddenly she smiled and her whole face was transformed with asensua beauty that took the breath
away with its very unexpectedness. "William, give methisonething. I only want it for your sske."

Fascinated as dways by her rapid changes of character, he nodded and stood. "Yes. Youll have
what you want. And now I'll have what | want."

"What we both want," she whispered as she moved to him.

Physicaly shaking himself out of hisblack mood, Andretti forced his mind back to practica matters.
It'stime, he decided, to tally and order my forces for the confrontation at First Pass. | can count on
support from the 'hoods. But | must seeto it that those chosen as del egates to the meeting are Masters of
one of the Ways, men and women capable of holding their own against Mitsuyamas Avengers. Magters
of the Way of the Staff might be best because they can carry their wegpon with them without arousing
suspicion. And the staff can be aformidable weagpon, even against the sword.

He estimated it would be impractical to arm and organize the settlers or 'steaders. Many knew how
to handle the bladed staff, but there was no way to set up a central command system to train them to
work as aunit. He was making sure that as many as possible were sympathetic to the Free Council's
position by having the delegate selection take place in the 'hoods. Well, he concluded, they won't do as
soldiers, but at least they'll count in terms of numbers on our side.

What about the Seekers? he asked himsdlf. They were swordsmen to be reckoned with! He had no
doubt that one of them was equa to ten of Mitsuyamas half-trained Avengers. There weren't very many
of them, and the best of the lot were presently spread out all over the place looking for Nakamura's
Sword. But they were al dueto return at least aweek or so before the meeting. They'd be atremendous
addition to his power.

But would they be willing to support him? A nagging doubt crept into histhoughts. Would they
accept him as Way-Farer?

The Seekers had been completely loya to Johnston. The old Way-Farer had once been a Seeker
himsdlf. He had walked the Way of the Sword, that dangerous, narrow path created by Jerome for those
few ableto follow it. Andretti had awaysfelt it was somewhat superfluous and irrdlevant and couldn't



imagine why Jerome had developed it in addition to the Great Way.

In any case, Andretti admitted, I'm no Johnston. I've never studied the Sword. | can't hopeto
command the respect and devotion the Seekers showed the old man. It'sfoolish to expect them to
accept me as competent to lead them in the Way. They'll probably view my gppointment to the
Way-Farership asaformd, palitica thing, evenif it'sratified by the Specid Council.

Wi, if they won't be followers, he wondered, will they be allies? After al, they're asinterested in the
surviva of theWay as| am. And they're dready siding by searching for the Sword of Nakamura, so they
must be somewhat favorably inclined to the Free Council. Or at |east that was the case with the twenty
ex-companions of the Way-Farer led by Edwyr.

A new ideastruck him. Did the twenty represent the rest of the Seekers? Just who or what were
those twenty young swordsmen, anyway?

He thought back to the time, some five years ago, just after Mitsuyama had succeeded hisfather,
when he had first noticed them. They had smply begun showing up &t the Brotherhood, one by one. The
Way-Farer seemed to be expecting each, almost asif he had invited them. Soon, new ones stopped
arriving. The group became a cohesive, isolated unit generaly ignoring the rest of the 'hood. Johnston
began to spend amost every waking hour with them.

Why? he asked himsdlf for the first time. Why had the Way-Farer gathered this group together?
What could they offer the old man that the regular Brothers and Fathers at the 'hood could not? They
hadn't been a bodyguard. That was ridiculous. Nobody would have harmed Johnston. And besides, they
went unarmed in his presence. No, they were more like students or disciples, sitting and listening to the
old man talk for hours, or quietly meditating with him benegth the great Ko tree. But that was nothing
different from what the ordinary Brothers and Fathers had done before the Seekers arrived.

Then what made the twenty trained warriors so important to the Way-Farer? Johnston might not
have been my idea of an effective leader for the Great Way, he admitted, but the man was no fool. He
must have had areason for doing what he did. What could this group of swordsmen befor?

He shook his head with sudden weariness. There are still so many unknowns! Well, at least there's
no harmin trying to get their support when they return. In the meanwhile, | can probe the other Seekers
and Magters of the Sword who stayed behind at the various 'hoods in the Home Valley to see how they
fed.

Andretti sat down on the cushion behind histable. His eyesfell on Burke's report and he was
reminded of the man's strange behavior. Furtive, he thought. But then, he dways seemsfurtive. It'shis
nature. HEs a spy.

No, it was more than that. He was being furtive toward me! That'sit! Burke had acted as though he
wastrying to hide something from mel

His mind raced back over the recent interview. Was he lying to me about Mitsuyamas plans? No,
that wasn't when | noticed his strange manner. It was|ater.

Suddenly it hit him. Burke had done something totally out of character! Thelittle man had actualy
volunteered to do something, something dangerous! He had offered to organize and lead the loya group
of the Faithful to fight Mitsuyamal

Thunderstruck, the President of the Free Council paused to consider the possible implications of
Burke's action. The spy had promised to hand-pick and lead the most important part of Andretti'sforces
at the specid meeting. Would they redlly beloyd to the Free Council? Or would they betraitors,
favorable to the Plains Lord? Was the little man a double agent, the key to an elaborate double cross
being planned by Mitsuyama?

Or perhaps, he thought with a sense of growing wonder, perhaps Burke plays an even deegper game.
Could hejust possibly be planning to let both sdes destroy each other? And then with hisloyd little army
pick up the pieces himsdlf? Could Burke's ambition be to make himsdf the leader of Kensho?

Staggered by the ramifications of his suspicions, Andretti struggled for several momentsto regain his
composure. How can | fight Mitsuyama, he wondered with anguish, when | have no one | can depend
on? Even within the Free Council, | meet with resstance everywhere | turn. Father Olson and Mother
Adeline fight me every inch of the way! Burke betrays me! | have to scheme and argue and persuade



endledy,

But Mitsuyama.... ahhh, yes, the PlainsLord is not bothered by such problems. He can decide and
act ingtantly. A trouble-maker like Olson would smply be iminated! But I, the President of the Free
Council, Way-Farer Elect of Kensho, must patiently endure infighting, bickering, and treason!

Y et, he reminded himsdlf, that was the price one paid for freedom. And freedom was the essence
and tradition of the 'hoods, the Free Council, and the Grest Way. Jerome had begun it, Obie had
developed it, Coran had ingtitutionalized it, and Johnston had alowed it free rein. Freedom. Freedom
from the Mushin. Freedom from the Madness. Freedom from the Grandfathers. Freedom to follow the
Way. And even before that, freedom had been the driving force behind the Great Pilgrimage that had
brought humanity to Kensho. Freedom from the horror that Earth had become. Freedom to live a decent,
human life once more.

He shook hishead. | undergtand it dl, hetold himsdlf. Freedom is our heritage and our god. But till,
it's hard to reconcile freedom with the needs of the moment. We need to act, and act swiftly. If we dont,
Mitsuyamamay destroy us and freedom along with us. How much freedom can we sacrifice to save
freedom?

Brooding, he began to plot.

William looked down at his dozing wife. In deep, her face was relaxed. The hardness dissolved in
gentle, sensua curves. She was beautiful.

Careful not to disturb her, herose from the bed. Miriam sighed and turned dightly, but didn't awake.
He dressed, quickly, then returned to stand and gaze down at her once more.

What isit she wants? he wondered. Isit love, power, wedth? A little of each? Or alot? She'swife,
advisor, and friend of the most powerful Lord on the Plain. And one of the most important men on
Kensho. Y et that doesn't seem to be enough. She always reaches for more, more.

He shook hishead. Were dl like that. Take Jmson, for example. He obvioudy isn't content with
being the mere leader of an army, thefirst army ever on Kensho. No, the ex-Seeker wants more. He
wants to be Supreme L ord, to stland herein my very boots, in this room. Mitsuyama snorted. The fool
thinks| can't tdll, thinks| can't seethe little whedls going round and round in his head. Miriamisright.
The man can't betrusted a my back in the moment of victory.

But why? Why does the ex-Seeker court death so stupidly? Once the man walked the Way of the
Sword, seeking Satori and true understanding. Then he stopped. Now he walks the way of
self-destruction, seeking power without any understanding of what he's even risking. Fool! Fool? Yes, a
fool, but one with ambition. Y et what gave fools aswell aswise men ambition?

And then there's Father Andretti. No fool, that man. Clever, determined, dedicated, fanatic, capable
of doing dmost anything, sacrificing amost anyone to protect the Great Way. A believer, that one, and
therefore twice as dangerous as someone who merely desires self-aggrandizement like Jmson.

Father Andretti truly believesin the Way. So heisn't interested in things like wealth or even power.
No, loss of power wouldn't really bother the man. But even ahint of losing his purpose and the President
of the Free Council would set the whole world ablaze with hisfear and anger.

The Great Way iswhat gives Andretti'slifeit’smeaning. He sees himsdf asitsfirgt line of defense, as
its protector against the unbelieving hordes, as the bulwark holding up the whole syslem. Aslong asthe
Way exigts, Andretti has areason for existing. So he takes any threst to the Way as adirect thregt to his
Oown person.

Andif | should defeat the Free Council, if | should prove stronger than the Way, then hiswholelife
has been asilly dream, amere exercisein futility. No man of any intelligence and sensitivity could stand
that. No wonder Andretti would rather die defending his purpose and meaning in lifethan loseit. Even if
the priceisthefuture of hiswholerace. | can dmost admire the man, he grudgingly admitted.

That'swhat'sredlly at stake here, he knew. The future of the wholerace. Thisisn't just asilly spat
between brothers. Thisisahead-on collision between two opposing views of the road man should follow
on Kensho. Andretti faithfully clingsto Jerome's vison with austere, uncompromising purity. The Grest



Way, and only the Great Way, isto determine what men think, how they think, the way they act, the
speed and direction of their development . . . everything. It doneisthe Truth. Mere human reason, mere
logic, areinsufficient as guidesfor the future. There can be no deviation from the Way. Jeromesplanis
fina, un-gpped able, un-changeable. Growth hasto be gradud, restrained, and wholly within the
predetermined patterns of the Great Way. Anything outside that pattern in anathema, blasphemy, treason.

Narrow, narrow, narrow! All Andretti understandsis davish devotion to the teachings of aman long
dead, aman who lived and died in avery different world! There's so much more to existence than his
philosophy dlowsfor!

And that'swhat | seek. That "more” | sensein theworld. That "something” that dwaysliesjust
beyond reach, just beyond my fingertips, just at the edge of my mind. Like the horizon here on the Plain.

I'm not alone in wanting more. That desire, that urge, that compulsion, is one of the main forcesthat
drives the race onward to greatness, and to despair. It wasn't merely to escape the Home World that
humanity launched the Rilgrimage. There were other solutionsto the problems of Earth. No, the red
reason mankind surged forth from the solar system in wave on wave of starshipsis because we wanted
the stars, the gdaxies, the Universe. The Beyond.

No philosophy, no religion, no Way that tries to hold men back can triumph for long. Eventudly, it
will be swept away. Even technology can't be suppressed forever. For technology issmply the practical
application of man's eternal search for more. It provides the power and tools necessary to carry out the
search. ltsresults might be destructive or even evil, but that is only because men themselves are
destructive and evil. Technology itself isneutral and its bad effects must be tolerated for the good.

| am destined to sweep away the Great Way o that my people can move proudly and swiftly into
our future here on Kensho. We must free ourselves from the dead hand of the past. We must develop
science and industry. We must dominate the planet and everything on it, including the Mushin. Through
technology, we will find away to destroy the mind leeches. Just becauise Nakamura and the Flagship
computer failed didn't mean such athing isimpossible. Only that the right techniques haven't been
discovered yet. Free, well search for them and find them. And then Kensho will be completely ours.

Y es, he thought, were dl Seekers. Miriam, Imson, Andretti, |, even thisyoung Edwyr who comes
looking for the Sword. We al seek our destinies, faithfully following them wherever they may lead us.
Some will find victory. Others defeat. Brooding, he began to plot.

BOOK VI

THE RONIN

XV

After theincident with the swordsman a Firgt River, Edwyr spent severd uneventful daystraveling
due west across the Plain. He was sill agood two days from the territory claimed by the PlainsLords
and at |least three more from Mitsuyamal's stronghold. Last night, at the Brotherhood where he stayed, it
had been whispered that the Supreme Lord was bringing his secret army with him to First Passfor a
showdown with the Free Council. Edwyr had nodded camly on hearing the news. Thingswere
progressing exactly as expected. Now, if only . ..

The area he had been passing through since dawn was becoming rougher and more rolling with every
passing mile. He had aready detoured dightly southward to avoid arange of low hillsthat humped off
northwards. Now another, higher group bunched up dead ahead on the horizon. As he ran nearer, he
decided it would be smpler to cross them than to turn left or right for another detour.

He had barely entered the hills when he heard the sudden howling chorus of Ronin in full pursuit of
human prey. Surprise brought him to a dead stop. It was hard to tell exact direction, but the sounds



seemed to be coming from off to hisleft, degper into the hills. From the noise they were making he
estimated there were four of thekillers.

Without bothering to consider the odds, Edwyr began to sprint in the direction of the yells. Asheran,
he undung his sword from its position on his back, holding the scabbard with hisleft hand, hisright on the
hilt, ready for an instant draw. | just hope I'm in time, he thought.

Suddenly he heard awild shriek of agony that ended in a tifled gurgle. Someone, he redlized, has
just died. And from the sound of it, it was one of the Ronin! Yes, I'm sure of it! | hear only three of the
mongters bellowing now.

As he rounded the shoulder of asteep hill, he pulled up short. Before him, in anarrow gully that
ended inablind wall, he saw an incredible tableau. A young woman stood, her back to thewall,
brandishing a bloody-bladed staff. About five feet in front of her lay the writhing body of adying Ronin.
The man'sthroat was so completely dashed that only his spinal column and aflap of skin held hishead to
hisbody. A few feet beyond the body, their backs to him, three more Ronin were milling about, waving
their swords and working up their courage to attempt another charge. It was clear to Edwyr that the
woman would probably kill at least one more when they attacked. She hersdf would die at the same
time.

Quickly hisglance took in her whole figure. She was so intent on her attackersthat she hadn't even
noticed hisarrival. She seemed cam; unbothered by the Mushin which Edwyr could fed swarming
around the area. The frenzied mind leeches were feeding on the last emotions of the dying man and
hungrily preparing for the rest of the feast that undoubtedly awaited.

Thewielder of the bladed staff was small and dender. Her long brown hair flowed down her
shoulders. Her mouth was set in agrim, determined line, but it was easy to seeit was capable of arching
smilesaswell. The nose was smdl and straight. Overal, she radiated a sense of sdlf-confidence and
gentle power. And the light, sure way she handled her weapon indicated she was no oneto trifle with.
Edwyr nodded approva to himsdf. Thisonewas afighter!

Suddenly the timeless moment ended, and with awordless cry the young Seeker ripped his sword
from its scabbard and charged the Ronin from behind. The three swirled in surprise to meet his attack.
Edwyr struck at the nearest before the man could block and split him from his shoulder to hiscrotchin
one blow. Already dead, the Ronin tumbled to the ground, his guts spewing before him

The second stepped in and aimed a blow at Edwyr's head. As Edwyr blocked, the third killer, who
had angled to the right to attack from there, suddenly stiffened, his eyes wide with astonishment. The
Ronin crumpled and the young woman was reveded behind him, afierce grin on her face.

The last Ronin redlized he was a one againgt two opponents. He took one last swing at Edwyr, which
the Seeker parried easily, and then turned and fled.

Rather than chasing the killer, Edwyr spun around to see how the wielder of the bladed staff was
faring. Mushin gill swarmed dangeroudly about in the little valley. He didn't know whether or not she had
been wounded and might be open to their attack. What he discovered as he turned was the blade of the
gaff dmogt at histhroat and the calm, grey eyes of the young woman burning into his. Oddly, the only
thought that occurred to him was that the blood which smeared the blade smelled vaguely metallic.

"Thanksfor the help,” she said quietly, "and I'm sorry about this," she nodded at the saff. "But | don't
know who you are or what you intend.”

The Seeker smiled dightly, keeping his eyeslocked on hers. That way he knew hewould gain a
crucia split-second warning if she decided to thrust. It would probably be enough.

"I'm Edwyr. A humble Seeker of the Way of the Sword. Minding my own business. Killing astray
Ronin. Taking arun for my hedth. And who, pray tell, am | addressing over thetip of this staff?'

"Yolan. Smply Yolan." Relaxing somewhat, she lowered thetip of the aff. "Guessyou're no Ronin,
at least." Shelooked at him quizzicaly. "1've heard of you Seekers, but I've never met one. Arethere
very many of you out here on the Plain?’

"Twelve, to be exact," he said as he walked over to retrieve his scabbard from where he had
dropped it while attacking. Thrusting it through his obi belt, he returned and knelt next to one of the dead
Ronin. "Though perhaps there should be more of usif theresvermin likethisaround.” Carefully, he began



to wipe his blade clean on the robe of the dead man.

Y olan shrugged and squatted down on the other side of the corpse. "Don't know. | think this bunch
has been working the area. Found a settler family massacred off to the southeast this morning. Must have
been thisband that did it." Falling silent, she began to follow his example and wipe the bloody blade of
her staff.

The silence lasted for several moments as each one concentrated on histask. Finished, Edwyr stood
and sheathed his sword, firmly tying the cords on the scabbard to hisobi to hold it in place. Y olan leaned
on her gaff, watching his precise movements. With studied nonchaance, shefindly spoke. "What are you
doing out here anyway? | thought you Seekers stayed pretty much in the Home Valey? And you
mentioned a dozen. Where are the others?'

"Here and there. We aren't traveling together if that'swhat you mean. Asto why I'm here, well, let's
just say I'm seeking something. That seemslike alogica thing for a Seeker to be doing, wouldn't you
7"

For thefirg time, the young woman smiled.

Edwyr looked at the corpses again. "Y ou did pretty well. Two out of three."

"Three out of four. | killed one earlier when they first jumped me. It would have been four out of five
if you hadn't let that |ast one go. Why'd you do that, anyway? Y ou could have gotten him. Or at least
held him so | could have speared him.”

"Best tolet him live. The Mushinwill dl returnto him. If wed killed dl the Ronin, the Mushin would
just have roamed around until they found some susceptible minds and then attacked. Might cause more
havoc than one lone Ronin. He was the last one, wasn't he?!

She shrugged. "Guess 0. Though | can't be sure. I'm sort of surprised there were fivein one group. |
aways thought they only traveled in groups of two or three."

"That wastrue along time ago, say during Jerome's day. But even Jerome noticed they were
changing. They're calmer now, believeit or not. That bunch actualy stopped and thought about how to
attack you rather than just swvarming at you mindlessly. That's quite achange from the old days.”

"Ummmmmm. How long have you been a Seeker?”

"About ten years."

"So you were born, or at least raised, on the Plain, right?

Edwyr laughed. "Right. And how did you deduce that little bit of information?”

Y olan shrugged. "It's obvious. For the last ten years you've been in the Home Valey studying the
Sword. There aren't any Ronin left in the Home Vdley, but you nevertheless know them and their habits
pretty well. Since you couldn't have gotten that knowledge in the Home Valley, you must have picked it
up before you went there. The most likely conclusionisthat you got it by living onthe Planinan area
where Ronin arefound.”

The Seeker grinned. "Wonderful! A perfect example of how you can draw the right conclusionsfrom
the wrong information!" His grin grew even broader as he saw aquick look of confusion flash across
Yolan'sface. "Firg of dl, yes, | was born onthe Plain, or at least in the foothills of the Mountains near
the Plain. And to save you the trouble of asking, it wasfar to the north of here, near Last Pass, the one
Obiefindly cleared.

"Second, there were Ronin around while | was growing up. In fact, they're much more commonin
the foothills than on the Plain itsdf. They seem to prefer areas like those they were used to in the Home
Valey, probably because they offer more opportunities for ambush and concealment. It'sonly beenin the
last generation that they've started moving out onto the Plain in any real numbers.

"Therest of your logic doesn't hold up so well, because it's based on some faulty premises. You
seem to think that 1've spent the last ten years stuffed away in some 'hood, meditating and mumbling
rituals. That's not quite the way we follow the Sword. True, therésan initia period of very intense and
rigorous mental and physical training that can last from two to five years. During that time we're
completely cloistered.

"But it ends rather abruptly and completely. One day the Master decides you're ready, givesyou a
sword and a pack with about two day's worth of food, and kicks you out into the world with instructions



to go and wield the Sword of Life.

"I made the same decision most of us make at first and spent a couple of years protecting settlersand
killing Ronin. A lot of usdon't survivethat period, but | did and that'swhere | learned what | know about
Ronin."

Y olan was slent for amoment as she absorbed thisinformation. Edwyr alowed hiseyesto roam
around their immediate areg, noticing the little things for thefirst time. Suddenly, his gaze focused on a
bright patch of color and he gaveasmall cry of delight. "Look! A Bright Eyel" In afew quick stepshe
strode to the base of the hill and pushed aside the stunted grassto reveal asmdl white flower with a
purplish splash &t its center.

Y olan joined him, her eyes drawn to hisface rather than to the blossom. She could hardly believe
that this. . . this. . . excited child was the grim-faced warrior who had come damming into the Ronin
from behind just afew minutes ago. Not knowing how to act or what to say, she said the obvious. "It'sa
flower."

He glanced up, delight shining from hiseyes. "Not just aflower! It's one from my childhood. An old
favorite. We used to make chains from them. They're much commoner up north. Why, | haven't seen one
for... maybe eight or nine years now. Isn' it beautiful ?*

Readlizing that the Seeker'sjoy at finding the flower was genuine, she decided to play it straight. She
kndlt down in the grass and looked carefully at the blossom. Five ddicate, dightly ruffled white petals
radiated outward from ablack mound in the middle. The base of each petal was adeep, rich purple. If
sheclosed her eyesjust dightly, the flower indeed looked likea"Bright Eye." Edwyr had named it well.
Andit redly was beautiful.

As he eagerly described the fields of hisyouth, literally covered, with the tiny blossoms, hisboyish
enthusiasm began to infect Y olan. Caught up in Edwyr's excitement, she suddenly felt an overwhelming
urgeto say or do something that would increase his pleasure. The only thing she had to offer was
knowledge. "Y es, it's beautiful. But even more than thet, it'scrucid.”

"Crucid?How 07"

"Wl it'san angiosperm—that is, it's a plant whose seed is protected by ashell. If there weren't any
angiosperms on Kensho, if the planet had only evolved to the gymnosperm stage, we couldn't survive
here"

"Couldn't survive?"

She nodded, hisinterest warming her to her topic. "Y ou see, angiosperms are very efficient energy
sources, much better than gymnosperms. Until they come along, a planet can't support high
energy-demand creatures like mammals. It takes alot of fue to maintain warm-bloodedness! Not to
mention livebirth."

"But then why isn't there any native warm-blooded life here?"

"Ah, therewas! But the Mushin destroyed it dl. In fact, the absence of mammal-like creatures
combined with the presence of angiosperms should have derted the original colonigts that something was
wrong. Instead, they just put it down to anomalous evolutionand ..."

Damn! she cursed herself slently. Stupid, stupid, Stupid! To hide her confusion she stood and turned
away. No ordinary Sister knows thingslike that! How could she have been so foolish, to rattle on, using
scientific terms and ideas that only a K eeper could know? Had the Ronin attack and her unexpected
ddiverance shaken her so much that she wasn't thinking rationally? Or wasit smply that her wholelife
was S0 centered around preserving and spreading knowledge that she found it difficult not to shareit with
someone who was plainly interested? No excuses! shetold hersalf. Remember that you're afugitive.

Y our whole missonin lifeis proscribed by the leaders of Kensho and you yoursdf are running, after
recently being discovered. Everyoneisapotential enemy. Even this Seeker. Start thinking that way or
you'll never survivel

A sudden weariness settled on her soul. “Must | carry this burden, done, forever? asmall voice
within her cried. There was no answer, so she left the question softly echoing through her mind as she
turned back and looked down at Edwyr. An amused and dightly taunting haf-smile hung on hislips and
around his eyes. She wondered briefly how much he guessed. This Seeker was no fool. Could thiswhole



thing with the flower have been atrick to lure her into reveding herself? Carefully, move carefully, she
cautioned hersdlf.

She paused dightly before speaking, giving him asearching, considering look. "Y ou, ah, came from
the eadt, | guess?' He nodded. " Directly from the east? Y ou didn't happen to be down to the southeast,
didyou?'

The Seeker cocked his head to one side, amischievousglint in hiseyes. "Yolan, | don't know who's
looking for you or who you're running from. But it has nothing to do with me.”

Sheflushed dightly. "Uh, ummmm, yeh, well, | guess| waskind of grilling you wasn't 1? Sorry.
Maybeit does sort of sound like I'm running or hiding. But I'm not. I'm just going to visit my folks. My
Dad'ssick, you see. So, | left the 'hood where | live now and I'm ..." her voice trailed off as Edwyr'sgrin
grew wider.

"If you say s0," he said, filling her embarrassed silence as he rose. "Not to change the subject, but
that bladed gtaff of yoursis pretty unusud. Can | seeit?’

Without aword, Y olan handed him the weapon. Fascinated, helooked it over carefully. "Hmmmmm.
Blade's smaller than usud. Edged on both sides. Cuts either way, huh? Nice baance. Doesthisthing
come gpart?Isthat what these little rings are for?' He pointed to two metallic rings that circled the steff,
onejust benegath the blade; the other halfway down the shaft.

"Yeh. Likethis" Shetook the weapon back, twisted the rings up and around. "Benegath the rings
therésajoint, see? Theringstwist to the right. But the shaft piecestwist to theleft likethis," she
demonstrated, twisting the blade off the shaft, *so the whole thing breaks down into three pieces, each
about two feet long. Makesit easy to carry.”

Edwyr nodded admiringly. "Very nice. I've never seen onelikethat before. Did you makeit?'

Instantly Y olan's eyes became hooded, her expression stiff with suspicion. "Yeh. Look, | think I'd
better be going. I've still got along trip ahead of me and I'd like to put as much distance as possible
between mysalf and this place before dark. So thanks for the help.” She twisted the rest of the staff apart
and walked back to where her travel pack lay againgt the side of the hill. While Edwyr watched, she put
the piecesinto a specia bag and placed the package into the sack.

When she had finished securing her wegpon, she stood and turned to face him. Her jaw fell open as
shelooked over his shoulder and she said very softly, "Oh, damn."

Sowly, Edwyr turned to see what had surprised the young woman. Standing about thirty feet away,
blocking theway out of the gully, were four Ronin.

Camly, Edwyr rested hisright hand on his sword hilt. "Good afternoon, gentlemen. Can | help you?'
Casudlly, he began waking toward the silent killers.

The Ronin smply stood and stared at him as Edwyr approached. The Seeker recognized one of the
four asthe Ronin he had allowed to flee.

When he had come within ten feet of the four, one of the middle onestook two steps forward and
held up his right hand, palm up, to show he bore no wegpon. Hisleft hand turned palm outwards to
indicateit was likewise empty. Taking hishand from his sword, Edwyr copied the action.

"What isthisone?' the Ronin questioned softly, asif speaking to himself. "Thisoneisnot likethe
others. Totdity cannot find him. Thisoneisnot likeamirror or afog. Thisone smply isn't there. Totality
isconfused. "

"I am a Seeker of the Way of the Sword," Edwyr replied. He was astonished at the way the Ronin
were acting. Aside from the three guardians at First Touch, who had talked to Jerome to frighten him
away, Edwyr had never heard of a Ronin speaking to an ordinary human.

"Seeker? Seeker? Total ity does not know this one. Are there morelike thisone? Isthisaunity or a
multiplicty?'

"Thereare more.”

"A multiplicity, then." For afew moments, the Ronin was silent, his eyes unfocused. But hislips
moved asif hewere carrying on an interna conversation. Then his eyes brightened again and his gaze
shifted past Edwyr to Y olan.

"This second one. It isdifferent, too. Not invisble, no. But not shiny or dark, either. Totdlity can



sense this other one, but cannot find it. This one moves, dips away, cannot be contained or held. Totdity
isconfused by it, too.

"Both are unusud. Totdity cannot decide. Totality will observe further.” With that, the Ronin spun on
his hedl. The other three parted to et him pass. Then they turned, too, and the group trotted off down the
gully and out of Sght.

Edwyr sensed Y olan as she moved up aongside him. "What was that?' she asked in an awed voice.
The Seeker looked over a her and nodded. "Never seen anything like that. That leader or whatever,
seemed completely in control. There were Mushin al over the place, | could sense them. But they
weren't svarming. They were, like. . . like...”

"Inorder!" Y olan said excitedly. "Y eh! They werein order!"

"| guessthat's as good a description asany.” "And what do you suppose he meant that you were
invishle? Or that | was 'dippery'?"

"He was referring to our minds. The only thing the Mushin can senseisaperson's mind. When he
sad Totdity' he was referring to the Mushin. That's how the Grandfathersin the 'hoods in the Home
Valey dwaysrefer to them. Totdity. Jerome thought that they must be somekind of an aggregate
consciousness. Maybe whenever any group of them formsthey call themsdves Totdity.' "

"| didn't like the implications of what he said after that.”

"What? About being confused?”

"No. About observing further. That sounds like they intend to stay nearby and watch us."

"Hmmmmmm. | seewhat you mean. Aslong asthey hang around they're till amenace. They could
atack again a any time."

"Y es. Which means one of us could have abig problem.”

"How 07"

"Well, we aren't traveling together. Probably aren't even going in the same direction. So when we
leave here, well be splitting up. Which meansthe Ronin'll have to make adecision. They'll either haveto
drop the whole thing, split up and follow each of us separately, or forget one and stay with the other.

"My bet isthey'll pick thefirgt aternative. Observing just doesn't seem in character for Ronin. |
wouldn't be surprised if they've dready forgotten the whole thing and gone off hunting for easier prey.

"If they take the second choice, fine. Two Ronin tailing me are no real problem. They couldn't
ambush me out on the Plain and in astraight fight 1'd win hands down. I'm sure they'd just give up after a
day or so anyway.

"Thethird posshbility isthe onethat worriesmealittle. Four of those killers are too many to have
following you around. But to be brutally frank about it, | think if they're forced to choose one of usto
shadow, it'll be you, not me."

Y olan looked at Edwyr, her face set in agrim, determined expression. "That'show | figureit. The
odds are pretty good, and, in any case, | don't have much choice. I've got to find my folks, so I'll just
have to take my chances." She shrugged her pack more comfortably into place.

She took one step to leave, hesitated, then turned back to Edwyr. "Thanks, Seeker. They'd have
gotten meif you hadn't comedong. 1 ... I ... wdl, thanks. Seeyou." With adight sdute and a tiff
amile, sheturned and started to follow the direction taken by the four Ronin.

Edwyr stood quietly for several moments, considering. Then he untied his sword, dung the scabbard
across his back, hitched hisrobe back up into running position and started down the gully.

Not knowing quite why he was doing it, the Seeker decided to follow Y olan. Given the twisting path
shetook between the hills, it wasn't hard to stay mostly out of her line of sight. Whenever he did cometo
an open space, he would hang back until she had crossed and then cross himsalf. Since she never looked
back, he assumed he was unseen.

Ashemoved dong, hekept al his sensesfully extended. Not a blade of grass moved in the fitful
breeze but he saw and evauated it. The dightest sound was caught and andlyzed to seeif it held any
hidden threet. And with his mind, he constantly probed about for sign of the Mushin, sign that would
reved the nearby presence of the Ronin.

He puzzled over the Situation. Y olan was obvioudy running from someone or something. The story



about looking for her parents was true, but the reason for the search was completely fabricated. And
why would anyone have to "hunt” for their own home? Settlers seldom moved. It Smply wasn't feasible.
They put too much labor into their little farmsto just pick up and start over. There was something very
strange here.

In any case, the young woman didn't want anyone ese around. She wastraveling done and liked it
that way. But she wasin great danger, whether she admitted it or not. Granted, she was good, very
good, with her bladed staff But againgt four Ronin? And out on the open Plain where there were no gully
wallsto guard her back or flanks? Edwyr knew he would try to avoid such a confrontation, even though
he might well surviveit. The young woman ssimply didn't stand a chance. If she continued on her way
alone, shewould probably die.

It really wasn't any of hisbusiness, he reminded himsdlf. He was on avery important mission. The
wholefuture of Kensho hung on his success. Nothing could be dlowed to interfere. Yet . . . therewas
something about Y olan, her cool defiance, her strength, her readiness to fight regardiess of the odds, that
pulled at things deep inside him. Without bothering to reason it out, he knew he could not just walk off
and leavethe girl to die.

Deciding, he picked up his pace to catch up with her. She had just disappeared around the hip of a
hill which stood near the edge of the range. Ahead, he could occasionally catch glimpses of the Plain.

As he rounded the hill, he found Y olan standing there waiting for him, hands on her hips, an annoyed
expression on her face. His appearance brought a snort and aquick glare.

"Took you long enough to figureit out.”

"| ... figurewhat?"

"Y ou've been making enough noise back there for an army. | knew you were there. So | knew you
had to be feding it, too. Even with all that racket, you have to have picked it up along time ago. Gods,
it'sso thick you can dmost cut it!"

"Pick what up? 1 don't know what you mean." He saw aflash of blank surpriseflicker across her
features. Then, abruptly, aimost asif snapped back into place, the annoyance returned. But not before he
caught aquick glimpse of thefear and worry that lay hidden just benesth it. He redlized that Y olan was
using ardaively innocuous emotion to mask more serious ones. Something had badly frightened the
young woman!

"Can't you fed it?' Edwyr shrugged helplesdy. A weary note entered her voice. "No, no, | guess not.
Maybe I'm just imagining things. Maybe I'm crazy. But, damn it, | can sense something!

"It's...it's...vague" shegroped for words. "Nothing definite. A sense of menace, an aura of
danger." Her eyes became frightened and her voice dropped to a strained whisper. "But it's so strong! So
srong!"

Shetook several deep breaths and rubbed her temples, eyes closed. When she opened them and
turned to Edwyr again, they held their usua cam light. " They're out there, watching." She gestured
vaguely at the surrounding hills. "But there's something wrong. My fedling'sjust too strong to be
accounted for by four ordinary Ronin. Either theré's more than four or they're different somehow.

"Inany case, dl previous bets are off. It'sawhole new game. | think the odds are pretty poor for
either one of usaone. They'd cut usto ribbons. Frankly, I'm scared. | don't want to die. Not that way."

She shivered, then flashed Edwyr asmal smile. "So | guesswell just have to put up with each other,
likeit or not. | can't believethey'll follow ustoo far. It's only atemporary inconvenience. Y ou're heading
more or lessdue wes, right?"

Edwyr nodded. "Y ou're sure about this?' Thelook she gave him required no words. "O.K. | trust
this sense of yours, whatever it is. Can you tel where they are?!

"Some are back there, the way we came, following. And | think some are on our |eft flank, maybe
even between usand the Plain. It isn't far now, but | think we should hurry anyway. It's just too damn
easy for them to spring an ambush in these hills. Once we're out there on open ground, though, it'll be
impossibleto surprise us. Well be able to see them along way off. Let'sgo." Without waiting for areply,
Y olan turned and began to jog off to the west. Edwyr, wondering exactly what was happening, followed
Slently.



By the time they reached the Plain, the sun was getting low over the waving grassto the west. Its
danting, purplish light shonein their eyesand lit up the hills behind them in bright relief.

Asheturned to look back over his shoulder and enjoy the beauty of the scene, Edwyr was stunned
by what he saw. With quiet urgency he called to Y olan to stop. When she turned to look, she uttered an
awed oath.

Standing on the crests of the hills nearest the Plain, front-lit in sharp detail against the sSky, stood five.
.. 9X...seven. . . eight figures. Asthe two on the Plain watched, the eight Ronin, moving as one, broke
their stance and began to calmly trot down the dopestoward the flat ground.

With awordless exchange of grim glances, Y olan and Edwyr turned westward again and, Side by
sde, resumed their journey toward the setting sun.

XVI

It was light enough to see hisface quite distinctly now, even though the dawn was till lingering behind
the horizon. He was degping, calmly and peacefully, the barest smile turning up the corners of his mouth.
It wasn't exactly ahandsome face, she decided. But hislooks were pleasant and the strength of his
character was evident even in dumber.

Nervous, she stood and swept the areawith her eyes. The only thing she could see in any direction
was the long grass, waving and hissing beneath the constant wind. There was no sign of the Ronin. The
fact didn't relieve her tenson. I'd amost rather see them, she thought. At least then I'd know they aren't
creeping up, swords drawn, ready to attack . . . now! Shewinced at her own imagination. Silly. Usdless
to think about it. There's nothing | can do. And since there are two of us, they won't be overly eager to
jump us. | hope.

But how long can | continueto travel with this Seeker? she wondered. Sooner or later welll haveto
part company. | can't dlow himto follow medl theway home. | can't risk him finding out what | am, or
who and what my parents are. He's a Seeker, and no matter how persondly friendly he might be, he's
gtill part of the established order of Free Council and 'hoods. That automatically makes him a potentia
enamy.

A dice of the sun threw itslight westward across the Plain. She saw the tops of thetal grass brighten
suddenly. Again she stood and searched the areafor sight of the killers. Nothing.

She gazed down at the deeping Seeker. Timeto wake him. A pity, though. He looks so peaceful.
And s0.... sointeresting. No, that's not the right word. She shied away from that line of thought, afraid
whereit might lead. Thisisapotentid enemy, shereminded herself.

As sheleaned down to shake his shoulder, a new thought entered her mind. Is he an enemy? Would
the fact that I'm a Keeper turn him against me? If he knew 1'd escaped Mother Elena, would he hand me
over to the head of the next 'hood we passed? Suddenly, looking at hisface, it al seemed so unred, so
unimportant. Not realy knowing why, Y olan laughed.

Edwyr's eyes opened at the sound. A wide grin covered hisfeatures as he stood and stretched.
"Now that's the way to be awakened,” he yawned. "In the middle of the Plain. Hunted by eight armed
Ronin. Huddled dl night on the ground. And the girl wakes me with alaugh!™

Y olan laughed again. "Preity slly, huh?1 guess| should be solemn, wake you with a hesitant touch
and immediately bring you up to date on the current status of our critical Situation.”

He nodded sagely. "Oh, yes. Most proper. But somehow, for aday as beautiful asthisone, | think
your method alot nicer." He grinned again. "I'll contribute some fresh Ken-cow cheese they gave me at
the Brotherhood | stayed at the other night. What have you got to add to our breakfast?"

Mumbling, she rummaged in her pack. "Uh, would some not-so-fresh ken-cow cheese do?' They
both laughed. "L et's eat minefird. It'solder and yourswill keep longer.”

They ate quickly, in arelaxed slence. Toward the end of the medl, Y olan began to fed uneasy again.
"Something'swrong,” she muttered. Cautioudy, Edwyr lifted his head and looked eastwards. After afew



seconds, he sat down with agrunt.

"I can seethem off to the east. They'rejust standing there, waiting for usto makeamove." He
looked at her quizzically. "How did you know?" She shrugged.

"Anyway, they're sill on our trail. Look, Y olan, how fast a pace can you keep? Last night, when we
were looking for aplace to stay, you were going pretty strong. Could you keep that up al day?' She
shook her head no. "Ummmmmm. About half that pace? Good. We won't outrun them that way, but
they'll have to move out to stay with us. Maybe they'll figureit isn't worth it after aday or two."

Helooked down at the ground asif deciding what to say next. "I know you don't want to answer
this, but could you give me someidea of where you're heading? Asfar asthe territory of the
PainsLords?" Stiffly, suspicioudy, Y olan nodded. "Good. Then we can stay together at least that far.
Let'ssee, | makethat at least three days at our present pace.”

Edwyr hesitated again. "L ook, Y olan. Once we get there, well haveto split up. | ... | haveto do
something. It'salittlerisky. And frankly | can't have anyone else dong. So, if we don't lose the Ronin by
then, theré'sa’hood not too far from where wéelll be entering the grazing lands and you can ..."

"No," the young woman interrupted, "I . . . | can't goto any 'hood. | mean | .. ." confused, shelet the
sentence hang.

"Can't?" Edwyr asked with adight frown. Y olan stood suddenly. "Wed better be moving. I'm not
going to any 'hood. When we reach the Barrier Hills, well split, Ronin or no Ronin. O.K.?1'll just haveto
take my chances."

"But that's stupid,” Edwyr said. "If they follow you, you're as good as dead!" He didn't know why,
but suddenly it mattered very much. "Y ou'd be safe in the 'hood. If they follow me it doesn't matter. | can
outrun the whole lot of them. Or outfight them if | can't.”

"No!" Y olan replied, too forcefully, too sharply. "No 'hood! No more discussion. Let's move.
They're coming." She waved a hand toward the distant figures of the Ronin, who were indeed moving
toward them.

Without further comment, Edwyr dung his sword over hisback, stowed hisfood in hisfront pocket,
and then hitched the skirt of hisrobe up for running. When he turned to Y olan, the young woman was
ready to go.

They trotted Sde by side at a steady pace. For at least an hour, Edwyr was silent, his brow furrowed
asif thinking something through very carefully. From timeto time, Y olan would give him acovert glance,
but she refrained from breaking into hisreverie.

Finally helaughed and turned asmilein her direction. "O.K. No 'hood. For whatever crazy or
sensible reason, no 'hood. But I'm not leaving you until we're through the Barrier Hills. And I'm not
leaving you with eight killerson your trall."

"How are you going to stop them?”

He grinned broadly. "Oh, something will come up. One or two might drop out of the race hereand
there. Y es, something will come up. | can dmost guaranteeit.”

They traveled in sllence again. Y olan kept glancing over a Edwyr, however, alook of indecision and
longing on her face. "Uh, Edwyr," she began eventudly, "I'm sorry to be so mysterious and such a
problem. Redly, | am.”

Hewaved hishand in dismissal. "Asto being a problem, you're not. Any more than I'm a problem to
you. Look, you have your mission, | have mine. To be hones,, it'sagood thing we fell in with each other.
Gods, girl, there were adozen Ronin in those hills! Either one of us donewould have been killed! No,
you're hardly a problem.

"Asto mygterious. . . yes, | admit you are a bit of that. Though even there, maybe you overestimate
things. | know you're running from someone or something. Don't bother to deny it. Since you don't want
to go near a'hood, it obvioudy has something to do with them. | think the story about looking for your
parentsistrue, but it's strange. Why should you have to 'look for' your parents? Or your own home?

"Sothe mystery isn't tota. | know you're running. | suspect you've done something to offend the
'hoods.

"Y olan, you don't have to tell me anything you don't want to. But just understand that I'm not aspy



for the Free Council, the 'hoods, or anybody else. | redly find it hard to believe you've done anything
terrible, like murdering someone. Whatever you've doneis probably alot more important to you and
whoever's after you than it isto anyone el se, let doneto me. | honestly don't care. But | havetotell you,
it'd bealot easier to know as much as possible about each other if we're going to work together under
conditions of rather extreme stress.” He glanced back over his shoulder. In the distance, the eight figures
followed soundlesdy. "And that,” he nodded, "iswhat | call 'extreme siress.” Take your time to think
about it. But when werest for lunch, I'm going to bore you with some facts about me. Maybe this
evening, youll return thefavor?'

Not replying, the young woman ran on, her eyes fixed on the ground, her brow creased with afrown
of uncertainty and confusion. Insde was a growing yearning to share some of the burden she had carried
aonefor solong.

Y olan was more than ready to stop and rest by the time the sun stood overhead. There was no
question shewasin excellent physical condition. But she'd never had to keep up such agrueling pace for
such along time. There were severa unexpected blisters on her feet, and her legs throbbed with
weariness. During the last hour or so before stopping, atwingein her right knee had been growing into a
sharp pain. Thefind haf hour had been uncomfortable, to say the least.

Lying sprawled in the grass, she was almost too tired to eat. Propping hersalf up on her |eft elbow,
she nevertheless accepted the piece of ken-cow cheese and strip of dried meat Edwyr handed to her.
The Seeker, apparently not the least phased by the morning's run, smiled compassionatdly as she
complained about her various aches and pains.

The med wasfinished swiftly without any conversation. Then Edwyr stood and helped her to her
feet. "We might aswdll rest by walking dowly. If you just lie there, your muscleswill tighten upin notime
flat. Then starting again will be twice as hard. Well just sort of meander along, and you can Sit down
fromtimeto timeif you want. Just don't stay in one position too long. Best to keep the blood flowing in
your legsto get rid of that fatigue you built up in the musclesthismorning.”

With agroan, Y olan began hobbling adong next to the young man. Looking straight ahead, he began
gpesking softly about himself and his own past. She didn't pay terribly close attention to the words. She
wasn't asinterested in the facts of hislife as shewasin the generd fedling she got for hisvoice and
manner. Thewords, after dl, could lie or be inaccurate. But the way he felt about them, how he
presented them, what they meant to him . . . those were keys to his character, things he could not fake.

Inany case, it wasdl pretty much what she had expected. An ordinary life, unexceptiond in any
way. Loving parents, happy childhood, early training in the nearby Brotherhood, bright promise of a
good student, further studies, findly the Way of the Sword. All the way through it, one fact stood ouit:
Edwyr wastruly dedicated to the Way of the Sword.

If thetaleitsaf was unremarkable, the way hetold it was very reveding. Every word seemed to glow
with a persona sense of joy. Edwyr loved and cherished thelittle things. the way atreelizard sang, the
fragile beauty of awater lizard's net, the taste of fresh ken-cow cheese after aday of fasting, the fed of
cool water in adry throat, the heft of agood blade, the exhilaration of running acrossthe Plain.

She remembered an ingtance only this morning. They had been running dong when suddenly Edwyr
had stopped and cried out. Startled, she had turned to stare in the direction he was pointing. She had
noticed nothing but the endless Plain, the tossing grass, and in the mid-distance, alarge swarm of Darters.
They were strange creatures, insect-like in many respects, but with nervous systems highly developed to
include something that might almost be called abrain. They flew in groups, never done, and had six
overlapping, semi-trangparent wings. It wastheir flight pattern that gave them their name. The swarm
would hover, dmost motionless, over one spot. Then, without warning, the entire group would dart off in
some direction to anew spot where they would resume hovering once more. Their path was awild,
unpredictable zig-zag across the face of the Plain. But the creatures were dwaysin perfect dignment,
perfect timing with each other.



Asthey had watched, the swarm had darted off northward about aquarter of amile, then directly
back towards them, and findly southward out of Sght. In their last move, the sun had hit their wings at
just theright angle, and the entire swarm had burst into amass of twinkling diamonds of light. Y olan had
never seen that happen before and had been struck by the sudden beauty of it.

When she had turned to say something to Edwyr, hisface had positively glowed, hiseyesbright and
joyous. No words had been necessary. And she had understood about the Bright Eye, too.

Assheligtened, fascinated and drawn into the story of Edwyr'slifein spite of her intention to remain
aoof and watchful, she began to reach a preliminary understanding of this man who walked beside her.
Histae was congtantly sprinkled with good humor and avery calm ability to recognize and laugh at his
own foibles. Warmth and compassion were therein plenty, making the stedl at the center of his character
softer, yet somehow stronger at the same time. She knew Edwyr would cry over something sad, but
never waste a second over foolish, maudlin sentimentality.

Hewas open and fair. He did not judge. He didn't demand explanations, reasons, judtifications. He
looked at an action or a person, observed the results, and modified his picture of the world to fit what he
saw. He assiduoudy avoided preconceptions of what "ought” to be. Rather he viewed athing asit was,
naked, standing donein thelight of itsaf. She thought of thelies she had told him and quailed inwardly.

But what a beautiful way to view theworld! Everything was dways so fresh for him! So ... soitsdlf!
Each experience was eternaly new, pregnant with unexpected potentid, like the sudden sun flashing from
thewings of Darters.

Reaching back into the memories of her own childhood, she recalled moments from the past when
the same wonder had filled her world. The touch of alesf, the pattern of sunlight on arock, the lacy
shadows cast by the four moons. What would it be like, she wondered, to see the world that way every
day?

Edwyr'stale had reached hisyears of training in the Way of the Sword now. Y olan concentrated
carefully on hiswords, hoping that something he would say might provide the clue she needed to tell her
how far the Seeker could be trusted and whether or not she dared reved her true identity.

"We go through four phasesin our training,” he said. Their pace had picked up dightly from afast
walk to adow jog. Occasionaly Edwyr would cast aquick glance over his shoulder to keep check on
the Ronin who were il far off in the distance behind them. "Everyone goes through the four, dthough
not in exactly the same way. They're not quite as neat and clearly defined as they seem when you just talk
about them. Therésalot of overlap, alot of moving from one to the other, and the chronological
sequenceisfuzzy at best.

"Thefirst oneisknown as'Sword, not Seeker.' In this phase, the Seeker istotaly dedicated to the
sword as aphysica thing, aweagpon whaose techniques he has to master utterly. All a Seeker's energy, al
his concentration, al his ability must be focused on the sword. Everything eseisexcluded. During this
timewetrain very hard. Werise about four in the morning, eat, and then do small tasksfor the Magter;
chopping wood, weeding the garden, sweeping, washing, cleaning. We use thistime to think about the
techniques we're working on and to calm our minds so we can focus our concentration later.

"When the chores are done, we go to the practice yards and begin with basi ¢ techniques, cuts and
blocks mainly, but footwork and body movement too. Once the Master is satisfied with our
performance, (by the way, when heisn't you sometimes stay with basic techniquesall day long!), we
begin doing combinations of cuts and blocks. All told, the sesson lasts until noon or alittle beyond.

"After ashort, light lunch, we're back in the yard again, thistime doing 'kata,' complex practice forms
that are redlly formalized, mock combats against an imaginary opponent. The katas are away to teach us
to combineisolated individua techniques or short combinations into larger, more complicated sequences.

"Findly, in the late afternoon, we have practice combats with light wooden swords. We wear
specialy padded robes, but you till get alot of bruises, and you learn to avoid the opponent's blade,
evenif it'sonly awooden one!”

He paused for amoment, amusing smile on hislace. "Those are good times, Y olan. Simpletimes.
There's only you and the sword and your need to master it. It'shard work. At timesincredibly hard. And
painful, too. But therédsaclean joy init that you've never fet before. And never fed again,” hefinished



with just ahint of sadnessin hisvoice.

"The second phase of the training actudly startswhile you're il engaged in thefirst. Wecdl it
‘Seeker, not Sword.' We have a chant. Supposedly Jerome got it from his Master, who got it from his
Master, who got it from his Master, and so on al the way back to Nakamurawho brought it from Earth.
It goeslikethis:

The Sword isthe Mind.

When the Mind isright, the Sword isright.

When the Mind is not right, the Sword is not right.
He who would study the Sword,

Mugt firgt study hisMind.

That's redly what the second period of our training isal about: the Mind and knowing it. The
physical part of the Seeker'slife stays the same. But now rather than turning outward to the sword,
concentrating dl hisenergieson it and on mastering it as a physica wegpon the student turnsinward, into
his own mind. Everything changes. Everything stays the same. Y ou gtill swing the sword in the practice
yard, but now you watch the motion of your mind instead of the motion of the blade. A kataisno longer
aphysica exercise, but aspiritud one, aform of moving meditation.

"The object of this phaseisto calm the mind even when the body isin motion. Walking, eating,
fighting, running, al become moments of quiet and meditation.

"When the Magter thinks you've achieved at least agood start in mastering your mind aswell asthe
sword, you begin the third phase. It's the hardest and most difficult of all. Many can't passthroughtit.
They fail. They break down, go mad, commit suicide, return home. We cal this phase'Not Seeker, not
Sword." A Seeker'sfirst Satori comes now. He goes 'unsane' and the universe disappears. Everything he
knew crashes down around him in rubble. And he hasto rebuild it al, completely on hisown." Edwyr
shook his head in a self-deprecating manner. "Oh, dl that sounds so slly, so foolishly mystical!
Mumbo-jumbo about vast Nothingness, universes disintegrating! It'sal such rubbish! Don't believe a
word of it!" Heturned his head sideways until hiseyesmet Y olan's. "It's rubbish, but not becauseit isn't
true," he said solemnly. "But because the words are only words after al and don't mean what | want them
to mean." He grinned broadly as an idea struck him. "It's sort of like trying to describe the taste of a
ground-apple by letting you suck on the pit. It might give you avague idea, but only ataste of thered
thing will make you understand.”

Y olan nodded. "I think | see. But what's the last stage”?”

"Ah, thelast stage! We cadll it 'Seeker and Sword,' It begins when the Master decides you know
enough about yoursalf and your sword, and throws you out and sends you on your way. It ends when
youdie. You liveit every day and every night. After dl, what good isal that practice, al that meditating,
al that work, if you don't useit? Why bother with Enlightenment and Satori if they have no practica
purposein everyday life?

"Sothelast phase, Yolan, isright here, right now. It's running next to you on the Plain. It'senjoying
the texture of dried meat, the dight sourness of cheese. It'swatching Darters and fegling the warmth of
the sun on my head. It's seeing the shadows of the moons and pressing back againgt the earth before | go
todeep.”

They trotted dong in acompanionable silence. Findly Y olan looked over a Edwyr from the corner
of her eye. "Isthat it?' He shrugged. "I mean, what about doctrine? What about the Way and the words
of Jerome? Or the teachings the 'hoods best into our heads? What about the Dream of Nakamurathe
Free Council talks about?"

Edwyr threw back his head and laughed, loud and long. Y olan was so astonished by his reaction that
she stopped dead in her tracks and stared at the Seeker. Controlling his hilarity, Edwyr also hated and
turned to face her. "Doctrine?" he chuckled, "Words? Teachings? The Way of the Sword has nothing to
do with thingslikethat! Thisisthe Way of the Sword!" And he stepped up to her, grabbed her under her
armsand sivung her wildly around, laughing uproarioudy the wholetime.



When hefindly put her down, Y olan was so utterly non-plussed that she couldn't think of anything to
say or do. She smply stood and stared in open-mouthed wonder at the young man. Seeing her 0ok,
Edwyr glared back, stuck out histongue, crossed his eyes and stuck histhumbsin hisears, wiggling his
fingersat her. Then helaughed anew at her startled reaction and pulled a her arm to get her moving
agan.

After afew moments of chuckling, he said, "Y olan, Y olan, the Way of the Sword has nothing to do
with doctrines and words and teachings. It's an attempt to cut through al that, to cut through to the basic
ground of experience that underliesall those things, the place from which al knowledge, understanding,
and crestivity spring.

"It's not knowledge as such, or even the knowable, we Seekers seek. We aren't trying to understand
thisor that, or even thisand that. We're trying to understand what it is to understand.

"The universeisjust too vast aplace to be comprehended by piling one bit of information on another.
Very soon a person hasto form generalized theories about the myriad bits of information, theories that
organize, include, and exclude various parts to make sense of thewhole. And a point comes when the
theories become theories about ideas rather than about things. They become more and more complex,
more and more abstract, and move further and further away from the origina perceptionsthat provided
the bit of information they were built on or explain. Eventually the ideas take on more redlity than the thing
itsdf.

"But the ultimate ground of al thisisill the origind experience. And that origina experience, shorn
of al theories, stripped of its words and meanings, isthe source of knowing. When it's perceived in its
purity, it becomes the source of knowing about knowing. It reminds us how we know and what it means
to know. Wefind init the broad lines of al thereisto know. It'sthe final theory about theories, the end
point toward which al knowledgeis striving. And it gives us afixed, sure base, aclear pattern, that
shows ustheway to al future knowing.

"Doctrines, teachings, even these words I'm using right now to explain thisto you, have nothing to do
with the Way. The Way istotdly personal and subjective. It must be directly experienced or it hasno
meaning. It can't be taught, only learned. Each must walk it for and by himself."

"But," Yolan protested, <till dazed by what Edwyr had said and done, "the 'hoods, and the Great
Way that Jerome taught, and—"

The Seeker waved hishand in dismissal. "A sign post isn't the destination. A map isn't the territory.
Words and ideas come into play only after the original verification by persona experience. They're smply
an attempt to objectify the origina experience so that it might be shared with others. But they're ways
crude, unsatisfactory, inaccurate, and downright mideading.

"And doctrineisthewors of thelot! The only possibly adequate form of communication about the
Way would beillogical, paradoxica, poetic. It would try to strip the usud way of thinking and perceiving
from the mind and throw it back on itself and its original pure contact with theworld. It would try to
make you 'unsane.' The Koans used in some of the Ways of the Home World werelikethat. Asis
Nakamura's Koan and the ones | eft by Jerome.

"But doctrine doesjust the opposite. It unifies, rationalizes, organizes, numbers, orders; it imposes
oh, | don't know what all sorts of distortions on experience.” Edwyr snorted. "There are those in the Free
Council, the Great Way, and the 'hoods who would fed very comfortableif they could limit the meaning
of the Way to what Jerome 'said.' But the Way isn't what Jerome said. It'swhat Jerome did."

Y olan's mind was racing furioudy. From what the Seeker had told her, at least from what she'd been
able to understand, he seemed to hold the whole ingtitutional structure of the Great Way in
good-humored contempt! It hardly sounded asiif he was one of Andretti's men! She decided to probe
the question more directly. "But then you don't have any relationship with the 'hoods or the Free Council
at dl?Y ou're completely independent?’

"No and yes," he answered. "Once you decide to seek the Sword you owe alegiance to no man or
ingtitution or doctrine or philosophy. 'Owe' isthe' operative word there, by the way. We can choose to
serve anyone or anything we want. | spent two years as one of the companions of the last Way-Farer.
But it was completely voluntary. | could have left at any time. Right now I'm supposed to be on amission



for the Free Council. But in fact, I'm not doing it for them at al, but strictly for my own purposes.” He
looked sdeways at her with ady amile. "And it has nothing to do with you."

Then he's not an enemy, she thought, and astrange thrill of secret pleasure coursed through her. He's
exactly what he appearsto beand | can likeand trust him if | want to. | can eventell him who and what |
redly am.

Theideawarmed her. Shefelt asif agreat burden was dowly lifting from her back. No need to lie
any more, she thought. No need to lie.

And as she ran across the Plain by the Seeker's Side, she slently pleaded with the vastness, "Oh, let it
betrue. Let it betrue!"

XVII

The sun lay dying in the west, dready half-esten by the horizon. In the east, three moons stood high
in the evening sky. Their dim glow mingled with the last of the daylight to give the Plain along, drawn-out
twilight.

For two hours the runners had kept up a punishing pace, trying, before darknessfell, to put as much
distance as possi ble between themselves and the killerswho followed. Alonein thewaving seaof grass,
they findly stopped on the crest of along ridge that gave agood view back dong their trail.

Y olan dumped to the ground, her exhaustion so papable she could fed it clinging thickly to her limbs,
Her legs throbbed with a bone-deep agony, her lungs ached with apulsing pain that shot to her head, and
her feet felt raw and brutdized.

Edwyr stepped to her side and grabbed her arm. "Up," he commanded sharply. "Walk. Inacircle.
Cool down dowly. Get your system back to normd gradually.” Her head whirling, focus wavering
uncertainly, she obeyed, clinging feebly to hisarm. After afew circles, she was ableto continue on her
own.

While she walked, the Seeker stood and peered eastward through the gathering gloom. Findly
satisfied, or perhaps smply giving up, he turned to her and announced, "1 can't see any sign of them. Our
burst of speed probably took them by surprise.”

"Took me by surprise,” she gasped, still short of breath. "Didn't think I'd makeit." For severa
moments she circled without speaking, sucking great chunks of ar into her lungs. Then, inavoice
hopel ess with fatigue, she muttered, "Doesn't make any difference. They're ill there. Our trail will be
clear for days. Damn grass! They'll follow usforever. We can't outrun them. At least | can't. Tomorrow
they'll catch up. Or maybe the next day. Then they'll attack. They'll never give up. Never."

Edwyr found himsdlf groping for wordsto try to cheer her up. "Y ou're doing fine. That little run gave
usagood lead on them. Y ou can deep easy tonight, get agood rest. We're safe enough.”

"Huh!" sheinterrupted with asnort. " Safe enough! If they snuck up tonight and murdered mein my
deep, I'd never even know it."

"They won't catch up tonight,” hereplied firmly. Helooked at the sky. "Light'sfailing pretty rapidly
now. Three moons. Two in alittle while. That's not really enough to track by, eveninthegrass. No. You
can deep soundly tonight, Y olan. And be plenty rested up for tomorrow's run,”

She groaned. "How many more days of this agony do we have left? I'm dmost beginning to think it'd
be better to let the Ronin kill me, quick and clean, than let you do it dowly and painfully by running meto
desth."

Edwyr smiled wryly. She must be fedling better, he thought. Her sense of humor's back. ™Y ou can Sit
down if you want." She dowly lowered hersdlf to the ground. "How many days?" he continued. "Oh, |
think welll get to the Barrier Hills sometime late tomorrow. Actually, were going alot faster than I'd
figured on. Or | should say, you're going alot faster.”

"Tougher than you thought, am 1?' she replied with atoss of her head. "Couple more daystraining
likethisand I'll giveyou arace. Don't laugh! 1'd give you agood runfor it! Ohhhhhh," she moaned



theatricaly, rubbing her legs, "that word. ‘Run.'" Pulling off her low boots, she began to check her feet.
"Crippled,” she muttered. "This crazy Seeker has crippled mefor life"

Grinning, he began to set out their very frugal supper. "Not much food to fue the machine. You're
going to lose some weight thistrip.”

She looked up, exaggerated anger on her face. "Are you suggesting I'm fat? First he mams me and
now he hegpsinsults on my head! Just you wait 'til | get my bladed staff out. I'll make you est those
wordg"

"Uh,no, no ... I... didn't meanitthat way . . . | ..." he stammered, flustered by her reaction and
uncertain how much of her anger wasredl.

Shelooked down her nose indignantly at him. "Well! | should hope not!" Then, unable to keep up the
pretense any longer, she smiled suddenly. "Although, to tell the truth, | did put on just ateeny bit of
welight sitting around that dumb Sisterhood.”

"Soyou redly were at a Sisterhood,” he said as he passed food to her. "Do you fed liketelling me
why you left? And don't bother with that story about somebody being sick.”

"Well," she began between mouthfuls. "I Ieft in ahurry." Her expression was one of deep
congderation, her brows knitted asif she was pondering adecision. Deciding, her face cleared and she
brought her head up and looked the Seeker directly in the eyes. "Edwyr,” she said softly. "I'm not an
ordinary Sigter.”

"Y olan, you're not an ordinary anything."

She amiled. "Thanks. But | meant more than that." She was quiet again for several moments, her eyes
averted, asif organizing her thoughts.

"Edwyr, I'm aKeeper," she announced finaly, her gaze boring into his once more. "My mother is,
too. And my father'san Artisan." Her expression became expectant and she watched him closdly for any
hint of areaction to her statement.

The Seeker nodded dowly, thoughtfully, hisface unchanging. "Ummmmmm. So. That explains
seved things"

Y olan asked, "Likewhat?'

"Like'angiosperms and 'gymnosperms for onething. No Sister knows things like that. Did the 'hood
find you out?'

"Oh, they knew my mother had trained me. They were trying to undo my education and convert me
to the Great Way. | let them think they'd succeeded. | thought | had them fooled. But | got careless. Like
| did with you. And alittle bit arrogant, I'm afraid.

"Y ou know, it'd al make alot more senseif | just sart from the beginning.” And for the next hour,

Y olan recited the gory of her life, from her parent's expulsion from the Home Valey to the moment she
met Edwyr.

When shefinished, there was along period of mutua silence and musing. Relieved of the oppressive
burden of secrecy she had carried for so long, Y olan let her mind drift and listened to the soothing
whisper of thewind inthe grass.

Eventudly she became aware of Edwyr's gaze. He was carefully and dowly scrutinizing her festures
asif trying to read some message written there. Gently, he spoke. "And you were worried I'd turn you in
to the 'hoodsif | knew who you were?' She nodded. "And you really believe Father Andretti and the
Free Council would have punished you?"

She snorted. "L ook what they did to my parents.”

"Hmmmmmm. Things have gone even further than Father Johnston thought,” he murmured half to
himsdlf.

"But Y olan, the things Mother Elena said about the dangers of science aretrue. Y ou redlize that,
don't you? The Home World was destroyed by technology ..."

"Oh, Gods! You're as bad asthe rest of them! Y ou're not thinking! Thisisn't the Home World and
we're not the technologists of Earth. What we Keepers and Artisans are proposing has nothing in
common with what they did. We don't even share the same basic vaues. Damn it, damn it, damn it!!!
Before you even hear what we have to offer you close your ears with horror stories about the past! We



know what happened on the Home World. Were aware of the dangers. If anything, we're more worried
about them than you arel Why won't you listen?" Y olan was panting with anger and frustration. Edwyr
could see the beginnings of tearsin her eyes.

"All right, Yolan," hesaid smply, "I'll listen." A look of mixed gratitude and disbdlief swept rapidly
over her face. "Youll listlen? Just like that?' "Not 'just like that." I've spent two days with you. Weve
fought Ronin together. And I've paid close attention to everything you've said or done. | know you're no
fool. But moreimportant, | know you're not evil or vicious or petty. Anything you haveto say, anything a
person like you could believe so deeply, hasto be worth listening to, even if | don't agree once I've heard
it. Far?'

"It'sthefairest thing I've ever heard from anyone even remotely associated with the hierarchy of the
Great Way." Eagerly, she arranged hersdlf in amore comfortable position. Her face was dive with
excitement at the progpect of actualy talking with someone about her beliefs. Thisisimportant, shetold
hersdf. Thisisn't just another teaching session with sympathetic settlers already interested in what | have
to say. Chants won't do here. It's got to be my own words. And they've got to be convincing!

"Firgt of dl," she began, "we don't deny or rgject Jerome or hisideas, no matter what Andretti says.
After dl, it was Jerome who encouraged Mother Cynthiaand the original Keepersin thefirst place! He
gave them the Medallion. He suggested they go to the Flagship and collect data from the computer. The
wholething was hisideal

"So we have no quarrd with Jerome. Our problem iswith the way Andretti and the Free Council
interpret Jerome. We just don't agree with their version of the Great Way. And we base our
disagreement on the ideas of Jerome himsdif!

"Jerome talked alot about 'Oneness, Edwyr. | don't even pretend to understand all the fine points of
the Way, but | learned enough from Mother Elenato know that somehow Jerome redlized that al things
come from, and return to, the same source. So each of usredlly isonewith the World. And dl thingsin
the World redly are one with us. Everything we do affects the World in some degree. And everything
that happens affectsusin return. | guess at least part of following the Greaet Way is coming to understand
that and learning to live accordingly.”

"Yes," the Seeker agreed. "'In Satori, you actualy experience the Oneness you're talking about. It'sa
blending, anintertwining. It . . . it . . ."helaughed and shrugged helplesdy. "I guessit just can't be
explained. So 'Onenesswith the World' is probably as good as anything."

"Right. But there's another kind of Oneness Jerome talked about. Or maybe 'baance is a better
word. Anyway, he recognized that human existenceisn't just apurely physical thing. At thevery lead, it's
got mental and artistic and spiritual aspectsaswell.

They'redl twisted-together, but aperson isn't redly and truly ‘human'’ in the fullest sense unlesshe
developsal sdesof hisnature. If any one aspect isout of sync with the others, if one becomes
overpowering or dominant, the result is an imbalance, alopsidedness, awarping of the person.” She gave
asdf-deprecating little smile. "1 don't think I'm explaining thistoo clearly.”

"You're doing fine" Edwyr smiled back encouragingly, "you're describing what we call 'Harmony':
Onenesswithin that mirrors the Oneness without. It comes when al aspects of aperson's nature arein
balance. And it'scrucid for following the Way." He paused for amoment. Y olan, if | read you right,
you're about to say that the Great Way asit's currently being practiced islop-sided. That it overdoes
thingsin the spiritud direction and ignoresthe physical and menta and artistic too much?”

Y olan looked surprised, then pleased, that the Seeker was following her argument so closdly. "That's
exactly my point!" she said eagerly. "The Free Council keeps saying the Kegpers want to introduce a
materialistic technology on Kensho and that that's directly contrary to Jerome's emphasis on the spiritua
aspects of the Way. They claim areturn to materiadism, any land of materiaism, will cause endlessdesire
for materid things, block al progressin the Way, stop our developing an immunity to the Mushin ... oh,
all kinds of assorted horrors.

"But we believe that's al nonsense, Edwyr. And we think Jerome would agree.”

Now it was Edwyr'sturn to look surprised. "How do you come to that conclusion?’

"By sticking with Jerome's own ideas,” she answered firmly. "Edwyr, as| aready said, Jerome was



the one who encouraged the Keepersin thefirst place. And we're convinced he did it for avery good
reason.

"Look, we know Jerome started out seeking the answer to Nakamura's Koan because he redlized
mankind was stagnating under the rule of the Grandfathers. We were more or less safe in the 'hoods and
on the 'steads, but we weren't expanding or making any progress. Kensho had regressed to avery
primitive social and economic level and wasn't developing at al. Nothing had changed in five or Six
generdions.

"Finding the answer to the Koan and breaking the hold of the Mushin wasthefirst step. The second
step was opening up the rest of the planet for colonization. That got us physically away from the mind
leeches and alowed usto increase our numbers dramatically. Before, we were awaysjust on the edge of
possible extinction. But now..." she gestured widdly at the Plain asif to indicate dl the thousandswho
dwdt onit.

"O.K. Thereve been alot of changes since Jeromesday. And thefirg steps of hisplan are
complete. But just travel around some time. Check on how the average 'steader or settler lives. Look at
the tools he uses. Or go to a'hood. See what kinds of production techniques they use to make those
tools.

"What you'll find, Edwyr, isaworld not one bit advanced over the one Jerome left. Three
generations, and not one bit advanced. And if Andretti and the Council have their way, in three more
generationsitll fill bethe same!™

"But we're making progressin the Way...”

"Arewe?' Y olan countered aggressively. "Arewe redly? Are we so much more advanced, so much
further dong the Great Way than we were a generation ago? Is everyone in the hierarchy, everyone on
the Free Council, realy and truly enlightened? Are they al immune to the Mushin? Or what about
Mitsuyamaand the PlainsLords? Are they even following the Way? Are they developing as Jerome
intended?"1'm sorry, Edwyr, but everywhere | 1ook, dl | seeisgrowing conflict, disintegration,
backdiding, and regresson. Damn it, we're not progressing! We're sagnating again!

"The Keegpers don't think Jerome meant it to be thisway. We believe there was athird step to his
plan, astep that's never been realized. And were convinced that's why he sent usto the Flagship.”

Edwyr looked and sounded astonished, " Are you saying Jerome wanted you to use the information in
the computer to reintroduce technology on Kensho? Isthat what you mean by a'third step'?”

She nodded confidently. "Once the Mushin were under control and the population large enough to
make extinction unlikely, the next logicd step was to move forward and improve the standard of living.
There's no good reason why Kensho hasto remain amargina agricultura economy forever, you know.
And there are plenty of good reasonswhy it shouldn't. Right now, most 'steaders and settlers spend
nearly every waking hour grubbing out amesger living. It'stheir swest that supports the 'hoods, the Free
Council, and the whole damn hierarchy. But asde from alittle training as children, they never, have
enough timeto redlly follow the Way themsalves.

"Jerome knew technology could change all that. It could free alot more peopleto follow the Way.
And that's why he sent usto the Flagship. To bring back the knowledge necessary to reintroduce
technology. But it wasn't just arehash of the Home World methods he hoped for. No, he expected usto
develop anew kind of technology.”

"New?" he questioned. "New in what way? What do you mean?"

"I mean atechnology that fitsin with the rest of his plan. One that's appropriate to the Great Way and
our needs here on Kensho. It has to be atechnology that'll provide each and every one of uswith a
decent, becoming existence. But it hasto do it without destroying our world and our humanity in the
process.”

"But how isthat possible?' he muttered in bewilderment. *On the Home World...”

Y olan pushed hiswords asde, relentlesdy pressing her argument home. "Forget Earth! They didn't
have the Way. They saw thingsin acompletdly different light. They never redly believed in Onenesswith
theworld. Nor did they ever truly understand the idea of Oneness within themselves. Their technology
amply reflected their vaues, it wastheir values that destroyed their world, not their technol ogy!



"But our values are different. We do have the Way! Thanksto the Mushin, we haveto practiceit for
our very survivd. It colors and shapes our every thought and action. So any technology we develop will
have to incorporate the values of the Way if it'sto have any viability on Kensho at all.

"Look, Edwyr. Jerome taught usthe inter-relatedness of Each to Each to All. So any technology we
create will have to be nondestructive of the environment. Y ou don't tear your world gpart if you're
conscious of your Onenesswith it. Y ou learn to work with the world, in harmony with nature.

"And if you honestly believe in inner Oneness, in Harmony, you don't build asystem that puts people
on assembly linesthat take away al meaning from their work and their lives. Instead, work becomesa
way for aperson to develop his character. It gives him an opportunity to express himself and providesan
outlet for hiscredtivity. It puts him in touch with hisfellow men by giving him achanceto produce things
that fill their needs aswell as his own. The emphasis shifts from 'product’ to ‘person.’ And tool s that
enhance an individud's ability to work take the place of machinesthat merely displace him by taking over
the truly human part of histask."

"But where does atechnology like that go, Y olan? How far can it develop? Can it really accomplish
this 'third sage you beievein?'

She shrugged. "I don't know the answer to your first question.

"Nobody knows, because nobody's ever tried it on aworld-wide scale before. It certainly wouldn't
take us down the path Earth traveled. So if you're worried about the Message and catching up with the
Home World, | can't offer much help.

"But | do think it'd accomplish what Jerome had in mind. And maybe alot more.

"Thereisonething | am sure of, though. Wherever our kind of technology leads us, it'll dwaysbe
firmly based on theideds of the Way and the vision of Jerome. It won't destroy Kensho and it will
provide for human dignity and crestivity."

For along time, Edwyr sat, consdering everything Y olan had told him. Finaly he spokein a soft,
warm voice. "I'm impressed. | never guessed the Kegperssvison was o ... so beautiful.” Y olan smiled
dightly in response, but didn't answer, redizing he had more to say and not wishing to interrupt now that
her story wastold.

"But I'mworried," he continued. "Not about what you said or about the intentions of the Keepers
and Artisans. I'm worried about the others. Let'sfaceit. Y ou're right when you say not everyone
nowadays holds Jerome'sidealsin as great esteem asyou do.

Once you've introduced technology, how will you keep it true to the Way? How can you keep other
people from misusing the things you creste?"

"Y ou mean people like Mitsuyama?' she asked. He nodded. "I can't guarantee it. But then not
everybody within the Great Way gticksto it, either. Can you guarantee that somebody like Andretti won't
twist thewords of Jerome to his own ends? Maybe we should abolish it because it might be turned to
evil!"

Edwyr smiled patiently. "That's not an answer, Yolan."

"Then herés one," she snapped. "If you suppress technology just because it might be turned to evil,
it'll appear eventualy anyway. It's only human to want adecent living. And only technology can provide
it. The pressureswill grow and grow. That's what Mitsuyamareally represents. He'sjust thefirst. Ther€lll
be more. And when technology finally does break through, it'll be from outside the Way and asits
enemy!”'

The Seeker smiled again. "That's till not an answer. A threet, yes. And probably true. But not an
answver."

For long moments Y olan stared at the ground. Then she sighed, the tension draining from her frame.
"Yeh. | know what you're saying. Y ou know, it's funny. When | was at home, when | was around
Keepers and Artisans and was learning to be a K egper mysdlf, | never questioned the rightness of what
we were doing. It wasjust so obvious! We were following the Way, doing what Jerome wanted. | don't
think my mother ever once mentioned the idea that anybody here on Kensho would even think of
misusing our knowledge. That was the way things had been on the Home World, but not here on
Kensho.



"Mother Elenawas the first who ever raised the question with me. | never let her know it, but it's
bothered me ever ance." She glanced up at Edwyr, her expression mutely pleading for understanding. "l
reglly want to find the answer. | fed thereisone. At times| can amost reach out and touch it. But then it
twistsaway just at thelast moment.”

Shewas slent again, her expression closed, her attention turned inward. "l guess,”" she muttered
softly, "wedl just thought it would happen naturdly. Just aresult of the Way and men adapting to lifeon
Kensho. It seemed to be the inevitable direction the human race was heading, the path the Mushin were
forcing usto follow. But now with Andretti and Mitsuyama..." Her voicefdtered. "Therearetimes” she
garted up again, ahint of wistful regret tingeing her words, "when | amost wish we'd never penned up
the Mushin."

The Seeker glanced at her sharply. "What do you mean by that?"

"Wdll, look. Exposure to the Mushin produced Jerome. And Chaka. And Obie. The Mushin used to
act directly on dmost everyone, weeding out the weak and those who weren't cgpable of following the
Way. Now only afew experience them. Oh, | know we dl study the Way. But sometimes | wonder if
that's redlly changing mankind as much asthe Mushin did originaly. Maybe were just fooling oursalves
when wethink were still developing. | mean, Andretti studied the Way dl hislife. But is hethedirection
we're heading now? Goddl If he'sthe best the Way hasto offer . . . ! Or Mitsuyama. Would anybody
with amind like hissurviveif the Mushin were ill 1oose? Out there beyond the Barrier Hills nobody can
force him to study the Way, and there aren't any Mushin to expose his evil thoughts.”

She shook her head sadly, dgjectedly. "1 don't know, Edwyr. | just don't know. | feel wereright. |
fed that the answer to the doubts you've raised isright therein plain sight. But | can't point to it.

"That doesn't mean | don't intend to go on seeking it, though." A note of determination added
firmnessto her voice. "And it doesn't mean that | intend to give up being a Keeper just because | don't
have the answer to every question.

"Edwyr, we can't rgject al the good that technology, our kind of technology, can accomplish just
because it might be used for evil. Giving in like that would be aterrible defeat for our race and for its
future on Kensho. It'd be like admitting we're incapable of improving ourselves or our society. It'd be like
saying that our only hope liesin withdrawing to some mountain top to live in poverty and ignorance. |
can't accept that. | refuse to believe that evil dways and inevitably winsin the confrontation with good.
Good and evil aren't absolute forces, independent of us, Edwyr. They come from within us. We create
them. If evil triumphs, it's because we alow it to. And by the same token, good can bethe victor if we
care enough and work hard enough to assureiit. It'sup to us."

Silent, wrapped in her own thoughts, Y olan stared into the dark. Unwilling to break into her reverie,
Edwyr lay back and looked up at the sky. One of the moons had aready set. Another was near the
horizon. Thethird had moved only dightly westward. And aglow at the eastern edge of the Plain
promised the arriva of the fourth. Behind the moons, the stars shone faintly. Off to the east, below the
horizon from where they now were, the Fixed Stars, the Arks and the Flagship, kept bright, steady watch
over Firg Touch.

Carefully, Edwyr camed and cleared hismind. Then helet Y olan'swordsroll through his
consciousness. Here and there they struck responsive chords with his own ideas. In other placesthey
seemed fuzzy or mismatched. But on the whole, they fitted well.

Could Father Johnston have known about the K egpers, he wondered. Could they actually be a part
of thePan?

An unexpected thought entered hismind. It was one of Jerome's Koans. "Asthe Ronin strikes, oh,
how beautiful the constant starsl" He had repeated it thousands of times, contemplated it, even used it to
achieve Satori. But now, amazingly, hesaw itin anew light! Could he have been misnterpreting it al
these years?

"Asthe Ronin gtrikes . . ."could stand for any kind of danger. . "... Oh ..." directed the attention to
.."... how beautiful the congtant stardl” which might very well refer to the Arks and the Flagship! They
were"constant sars," dwaysin sationary orbit over First Touch! Was Jerome trying to hint that help
againg enemies might liein the Hagship? Perhapsin the computer on the Flagship? Was the Koan



Jerome'sway of pointing to how useful the materia gathered by the Keepers would be to those who
followed him on Kensho?

And Jerome's other Koan! "A sword in the scabbard is atreasure beyond compare.” That could
mean that the datain the computer was atreasure beyond compare! After dl, Jerome had found the
sword of Nakamuraon the Flagship! In a sense, the ship had been the sword's scabbard for centuries.
And the ship was aso the scabbard for the knowledge the K eepers had collected.

Stunned, Edwyr lay for along timetrying to assmilate these new ideas. At thefirst opportunity, he
knew he would have to spend severa daysin deep contemplation to work it al out.

But even now he knew that what Y olan had just told him changed everything!

XVIII

Long, long ago the pressure became too great and the Plain broke in two. The western half tilted
upward aong its eastern edge and a sudden range of jagged hills was born. Stretching north and south
for over athousand miles, they were nowhere more than five or sx mileswide, nor greater than 200 feet
high. Nevertheless, their sheer steegpness, especidly dong the eastern face, made them an effective
barrier to travelers,

Time and severd rivers had created afew passes. One, the broadest, lay far to the north where First
River cut its way toward the setting sun. A second, twisted, abandoned by the stream that formed it,
bisected the hills at about their half-way point. Two more were located many milesto the south. Most
travelerstook the easy routesto the far north or south. The only real advantage to the Middle Pass, asit
was caled, wasthe fact that it was the most direct path to the grazing lands of the PlainsLords. Since that
was no advantage at al asfar as most people were concerned, it was seldom used.

The soldier who lay on the crest of the hills near the mouth of the pass gazed with bored eyes across
the Plain. Hed been there for four hours, ever snce noon. And in dl that time held seen nothing more
interesting than aflock of Darters. If it wasn't for the fact that the Groupleader was such abastard he
would have dozed at his post. But the son-of-a-bitch had a nasty habit of sneaking up on sentries and
Gods help the poor soldier who wasn't awake and doing hisjab.

Herolled on hisback for afew minutes and stared up at the sky just to break the monotony. Shit, he
thought, what astupid way to spend aweek! Sittin' out here in the middle of nowhere waiting for some
bastard who never comes. Wouldn't be so bad if old Group would let usjust sit. But no, the bastard
makes us drill like dways. Hell, he makes usdrill more. That'safact! Shit.

Turning back on his scomach again, he glared eastward. Bet this son-of-a-bitch were rotting here for
went north like everybody else. Travelers never comethisway. Shit. Least if we were back at Base,
wed have women. Like Janie. Or that new little one | met just before leavin'. Bet she'sdready tied up by
some guy now. Damn. Another miss.

A small dot appeared on the horizon. He tensed, then relaxed. Probably just another bunch of
Darters. Maybe alost ken-cow. He looked again, straining to see more. Now there were two dots. No
doubt about it. Two. Couldn't be Darters. Flocks never got that close.

He watched for severd more minutes. Two dots. Almost figures. Tiny, but not ken-cows, not
Darters. We're only waiting for one man, he remembered. But thereisn't any good reason aman can't
travel with someone he met on hisjourney. Lot safer that way. Could be our man, he decided. Too bad
about his companion. Tough shit, fellow. That'sthe way it goes.

Coming at arun, he estimated. Better get my assin gear and get down to report to Group. Hell want
to get the men set in position, just in caseit isthe right man. Poor bastard won't know what hit him. Just
chop-chop from eight of us. Won't be much left. And that's afact.

Heroseand left at atrot. If held stayed for just afew more minutes he would have seen eight new
dots appear on the horizon.

The Ronin had been closing the gap al afternoon. Y olan smply couldn't keep the pace today. Not



after yesterday. Edwyr looked sideways at her drawn face. She was on the verge of utter collapse.

Up ahead the Barrier Hillsloomed into the sky. They redly weren't dl that high, but in the midst of so
much flatness, they seemed towering mountains. He could see the bresk that indicated the mouth of
Middle Pass. Well done, he congratulated himself. Right on the button.

He glanced at Y olan again. Thetime for action was coming soon, he realized. I've got to get rid of at
least two of the Ronin and make sure the other six take out after me. It's her only hope. He had avague
plan in mind. Somewhere in the twisting pass ahead he would double back and ambush the last two
Ronin, then lead the rest on amerry chase eastward while Y olan escaped through the pass to the west. It
might work. It had to work.

The Keeper ssumbled and amost went down, Edwyr grabbed her by the elbow to steady her. She
turned ableak, empty smilein hisdirection. He nodded toward the hillsand said, "Well rest soon.”

Y olan smply gave aquick glance back at their pursuers and didn't bother to answer.

Edwyr copied her motion. The Ronin were closer. All day they had been driving the two before
them, creeping nearer and nearer. The Seeker had pushed Y olan asfar as he dared. She smply didn't
have any reserves|eft. There would be no more bursts of speed.

He estimated the distance | eft to the pass. Then he figured on the lead they had over the Ronin.
About two and ahalf to three miles. They might catch us somewhere near the western mouth of the pass,
he redized. Or on the Plain on the other sde. That gives mejust enough timeto try my plan. Somewhere
in the middle would be best. Hide Y olan, then double back. When she hears the commotion, she can
take off westward.

Heturned it around and around in hismind. Any way helooked &t it, it was ftill along shot. Would it
be better if they just made astand and fought it out? Eight to two? And Y olan barely ableto lift her
weapon? The long shot was better odds.

Asthey cameto the dight upgrade leading to the mouth of the pass, Y olan's breath began to take on
asobbing quality. She sucked the air in huge, quavering gasps. "Not much further,” Edwyr urged her.
"Jugt alittleway." It wasliketaking to achild. Y olan was just amachine now, unthinking, merely
repesting motionsin ahopeless, mechanica way. She staggered dightly on the uneven ground and the
Seeker held her arm again, supporting her, ready to drag her if necessary.

At first thewalls of the pass were sheer and offered no place for doubling back, much less
concedlment for an ambush. It1l get better in the middle, he reassured himself. Just around the next bend,
itll widen out abit. It took afull mile before his prediction came true. And then another mile passed
before conditions redlly looked right.

He was about to stop when Y olan suddenly pulled back on hisarm. At first he thought the K eeper
had fallen. But as he turned to face her, he saw she was on her fest.

Her chest heaving with the effort to breethe, she had awild, frightened look on her face. Clearly she
was struggling to bring her gasping under control so she could talk. Her free hand waved emphaticaly
toward the west. "Bad,” she managed to croak.

He pulled gently at her arm. "Come on," he urged.

"Jug alittlefurther. | haveaplan.”

"No!" she shook her head emphaticaly. "No. Wrong. All wrong."

"What do you mean?' he asked in perplexity.

"Danger. Ahead. | can senseit. Wrong."

"Ahead? Y ou sense danger ahead? Isit the Ronin? Gods, they can't have gotten ahead of udl”

"Not . .. not Ronin," she answered uncertainly. " Different. But danger.”

For asecond, Edwyr considered. Her sense was usudly very accurate, even if he didn't understand
it. But danger ahead? What? Or who? He looked at her, aquestion in hisglance. "To the eest?'

Y olan nodded. "Still there."

"Whichiscosar?'

She nodded to the west. He quickly calculated. The Ronin would be just about entering the mouth of
the pass now. Make that two miles back. About fifteen minutes. Say the new danger wasamile or so
ahead. They just had timeto check it. "O.K.,” he said. "Let's go see what this new problemis. Tell me



when we're close.” The woman nodded and they set off again.

In about amile and ahdf, she pulled a hisarm. "Close. Just ahead." Thefloor of the passwaswider
here, maybe 500 yards across. Just ahead, it narrowed suddenly as ahill thrust out a steep shoulder from
the north side. The remaining gap was perhaps 200 yards wide. Perfect spot for an ambush, Edwyr
thought.

Leaving Yolan waking in adow circle to cool down, Edwyr quickly scaed the shoulder of the north
hill and peered over the top to its western dope. For severa moments he saw nothing. Then, suddenly, a
flash of light, the merest flicker of sun reflected from metal, shone from behind some low shrubs. Inan
ingtant, Edwyr saw the whole plan.

There were eight of them, hidden and waiting.

Anyone coming around the shoulder of the hill from the east would run right into the middle of their
group. They'd be on himin aflash, before he even had time to unding his blade. And their swords were
aready drawn, ready to dash and kill. He shuddered. Y olan's sense was inexplicable, but invauable.

Carefully, he scrambled back down to the waiting Keeper. Two sets of enemies! The eight
ambusherswerein dl likelihood Mitsuyamas men. | should have known hed try again, he silently cursed.
He shook hishead grimly.

Wait, though! The Ronin and the Plains Lordswere hardly dlies And the enemy of my enemy can
turn out to be my friend, he reminded himself. Provided they're handled right! Of course! He dmost
chortled out loud. Mitsuyama has provided me with exactly the ambush | was|ooking for!

He reached the Keeper and hurriedly bustled her off to a pot of conceal ment with instructions not to
reved hersaf no matter what happened. Satisfied she could not be seen by anyone coming from the east,
he set off a arun down the pass toward the Ronin.

He was hoping to find them just inside the pass, a the narrowest, most twisted point. That way the
passitsalf would act to screen thefirgt yells of the Ronin from the ears of Mitsuyama's men. If heran the
killers hard enough, hefigured they'd stop screaming dmost immediately to conserve their wind. The
quieter they were, the better.

Ashe came around a particularly tight bend, he suddenly came on them. In mutual surprise, Edwyr
and the eight stopped dead in their tracks. Then, with afierce shriek of blood lust, the chase wason. The
Seeker turned and fled. The killers responded as he had expected, straining to keep up with him, eager
to drike, silently conserving their precious bregth for running. Aside from the pounding of eight pairs of
feet, and the labored gasping of eight mouths, the pursuit was as quiet as degath itself.

The adrendine flooding his body, combined with his calm, clear state of mind, gave Edwyr asense of
euphoric floating. There wasjoy in thisrace, joy even in the thought of possible death. Death held no fear
for the Seeker. Long, long ago, he had learned to confront it. Now al that counted was living and
enjoying the moment. If death came, it came. There was nothing moreto be said.

He dowed his pace just dightly to tease the killerswho panted behind him. Sensing a chanceto close
for thekill, they put on anew burst of speed. Thelead Ronin was no more then 15 yards behind him now
and he could fed the tingling pressure of excited Mushin. They were hungry and eager for afeadt. I'll give
them more than they bargain for, he thought grimly.

Another minute and he rounded the last bend. Dead ahead was the hill that thrust its shoulder
southwards, narrowing the valey. He headed straight for the spot, hoping the Ronin would continue their
dlence

They did. As he raced through the gap, he could see the men who lay in ambush legp to their feet to
attack. But he was going much faster than they had anticipated or had any reason to expect. Before any
could strike he was past them and heading swiftly westward.

They had no chance to pursue, for no sooner had Edwyr swept by than the Ronin poured around the
hill. There was abrief moment of dead silence and mutua astonishment as the two groups faced each
other. Then the air was split by the hideous screech of the Ronin and the startled bellows of the
ambushers as the two sides closed in combat.

It was awild, bloody melee. Every man hacked at anyone who came within sword's reach. Naked
blades flashed in the sun once, and then flashed no more, but shimmered instead with red gore. The clash



of meta on meta, the dull thunk of metal on flesh, was nearly drowned out by the cries of agony or
shrieks of victory. The battle swirled over the fallen, and more dropped to the ground, some instantly
dead, otherswrithing or crawling, clutching their hacked bodies to keep them from faling apart.

Edwyr stood some hundred feet off and calmly watched the mutual daughter. Helooked on as dying
men became feasts for the frenzied Mushin and met their ends in raving madness. There was nothing new
here. Infact, it was as old as mankind. Death was never pleasant. And violent desth, made even more
violent by the Mushin, was no swester.

With afinal, mingled scream of one man dying and another victorious, slencefdl over the pass.
Carefully, hisown sword drawn, Edwyr approached the last sanding figure. It was a Ronin, his back
turned, swaying dightly asif deeply exhausted. The man turned and with a shock the Seeker recognized
the leader of thekillers, the one he had spoken with before.

The two stood severa yards apart, dowly eyeing each other with appraising looks. Then the Ronin
spoke. "Totdlity issated. | an wounded and exhausted. Thereis no power Ieft. It would be an easy kill."
Hisvoice was soft and sibilant. "But it would be wasted. Totality is sated.”

For amoment longer, he stared a the unmoving Seeker. Findly he shrugged. He began to wipe his
gory blade on the shabby skirt of hisrobe. While he worked he glanced out of the sde of hiseye at
Edwyr and muttered. "This oneis strange. He does not attack. Totaity cannot read him. Heis not there.”

Finishing histask, hethrust the sword back in its scabbard, ignoring the feet that Edwyr'swas il
drawn. "Thisonewill not attack. Why? Will thishuman let aRonin live?'

"This human does not like the idea of setting so many Mushin free to roam around on their own,
Ronin. Out here on the Plain, people aren't so well protected against them. The Way isn't practiced by
everyone. And many who do practiceit are weak in itsdisciplines. No, best not to kill you. Alone, you're
no threat. The mind leecheswill stay with you. They're sated now, asyou say. Y ou'll be along way from
here before they become a problem.”

"No," the Ronin shook his head. "There are too many for one Mind Brother. Too many. We were 12
once. Now we are one. Totdity istoo great aburden for one."

Edwyr was startled and disturbed by this news. "Y ou mean you can't hold them al?"

"Totdity istoo great for one Mind Brother," he affirmed.

They stood looking at each other.

The Ronin muttered to himself. "But this one can carry some. Y es. This one can be Mind Brother to
Totdity. Thisoneisnot here, but he can carry. Thisis strange. But thisistrue.”

Edwyr stared blankly at the killer. "Me? Carry Mushin?"

"Yes," the other nodded. "Y es. Totdity will divide. Each haf will bewesker. This subunit can control
and carry one haf. Thisother one can be Mind Brother to therest. Yes."

The Seeker's mind raced as he tried to make sense of what the Ronin had said. Too many Mushin?
Y es, that did seem logical. This had been an unusualy large pack of Ronin. If theratio of killersto mind
leeches was smilar to that in the foothills, then there would be alarge number of Mushin accompanying
the group. And since the practice of leaving one Ronin diveto carry the group's Mushin had been
developed for dealing with smdler numbers, it probably wouldn't work here. The Ronin leader'sclaim
that there were too many for him to handle alone seemed likely to be true.

But that implied that the man actudly had some control over the mind leeches! That they didn't
control him! What had he cdled himsdf?"Mind Brother?' What in the hell could that mean? Edwyr
remembered their first encounter. At that time, both he and Y olan had noticed that the Mushin seemed to
bein some kind of order. Could it be that the Ronin were able to organize the invisible creatures? Or
were they automaticaly structured by being a Totdity?

Cometo think of it, weren't the 'hoods in the Home Valley actualy doing basicaly the same thing?
Their way of tying the Mushin to the 'hood, by keeping them fooled and fed through the careful release of
emotive energy, was clearly aform of conscious control. Wasit possible that the Ronin had developed a
smilar form of control naturaly? Gods only knew they'd had some ten generations of extremely close
contact with the mind leeches to accomplishit.

But that meant that intimate contact with the Mushin wasn't necessarily or automaticaly destructive!



For the fact was that the Ronin had not become extinct! Even though their major source of recruitment
had been cut off by the spread of the Great Way and the penning of most of the Mushin in the Home
Valey, the Ronin had not disappeared! Could it be that the killers had managed to establish some kind of
mutualy beneficid relationship with the mind leeches? Had they become symbiotes?

The very idea staggered hisimagination. It was Smply too huge, too contrary to everything he had
ever heard or thought, to alow him to deal with it immediately. The whole proposition would haveto be
examined carefully, dowly, and alot more data gathered, before it could be evauated intelligently.

In any case, there was amore immediate problem. The extraMushin couldn't be allowed to run free,
spreading the Madness and death wherever they went.

He camed his mind and considered the problem. The truth was that he could carry some. Before
entering the Way of the Sword, he/d spent anovitiate period in one of the'hoodsinthe Home Valley.
There held participated in the care and feeding of the captive mind leeches. He knew how to bind them
tohim.

What would playing nursemaid to abunch of invisible Mushin do to hismisson? It would definitely
be distracting, but not fatally so. He hoped. Others were doing almost the same.

The Seeker nodded. Yes, it could be done. Because it must be done. "All right," he said to the
Ronin. "I'll carry haf."

The man amiled astrange, blank humorless smile. "Y es, thisone can do it. Totdity knows. But will
this one keep the part of Totdity hewill carry? Will heisolateit, makeit wesk, divideit from itsdf?

Edwyr blinked in confusion. "What do you mean? What isit you want?"

"This subunit wants nothing. Totdity wants Totdlity. Y ou will go your own way and take part of
Totdity with you. Thisisnot good.”

"Y ou want meto go with you?"

"Totality wantsit. But | seeitisnot possible. | will tell Totality." He began to muiter to himsdlf.
"Totdity underdands” he said after afew moments. "But will you return those you carry?'Y ou will not
take them to captivity?"

"Return them? How? Where?"

"Ahhhh. Yes. To me. Or to some other Mind Brother. Our Totality isaready so smdl, so weak that
any lossistoo great.”

Edwyr snorted. "I'm not very likely to go searching for abunch of Ronin to return some damn
Mushin! | vaue my skin too much for that.”

"But wewill not hurt thisone," murmured the Ronin softly. "No. No. Wewish it no harm. It is helping
Totdity. It would be agood Mind Brother. Even though we cannot seeit,” he finished in amuiter.

The Seeker looked at him with frank curiogty. "Y ou're actudly offering me safe conduct to return the
mind leechesto thefirst Ronin | meet?' The man nodded. "How can you guarantee it? How do | know
they'll honor it?"

"Totadity wantsit. All subunitswill want it and obey."

Edwyr'sjaw dropped in astonishment. "You. .. you. . . are you Saying you can communicate with
all the other Ronin?' There was afirm nod for areply. The Seeker gasped.

Again he stood immobile, his mind turning awhole new set of dataover and over. If the Ronin
controlled the Mushin, or & least had developed some sort of stable and mutually beneficia relaionship
withthem . . . and if they could use the Mushin to communicate with each other in somefashion ... An
incredible idea suddenly occurred to Edwyr and awhole piece of the Plan, apart previously unresolved,
fel into place. "Do you . . . can you control the Ronin? | mean, can you keep them from attacking?'

"Attack is not necessary. This subunit does not attack you. If itisnot in Totality'sinterest, this
sub-unit will not attack.”

"What about in your own interest?"

The Ronin looked briefly puzzled. "Own? This oneis asubunit, aMind Brother."

"But you wouldn't attack unlessit would be beneficia to you and the Mushin?'

"Yes Thatistrue"

A thrill of excitement ran through Edwyr. It might work! And if it did, it would solve the biggest



problem inthe Plan.

"Ronin," hesaid sharply. "Tdl Totdity this. | will returnthe part | carry. | will return them to Ronin
who will cometo Firgt Passin one month at the time of the three moons followed by one. Y ou will lead
those Ronin. There will be many of them. They will stay on the mountains at the sides of the pass.

"1 will do more. I will do thingswhich will be very beneficid for Totdity, which will increeseitssize
and strength. But Totality must agree to withhold attack, before and after. Y ou will watch me and follow
my lead. It will be good for Totdlity. This| promise.”

The Ronin looked puzzled & first. Then, with ashrug, he began to mutter silently to himself, asign
Edwyr had come to recognize meant he was conferring with the Mushin he controlled. After afew
moments, his expression changed to one of surprise followed by pleasure. He spoke. "Y es. This subunit
will do asyou say, human. Totdlity agrees. Y es. Much benefit will come.

"But, if not, human, the agreement will be broken and Totality will attack. Not you. You areaMind
Brother. But others, any who are with you."

"Agreed. If | don't ddiver what | promise the dedl's off Even for me. O.K.?"

"Yes. Now wewill pick up our burdens.”

In lessthan half an hour, the Ronin had limped back down the pass towards the east. Edwyr, tightly
holding apack of duggish Mushinwith hismind, was aready growing used to the Stuation. Thekiller had
made afew very useful suggestions on how to be aMind Brother and Edwyr had found them easy to put
into practice. Now, when the invisible creatures were sated, was agood time to try things out and he
experimented as he walked dowly back to where he had left Y olan.

He found her, sound adeep, huddled against the boulder she had hidden behind, and decided to
make camp there for the night. Understanding that deep was better nourishment for her condition than
ken-cow cheese, he ate a quick supper and then settled down to develop his abilities as a Mushin herder.

Severa hours later, astwo moons stood high overhead, he felt secure enough in his control to deep.
Helooked over at the soundly sumbering Keeper and smiled. Tomorrow they'd part ways. Perhaps
forever. He had new dliesin his quest, but failure was ill possible. And death.

Y et heknew that if he survived, held find her again. They'd only traveled together for afew days. But
it had been long enough to show him the journey was worth continuing.

BOOK VII

JMSON

XIX

The sword diced aglittering curve in the air, and with aringing clash met another blade and stopped
it. For amoment both blades paused, clinging together asif stunned.

"Wl blocked, Lord" panted Jmson. He stepped quickly back, moving dightly to theright. "But | till
think two hands are stronger than one. | can bresk through.”

Mitsuyamasmiled grimly. "Proveit, renegade. A one-handed sword islighter, fagter. And my amis
strong. Come. Try to break through. Let us see the color of your blood!"

Thetwo men circled each other warily, looking for openings. Jmson feinted a cut to thewrist. With a
grunt of surprise he barely evaded Mitsuyamas swift counter. Damn! he thought. That cursed sword of
hisisquick! But he's got to be weaker. Especially against head cuts. What if | strike overhead, catch his
sword near the hilt, and then grab hiswrist with one hand while keegping the pressure up on my sword
with the other hand? | should be able to twist the thing right out of his grasp!

Action followed thought. The ex-Seeker feinted low, then stepped in, aiming asweeping dash at the
PlainsLord's head. Again the other man's blade rose to block. But thistime, asthe two met and paused,



Jmson stepped in and grabbed for the wrist as planned.

With agrip like sted, .he twisted Mitsuyama's whole arm to the left. His voice heavy with his effort,
he gritted out, "1 told you two were stronger than one! | win, Lord!"

Mitsuyamalaughed harshly. ™Y ou spend al your time on one hand and don't even know what the
other isup to. Look a my other hand!"

Jmson glanced toward hisown right Sde. There, firmly pressing an iron dagger againg hisribs, was
Mitsuyamas left hand! The renegade paed. "Y ou're dead," hissed the Plains Lord, his eyes glittering with
triumph.

As Jmson's grip loosened, Mitsuyama stepped back, laughing vicioudy. "Y ou trust, renegade. You
trust gppearances. Because you only see one hand fighting, you assume only one hand isfighting. Fool!
Be very happy we only play with practice blades. And remember the lesson for the futurel” With alast
snort of alaugh, the Supreme Lord of the Plains spun about and stalked toward the shade at the edge of
the practice yard.

I'll remember, Lord, Jmson thought as he wiped his brow. When the moment comes, I'll remember,
and therell be onelesstrick you can use!

There was a sudden commotion &t the eastern end of the yard and a guard from the gate came loping
up to Mitsuyama. Jmson hurried over to see what was happening. As he got there, the man was
repesting hismessagein alow voice.

“ ... hesayseight swords, my Lord. Wantsto return 'em, he says. Saysthey're yours."

Mitsuyama shot Jmson a sharp glance. "Would you recognize the swords of that patrol you sent
out?"

"The one we sent to the Barrier Hills?"

"Yes"

"Uh, wdll, I'd know the Group's sword. | might know some of the others. Certainly | would
recognize the general pattern of our swords—and there aren't eight of them missing.”

The PlainsLord gazed musingly a the ground.

Without looking up he asked softly, " Sentry, what's this man look like?"

"Oh, he'syoungish, my Lord. Dressed in a plain brown robe. Carries asword sung across his back,
he does. Dusty. Been traveling awhile, I'd say."

Jmson and Mitsuyama exchanged ameaningful glance. "He couldn’t..." began the renegade.

"Hedid," finished Mitsuyama. " Sentry, take a squad. No, take two. Bring the traveler here, to me.
Now."

"Lord, isthat advisable? If heredly ... | mean, eight men ... He might be dangerous.” Jmson frowned
as he spoke.

"They attacked him. | know it's hard to believe, but somehow I know he's not dangerous unless
provoked." The PlainsLord took anew towe and began drying hisforehead and neck again.

The disturbance around the gate increased as the two squads of Avengers, swords drawn, entered
with alonefigurein their midst. Every idle person in the yard moved as close as possible to see what was
causing the commotion. Before the little knot of soldiers was hadfway across the open, sun-drenched
gpace, afair-sized crowd had gathered.

"l don't likethis" muttered Jmson to his Lord.

"Agreed. But," with ashrug, "we must make do with circumstances.” Mitsuyamarefused to crane his
neck to catch aglimpse of the brown-robed figure. He stood stolidly, his arms crossed on his chest, his
glance gtraight aheed.

The two squads stopped directly in front of him. The leaders parted, leaving clear space between the
Plans_ord and the man in their midst. Standing there, adight, distant smile on hislips, abundle of
swords over his shoulder, stood Edwyr.

The Seeker inclined his head dightly toward Mitsuyama. "Lord William Mitsuyama, Supreme Lord of
the Plains, | assume." Histone was light, dmaost bantering. He looked at the mob surrounding him, &t the
soldierswith their drawn swords forming atight wall, and at Jmson and severa otherswho stood next to
the PlainsLord, their hands on the hilts of their wegpons. ™Y ou're well protected. Were you expecting an



amy?'

Mitsuyamaingantly liked this cool young man who stood amidst a seaof enemies and joked. What a
pity he'san enemy insteed of an dly, he thought. | could useafew like him! Did heredly kill dl eight?
Best not even ask. No need to dishearten my mighty warriors with the news that one young Seeker of the
Way of the Sword isworth eight of them!

"Y ou've brought me something?" he asked, indicating the bundle over Edwyr's shoulder with aflick
of hiseyes.

The young man looked at his burden amost in surprise. "Why, yes. So | did. Some men of yours left
these lying about. | thought you might want to give them to their next of kin." Carelesdy, he dropped the
swordsto the ground in aclattering heap. "No sense in wasting good metd. Y ou can dways make them
into plows."

"And whom am | to thank for this generous gift?"

"Ah. Edwyr. Just Edwyr. Oh, yes. I'm a Seeker of the Way of the Sword.”

"Lord," interrupted Jmson, hisvoice breaking in anger. "Lord ... dl eight of them. Good men. [—"

A harsh hand motion from the PlainsLord chopped the renegade's words oft" suddenly. "Themanis
our guest. He came upon some of our soldier's wegpons and was kind enough to return them. That isall.”
As he spoke he kept his eyes steadily on Edwyr's. "Hell be our guest for awhile. Y es, our honored
guest.

Perhaps he can tell us news of what is happening to the east. We hear so little, out here beyond the
Barrier Hills

"Of course," he continued off-handedly, "you'll haveto give up your sword. It wouldn't be hospitable
to let you carry it around. Y ou're quite safe here. Kindly giveit to my man,” heindicated Jmson, "and
hell take care of it for you."

Complete slencefdl over the courtyard. For several moments Edwyr stood there, unmoving. His
gaze was|ocked on Mitsuyamas, but he was keenly aware of the growing tenson al around him. Finaly
he shrugged and reached dowly up to unding his sword from his back. Every hand tightened on sword
hilt as he brought it around to the front and dlipped it over his head. With amocking smilehelad it & his
feet and stepped back two steps. Do you think your man has strength enough in his legs to come and get
it? | doubt your highly nervous friends would alow me to approach you with asharp stick in my hands,
much lessasword.”

Mitsuyama made asmall motion with his hand. Jmson stepped jerkily forward and snatched up the
sword. The renegade's face was tiff with his effort to control hisemotions, but his eyes burned with
anger as he sared at the Seeker. Eight men! he thought. Eight of my best! Y ou've got alot to answer for,
Seeker!

The other man smply cocked his head to one side and calmly returned Imson'sglare. Y et there was
something in his gaze, something indefinable that chilled Mitsuyamals man to his very core. He shuddered
as he stepped backward toward the protection of the circle of men. There's something wrong here, he
told himsdlf. This man ismore than he seems. He hasan air, a... afeding about him that doesn't ring true.
What could it be? he wondered. | amost recognize. . . something . . . Hetore his eyes from Edwyr's and
turned to hand the sword to Mitsuyama.

Drawing the sword part way from its scabbard, the PlainsLord looked it over. "Hmmmm. Nothing
specid. A thoroughly ordinary wegpon. Obvioudy, then, the skill lieswith itswielder." He shoved it back
with asnap and handed it to Imson. "Put it in the 'guest armory' while Edwyr isvisiting us. Now show
him to hisroom.” He turned back to the Seeker and inclined hishead dightly. "Well tak later." With that
he |eft the circle guarding the lone figure and strode across the yard.

Jmson bowed mockingly to Edwyr and said, "Thisway, honored guest. Follow me.”

"Certainly," the Seeker replied softly. "1'd rather have you leading than behind my back."

The renegade's face went rigid at the remark. He spun about with acurt, "Come," directed at the two
squads of soldiers. "Bring him." They began to troop obediently after Jmson, with Edwyr in their midst.
Hewalked fredy, untouched, with an empty space of severd feet between him and the surrounding
guards.



On the north side of the courtyard, at a point gpproximately equidistant from the two gates, they
entered adoor guarded by two men with drawn swords. Insde, they followed a hdlway that ran Sraight
before them. Halfway down it, they turned right into a branching corridor. After passing severa closed,
barred doors, the sde-hdl ended at afind door next to which stood another sentry. At asignal from
Jmson, the man lifted the heavy bar and siwung the door open. The renegade bowed the Seeker into the
room which lay beyond.

The room was about twenty feet square. The flat white walls were bare and windowless. The only
light came from a skylight set some fifteen feet overhead in the ceiling. It was barred with aheavy iron
grill. Here and there, brackets were set to hold torches, but they were presently empty.

In each of thetwo far corners were paletsfor deeping. Set into the Walls at the head of each were
screenswhich did back to reveal recessesfor storing clothing and bedding. Againgt the right-hand wall
was alow table and two cushions. A folding screen stood by the left-hand wall and just visble behind it
was a chamber pot.

Standing in the middle of the room was asmall, dender man who looked startled and frightened. His
narrow face had a pinched, unhappy look, and his eyes held awild, hunted glare. The robe he wore was
dirty and rumpled, whilethe greying hair on his head stood out in unruly clumps and tangles. He shifted
nervoudy from foot to foot and muttered uncertainly as Edwyr walked in and looked around.

"Carlson,” sneered Jimson, "alow me to introduce your new room-meate. He's a Seeker. Edwyr. And
| think helll be staying for awhile. Just like you." With a harsh laugh, the renegade dammed the door shuit.
The bar thudded into place and the two within the room could hear Jmson giving ordersto put adouble
guard on the door.

"My," Edwyr laughed lightly, "one of us must be terribly vauable to be guarded so closdly. Carlson?
Have you no other name?"

"Eh?What?" thelittle man said, turning suddenly from the door asif noticing Edwyr for thefirst time.
"Oh, I'm aKeeper. Or | was aKeeper. Now I'm aprisoner. No, no. I'm afoal, that'swhat | am. And a
coward!"

"A Keeper?' asked the young man. "I didn't know any had joined Mitsuyama.”

"Joined?" snorted Carlson. "Hal Never joined. Taken. Forced. Kept captive. Never joined.” He
began to hum tundesdy, his eyes wandering around the room. His gaze fell by chance on Edwyr again
and he started. " Seeker? En? What's a Seeker doing here? Are you really a Seeker? Or just another spy
Mitsuyamals sent to try and make metell thingsl Oh, damn, damn, damn, if only | weren't such a
coward! But | know what they'll do to me! imson'sexplained it, yes, in graphic detail!" He shuddered,
his eyestightly closed.

"Wegpons-technology, that'swhat he wants! Not interested in plows or quantum theory.” He
brightened visibly and fixed Edwyr with asharp stare. Y ou interested in quantum mechanics, young
man? Carlson knowsit. There are only two Keepersin al of Kensho who know it and Carlson's one of
‘'em." His eyes went blank again when the Seeker failed to respond. The humming started up once more,
interspersed with muttered "damns.”

For afew moments Edwyr stood still and watched Carlson. Then he moved toward one of the
pallets. The Keeper stepped quickly in front of him, grasping hiswrists with surprisingly strong hands.
"Escape! Take me with you! Weve got to warn the Keepers! Everyone! Mitsuyamals raised an army.
Thousands of men! Millions! He's got battle lasers Bombs!" He turned away, the words tumbling from
hismouth in a ceasdessflow.

"Desth, destruction, that's what he wants from us. Our Knowledge twisted and distorted to kill. So
he can rule. He cares nothing about progress. Hal I'll stop him!™ He twitched around again, facing Edwyr,
his eyeswide and fearful, his mouth dightly flecked with spittle at its corners. "We've got to escape! Got
to warn Kensho! The Message! They're coming! We must defeat Mitsuyamal" Mumbling incoherently,
he stumbled over to one of the pallets and collgpsed in a hesp.

Edwyr walked dowly over to the huddled little man and knelt beside him. He reached out and
touched Carlson on the shoulder. The man's head jerked up and he stared at Edwyr for amoment. Then
he clutched gratefully at the young man's extended hand. " Save me, Seeker," he pleaded. "Save usdl.



Godd I'm going insane and | know it! Nothing to read, nothing to do! I've repeated my chants until |
don't hear them any more. And they keep asking me and asking me. And | don't know what to tell them!
The Hagship didn't tell me or anyone el se about wesapons. It knew better.”

"Tdl me about quantum theory, Carlson,” Edwyr said smply.

For abrief second, the Keeper didn't know how to respond. Tears cameto his eyes and helet go of
Edwyr's hand to brush them away. "I..." he began hatingly. "Y es, Seeker."

The Keeper began speaking in afatering, whispery voice. But as he talked and chanted, histone
became firmer and his gaze brighter. He sat up straight and pride filled histiny frame as the words poured
ever morefluidly and surdly from between histhin lips. By thetime the light was dimming in the room, he
was aman transformed.

When the sound of the bar on the door being raised interrupted his flow of words, he merely snorted
inirritation at the impertinence of the soldiers who entered with two bowls of food. Jimson accompanied
them and stood, hisarms crossed over his chest, hisface dark with a scowl, watching the two asthey
ae.

Carlson threw severd irritated glancesin hisdirection and finaly burst out, "Why the hell don't you
get out and let us eat in peace, renegade!” The effect on the other man was amusing. Hisjaw fell in utter
amazement. "Y es, you, Jmson! Out!" the little man demanded. With alook of confusion and
bewilderment, Jmson meekly obeyed.

Carlson chuckled, hugdly enjoying the man's discomfort. "Been wanting to do that for along time!" he
crowed. "Damn, but talking to areal human being's done me aworld of good.” He cocked his head to
one sde and looked quizzicaly at Edwyr. "Y ou're not one of them, that'sfor sure. So you must redlly be
a Seeker after al. Fear. Fear and londliness, that's what gets me. Sometimesit'ssobad, | ... ah ... but
you're not one of them. Y ou're aprisoner, just likeme. | . . ." He paused for amoment, shaking his head
sadly. "I'm not well, Seeker. I'm morethan alittle crazy. But | till know my quantum!” he proudly
announced. "Still the best on Kensho, by damn!" He chuckled again. ™Y ou redly interested? Or just
trying to humor acrazy man?'

"Both," Edwyr responded. "I just met a Keeper mysalf. So I'm interested in Keepersin generd, |
guess. And you needed abit of humoring.”

The smdl man'sinterest was aroused. "Keeper? Y ou met a Keeper? Where? Who?' he demanded
esgerly. "No!" heingtantly contradicted himsdlf, "Don't tell me athing! Those bastards might be listening!
No, nothing. A Keeper!" He muttered happily under his breath, casting brief grinsin Edwyr's direction
fromtimetotime.

When they finished their meal, Carlson took both bowls and went to the door. Beating on it with his
figt and kicking it with onefoot, he set up aterrible racket, yelling for the guards to open up instantly.

The door swung back and the two soldiers standing there looked confused and nonplused. The
Keeper thrust the bowls at them and shooed them out with angry arm wavings.

Once the door was closed again, he stood glaring at it for amoment and then burst into pedls of
laughter. "Ah ... ah..." hefinally gasped, "I've been . . . wanting to do that for along time! Bastards!
Keeping aKeeper!" He siwung around to Edwyr, hisface suddenly sober.

"Not very stable, am 1? Too manic now, too depressed earlier. Morethan alittle crazy,”" he
mumbled. He came up to the Seeker and placed both hands on the younger man's shoulders, looking
long and deep into his calm eyes. "But you don't despise mefor it, do you? No. And no pity, ether.
Good. Y ou accept me. That'swhat | need, alittle touch with reality. Seeker, you've done me aworld of
good. Now it'smy turn to help you."

Tugging gently at Edwyr's hand, he pulled him toward the center of the room. He looked furtively al
around the empty room, then gave the young man an appraising glance. "Now, | know you're not here by
mistake. Oh, no, not likely. Y ou're much too smart for that. No, you're here for areason. And I'll wager
that reason has something to do with the current crisis. Maybe even with the missing Sword of
Nakamura? Don't tell me," he whispered hoarsdly, "they might be listening.”

Edwyr looked the Keeper steedily inthe eye. "Y oure not far from right,” he said. "Buit let'sjust say
I'm herefor the future of Kensho."



"Just 50, just so! Good. Hmmmmmmmmmm. And | wish to help you. No, it's plain to see you're not
one of those Free Council scum. No. You have afriend who'saKeeper. Y es, and now another one.
Carlson aswell. So. | know many things, Seeker. Many things. They think I'm crazy. They say thingsin
front of me, believing | can't understand. Ah, and they think I'm hard of hearing, too. But | hear, | hear!

"l can tell you many things. Many things. | know al about the Avengers. How they are armed. Their
tactics. And | know his plans. Y es, from what I've heard and guessed, | know many things. Come closer,
lad and I'll whisper them to you. They might be listening, you know. But what | have to say should get
into theright hands. It must! Otherwise there's no stopping Mitsuyamal”

Asthe room became darker and darker, Carlson muttered and murmured his knowledge into
Edwyr's ear. Much of it was merely corroboration of the rumors the Seeker had dready heard. But a
greet dedl was new information, some of it quite useful.

Most interesting of al were Carlson's descriptions of Mitsuyama. Edwyr carefully probed the
Keeper's memory for recollections of the PlainsLord in action. Combining these with what he had already
heard and his own recent observations, he was able to build up afairly accurate picture of the man's
character and motivations. It was acomplex portrait of acomplex individud. He wouldn't be an easy
man to deal with under the best of circumstances. And if the Plan wasto succeed . . . well, the critical
need for achieving Identity was clearer than ever.

Carlson dso told him agreat ded about Jmson, including his background as an ex-Seeker of the
Way of the Sword and hisrolein the creation and training of the Avengers. The Keeper's sketches of the
other Plains Lords, while brief, reveaed that the Council was not completely dominated by Mitsuyama
and that there were indeed discontents and disagreements even within thisinner circle. Edwyr got the
distinct impression that theindividua Lords were not on the best terms with each other, and that without
Mitsuyamathe Council would disintegrate into bickering disunity.

Finaly finished, thelittle man sat back and gazed quietly into the dark, his mind and body appearing
cam and relaxed for the first time since Edwyr had met him. It's been along, long while since he's been
ableto do what he lovesand istrained for, the Seeker mused. But now he's performed his Keeper'srole
again, gathering and passing on information, and he's happy. Not to mention alittle saner than hewasa
few short hours ago.

Thisisthe second Keeper I've met, he thought. And if they're dl like the two | know, the Free
Council'sfear of them is sadly misplaced. Rather than being the naturd dlies of Mitsuyamaand the
harbingers of the evils of Home-World technology, they seem far more likely to be the staunchest friends
and supportersthe Great Way has on Kensho! Still, he admitted to himsdlf, the possible misuse of what
they offer bothers me. Even more so after what Carlson has reved ed about Mitsuyamas intentions.

His mind turned to the problem of the PlainsLord. Timewas running out. The crisswasfast
approaching. If anything, everyone had underestimated the power and determination of Mitsuyama. And
such amistake could provefatd. | must achieve Identification with Mitsuyama, and soon, he calculated.
Jmson, too. The man was a previoudy unknown factor, but obvioudy could end up being an important
one. If possible, it would even be wise to attempt | dentification with afew of the other PlainsLords.
Perhaps their mutua suspicions could be exploited.

What he needed was a chance to be with the Supreme L ord of the Plains someplace where there
weren't too many other people around. Identification wasn't easy under the best of circumstances, and
with acrowd of mindsin the areg, it was amost impossible. Maybe hell come here to tak with me, he
hoped. Then it would be smple. Perhaps hell even bring Jmson with him and I'll be ableto get them
both!

But that wouldn't give me access to the other Lords, heredlized. Isthere any way | can get them dll
together? He estimated that in total they numbered no more than ten or twelve individuas. Identification
would be possiblein agroup that size. Not easy, but possible.

Of course! A Council mesting! The perfect place! But how in the world was he going to gain
admittance to a Council meeting? Theremust beaway . . .

For amoment he was distracted as the Mushin he held with hismind stirred restlesdy. He quieted
them quickly and efficiently. Thank the Gods for the few extradays of practice| had in handling them



while | wasdl done on the Plain, he thought. There was moreto it than held realized at first. Actudly, the
mind leeches had proven quite useful, especiadly when he left them just alittle bit hungry. Then they acted
asawarning system, derting him to the approach of other minds. The invisible creatures were capable of
spotting afood source long before Edwyr could hear or seeit. All told, they'd helped him avoid three
moving patrols and severa hidden sentries. Heimagined his unexpected arriva had caused considerable
congternation!

Now, though, there were just too many unprotected minds around. He couldn't afford to leave the
Mushin even dightly hungry. Hed have to keep them as quiescent as possible. That would take energy,
he knew. It would even interfere with his ability to achieve Identification. But there was nothing he could
do about it. I'll just have to make the best of it, he Sighed. Can't have the mind leeches attacking people,
not even these people.

Wait aminute! A new ideadowly dawned in hismind. Carefully he thought it through. Once I've
achieved | dentification, my next god isto escape and return with the information so it can be used for the
Plan. But aslong asI'm locked in awindowless, guarded room in the middle of Mitsuyamasfortress,
there doesn't seem to be much chance of accomplishing that.

Butif | can usethe Mushinto...

For along time, he sat till asagatue. Findly, completing his scheme, he moved dightly, turning his
head to seek out the dim figure of Carlson. The man had gone to deegp some hours ago and now lay
pescefully at rest. Edwyr let his gaze drift around the room. It was bathed in the soft glow of the
moons-ight which seeped in through the grille of the skylight. Everything was till. Aside from the gentle
breathing of the captive Keeper, the only sound he could hear was an occasiond rustle as one of the
guards changed his position on the other side of the barred door.

Timeto rest, hetold himsdlf. Carefully checking the Mushin to make sure they would remain quiet
until the morning, helay down on the other pallet and was dmost instantly adeep.

XX

Three days dowly passed. Edwyr filled histime with meditation, exercise, planning, and listening and
talking to Carlson. Thelittle man was ddighted to have an audience. He spent many happy hours
chanting and discussing the fine points of quantum theory. Edwyr was surprised to find that after awhile
he started to understand what the other man was saying. He even began to discover parales between
some of the Keeper'sideas and his own. Although there was no way of knowing how for those pardles
could be carried, they indicated that perhaps hisworld view and Carlson's were not that far apart after
al. At times, despite differencesin both method and vocabulary, he amost had the feding they were
discussing two different maps of the same territory.

Their relationship quickly matured into one of mutud liking and respect. The only friction between
them came when Edwyr spoke out loud about knowing things Lord Kondori would find interesting. Then
Carlson would flutter his handsin agitation, hop nervoudy from foot to foot, mutter dark warnings about
spies and listening guards, and urge the young man to whisper. The Seeker responded by smiling dightly,
nodding good-naturedly, and stopping, only to do the whole thing over again in afew hours.

On the morning of the fourth day, Edwyr awoke to the sound of feet and cursing overhead. He
looked up at the skylight just in time to see two soldiers covering it with atarp. They were wet, aswas
thefloor directly below the opening. It wasraining outside.

With the skylight covered, the room was plunged in gloom despite the hour. The two guards who
brought breakfast were damp and grumpy, refusing to respond to the Seeker's cherry “"Good Morning.”
When they closed the door again, Edwyr could hear them exchanging angry words. He crossed the room
quickly and pressed his ear to the rough wood. As near as he could make out, they were arguing about
which one had a better claim to the attentions of a certain young woman named Beth.

Carlson and he had hardly finished their meal when the door swung open again. Jmson entered,



looking grim. Following him were two squads of guards with their swords drawn. He scowled at Edwyr.
"Come dong, Seeker," he commanded harshly. "The Council wantsto talk to you. Don't try to escape.
I've got ordersto cut you down if you do. And I'd love to carry them out,” hefinished with awolfish grin.

With ashrug, Edwyr waked to the door. Before leaving, he turned back and waved a casua
goodbye to Carlson. The Keeper was trying hard not to show how distressed he was. Bravely he waved
back and called out, "Don't tell 'em athing, Seeker!" asthe door thumped shuit.

They cameto the main hal and turned right, away from the door that lead to the courtyard. The
corridor continued for a short way and then ended as another one capped it. Edwyr caught a glimpse of
gtairsleading up to the roof on hisright, but the guardstook him in the opposite direction.

After passng severd ordinary hdls branching off to the left, they finaly turned into an unusudly broad
one. Hafway down it, they hated in front of apair of heavy doors set into the right-hand wall. Four
sentries stood at attention on elther side.

Jmson turned to Edwyr. "Thisisthe Council Chamber, Seeker. When you go in, act courteoudy and
carefully if you want to come out aive. No tricks, no fast moves, don't even breathe heavily. Therell bea
guard on either sde of you and one behind. They'll dl have drawn swords and ordersto kill if you so
much astwitch.” He looked at the sentries and motioned for them to open the doors.

As Edwyr entered between his guards, his sharp eyes swept the Council Chamber. It wasalarge
room, plain and stark. To hisleft sat Mitsuyama, dightly elevated on his cushion. To theright sat the rest
of the Lords, hard-looking men, for the most part middle-aged or older. Directly ahead was an empty
cushion behind asmal table.

Heimmediately picked out the hawk-like features of Lord Kondori, the old man's eyes glittering at
him with keen interest. D'Alams sprawled on his cushion, fat and seemingly indifferent. Mot of the rest
talked quietly among themsdlves. But afew gazed a him with open curiosity. A quick head-count
indicated atota of fourteen people in the room, including the guards. Good, he thought, Identificationis
possible. But whom shall it be? Mitsuyamais clearly the most important. Then possibly Jmson. Of the
other Lords, Kondori is necessary. And D'Alams. What about Odobo, the huge, shrewd-looking black
man lounging so casudly toward therear? Y es, he's clearly aforce here. Any others? Perhaps Dembo.
Let'ssee how thingsgofirgt.

Asthe guardstook Edwyr acrossthe room to the empty cushion, Lord Kondori scrutinized the
young man with avid eyes. Why did you try so hard, and so crudely, to attract my attention, Seeker? he
wondered. Such an obvious ploy, loudly saying you knew things | wanted to know. Of course | have
spies among the Avengers. And naturally some would be on guard duty over you. Did you redly think |
didn't know about you the moment you arrived? Or that 1'd let William keep amonopoly on you and
your knowledge?

While Edwyr sat on the cushion and the guards placed the table over his crossed legs, effectively
locking him in place, Kondori's gaze drifted to Mitsuyama. Annoyed, aren't you William?1 can tell by the
tight way you're holding your mouth. Perhaps even abit angry? Good, good! | knew forcing you to
produce your little secret would upset your smug equilibrium! Aslong asyou're involved with your
projects, and aslong as | can keep you off balance with these petty annoyances, | can work on my own
schemes unhindered by your insatiable curiosity. Y es, yes, he nodded to himsdf, rubbing his hands
together, my schemes, my schemes!

Looking back at the Seeker, he saw the young man wasfindly in position, with aguard on either sde
and one standing directly behind. No matter how dangerous heis, he's neutralized now, he thought. He
can't even get up without knocking over that table. Good, good. It'stimeto start thisfarce.

Fixing Mitsuyamawith asharp sare he said dryly. "Let'sget on withit."

The Supreme Lord bowed his head sarcagtically in recognition. "Be my guest, Lord Kondori. In light
of your expressed interest in this Seeker, yours shall be the very first questions.”

The old man rose and walked over in front of Edwyr. "Y oung,” he muttered loud enough for dl to
hear. "Young for one s0 ... so taented. At least if what we've heard about the eight istrue.

"You're alucky young man, Seeker. | wasall for torturing you to get information we seek. But others



protested.” He waved his hand in disgust toward the seated Lords. "Weak," he murmured under his
breath.

"Y et, seeing now how young and strong you are, perhapsthey wereright after al. It might take too
long. Y ou might even die silent and thwart us. But," he continued, his voice dropping to a threatening hiss,
"theres dways that option open to usif you fail to cooperate.”

Edwyr didn't bother to answer. He was concentrating as hard as possible on the old man. Now! he
thought and reached out with his awareness. Kondori's eyes blinked and he swayed uncertainly for just
an ingant. Then everything was normal again and the Seeker was smiling up a him. "Ask away, Lord.
What | know isyours.”

"Andretti," Kondori rasped out, shaking his head dightly asif to rid himsdf of amomentary dizziness,
"will hefight?"

"Yes" camethe prompt answer.

The old man's eyebrows raised at the readiness and obvious honesty of the answer. "Hée'swilling to
shed blood to maintain his power?'

"Y es. But he seesit as defending the Way againgt you."

"Of course, of course, but no matter. HEll fight, as1've been trying to tell thesefools dl adong.

"Now, the Sword. Did he stedl it?"

Edwyr looked surprised. "What makes you think he/d do athing like that?"

"Oh, | dont, | don't. But others do. Just answer my question, young man!"

The Seeker shrugged. "To the best of my knowledge, the answer isno, he didn't steal the Sword. He
sent usout to look for it. His concern was very red, and | don't think he could have fooled us on that.
No, hedidnt takeit."

Kondori paused to cast atriumphant glance at D'Alams. "Hal" he snorted. Turning back to Edwyr,
he smiled dyly. "And have any of you found the Sword, Seeker?' He shot aquick look at Mitsuyama
from the corner of hiseye. "Isit here, for example?'

"No, no one'sfoundit that | know of. I'd be surprised if they did. And it'snot here. | knew that
before| came.”

The old Lord had obvioudy not been expecting that answer. His mouth fell open in amazement. "Not
... here?' he gasped, his eyesturning in astonishment to look at Mitsuyama"Then. .. we...you
didn't...”

"We don't have the Sword, Kondori," the Supreme Lord said quietly. "We never did. Nor did we
have it stolen by someone else.”

"Then wewon't haveit a Firgt Pass?' mumbled D'Alamsin bewilderment. "But . . . but..." hisjowls
jigoled in dismay, "if we don't produce the Sword ... we can't get the peopleto .. . ."

"Well fight for theright to rule” replied Mitsuyamasmply.

"Fight?' boomed Odobo. He stood and strode forward. "Fight? Is Andretti ready for us, Seeker?"

The young man nodded. "Very ready." His eyes narrowed as he focused on Odobo. The huge man
blinked twice and shook his head.

"I ... wdl, damnit, then, it'll be abloodbath!" Odobo turned and jabbed hisfinger at Mitsuyama.
"Youveknownthisal dong! Youvelet usthink we could win thisthing peaceful ly!"

Mitsuyamanodded calmly. "I wasn't sure until just recently. But I've dways assumed Andretti
wouldn't step aside without astruggle.” His voice became harder, with avicious edgeto it. "And you've
al known it too! What the hell do you think we've been training an army for? Parade ground maneuvers?
To passin review before the Free Council ? As an honor guard for Andretti?

"Foold!" he it the word out contemptuoudly. "There never was any choice! A few of you dreamed
of it. But the redlity has always been the same. If we wish to rule, we must rip power from the Free
Council'sgrip!"

"But the Mushin," wailed D'Alams.

The PlainsLord shifted hisfocusto Edwyr. "Answer that idiot for me, Seeker. Y ou understand. |
don't intend to destroy the Great Way. Just rule it and the 'hoods.”

Edwyr looked at D'Alams. The fat man was so upset, he didn't feel athing asthe Seeker's eyes



bored into his. The dight displacement the other's mind suffered was lost in the man's own confusion.
"Lord Mitsuyama," he began to explain, "meansthat the peoplein the 'hoods will Say at their jobs,
holding the mind leeches, no matter who rules Kensho. | think his estimate of their dedication is accurate.
Even without the Free Council, the task would continue. Jerome so ordained it.”

Mitsuyama acknowledged the Seeker's comment with a sardonic nod. "Thank you. Y ou have more
sensethan dl of these put together. Y ou're quite certain Andretti will fight—but can he put up much
resistance? Surely you Seekerswon't fight by hissde?"

"No, wewon't. But hell put up quite a'resistance,’ asyou call it, just the same. From what |'ve seen
of your Avengers, I'd judge it aclose contest.”

"Ah, yes, I'd forgotten you've had experience with our soldiers. So then, my Lords, you seel am
judtified in my actionsl Andretti will try to impose hisrule by force!™

Dembo stood to speak tothem all. "Yes, my Lord! | know Andretti better than any of you. I've been
with the man many times, talked to him, dedlt with him. He's afanatic. He's capable of doing anything for
the Great Way." He rounded suddenly on Edwyr. "And you and all therest in the 'hoods aid and help
him to force dl of usto follow the Great Way! If you had your say, you'd condemn dl of usto walk the
peth you follow!"

"l ask no oneto do anything. And asfor forcing anyoneto follow ether the Sword or the Great
Way, that's clearly impossible. The Way isthe way to sdf-awareness. Each person must walk it on his
own. It can't be taught, only learned.

"True, the ultimate goa of the Way isthe freedom of every human being on Kensho. But that can't be
forced. Jeromefound it, but only for himself. The Great Way, even the Way of the Sword, is nothing
more than apointing in the right direction. Each individua must achieve his own freedom, must arrive at
the beginning, back to where he was born, on his own. Only then, only when each has transformed
himsdf, will dl betransformed.”

Dembo sneered. "Very nice. Very pretty, Seeker. But you tend to ignore what Andretti is actualy
doing."

"Andretti represents Andretti. He isdoing what Andretti isdoing. It may or it may not have anything
to do with the Way. Each individua must judgethat for himsdf.”

"But the President of the Free Council will not let every onejudge for himsdlf," Dembo said
triumphantly. "He seeks to impose hisjudgment on al of Kensho. 'Steader, settler, Seeker, Sster and
Brother, PlainsLord, al dike must bow to him. But we cry out 'No! Wewill not be forced!" Can you
deny therightness of our position? With your own mouth you've said the Way doesn't force us. Y ou've
clamed dl of usmust judge for oursaves. The only conclusion | can draw from that isthat Andretti does
not follow the Way!"

"Father Andretti understands what he is capable of Understanding. Thereés morein the Way than helll
ever know. Morethan you, little puppet, will ever comprehend.” Edwyr smiled as he spoke, but Dembo
gl flushed strongly with anger at hiswords. "1 can't talk with you about something you can't even
conceive of. Cut your strings, come with me and follow the Sword. Then we might speak and exchange
something meaningful. But now . . ."he shrugged.

"Then talk to me, Seeker,” hissed Jmson, his eyes bright with hatred. "I've walked your precious
Way. | know more than Dembo or Kondori, or D'Alams, or any of the rest!" The ex-Seeker stalked
forward, confronting Edwyr. Dembo, Odobo, even Kondori, moved out of hisway, drifting slently back
to their places to watch.

The Seeker returned the renegade's glare with asolemn stare. His eyes widened dightly and Jimson
blinked, momentarily disoriented. He shook his head once and began pacing back and forth in front of
the seeted man. "You lie," he said with contempt, "becausethe Way isalie! An utter, maicious
deception! A falseface on the rotten features of a corpse!

"Tel them, Seeker," he gestured widely at the seated L ords, "tell them the truth about what the Way
teaches those who walk it. Tell them of the Nothingnessthat underliesthe redlity we cling to. Let them
hear of the bottomless, empty abyssthe mind and soul fall through for dl eternity. Explain to them the
death of dl that isand the birth of unending hopelessness.” His voice dropped to an intense, hoarse



whisper that filled the room. "Tel them of the Void'"

Edwyr shrugged. "Theworld may very well be Nothingness" he answered quietly. "But anyonewho
doesn't cal this. . ." he struck the table with aresounding dap ... "atable, isafool." Mitsuyamascowled.
A amile of dmost-understanding flitted briefly over Kondori's lips. Odobo looked puzzled. The rest
stared blankly at the Seeker.

Jmson snarled, "But where then is hope, Seeker? Where then is the reason for virtue, for love, for
decency, for honesty? If everything is Nothing, what reason istherefor even living?

"After therain therell be abeautiful rainbow. Let'sal go up on the roof and watch it.”

The ex-Seeker stopped dead in histracks and swirled to stare a Edwyr. For amoment he stood in
uncomprehending silence. Then he muttered angrily, Y ou play with me, you bastard!"

The man seated at the table shrugged again. "What ese are words good for with you, Jmson? Y ou
throw them a me, | catch them, and throw some back. | can't prove there€'s areason for living by
discussing it with you any morethan | can verbaly prove the existence of atomic particles. If you don't or
can't experienceit yoursdf, and if you refuse to accept my word for my experience of it, what have we
redly to say to each other?

"Y ou're no better than anyone else! Y ou eat and shit and deep like dl the rest of usl And you're just
asevil asany of ud

"Yes! Evil! You pretend to be perfect, but you can't be, no matter how long or hard you try. There's
arottenworminyou jus likethereisin dl men! And al your meditating and swesting and following the
damn Sword won't root it out. So what senseis there to your labors? None! None at all!"

Edwyr sighed. "Perfection isn't our god. Freedom is. And to be free, you must be ableto be evil as
well asgood. Y ou're right, Jmson, when you say that the dark demon rides me the same as it does other
people. | never said it didn't. The demonic in usisawaysthere, asisthe angelic. Neither can be madeto
disappear. And it's a serious mistake to try to smother one with the other. That kind of suppressionis
exactly what the Mushin find so attractive about us. Because it just leadsto greater and greater pressure
building up—*

"No, Jmson, there's no way to shake the shadows from the human soul. The choice between good
and evil isawaysthere, dwayswill be. Itis, in avery read sense, what makes us human.”

"All wetry to do isto cease clinging to either one."

"But evil isstronger than good!" Jmson crowed triumphantly. "It's the ultimate Nothingness, utter
destructiveness! It reflects and mirrors the true nature of Redlity! There can be nothing mightier than evil,
for evil isfind!"

The Seeker amiled gently, sadly. "Ultimate? Find? Show methe evil in agrowing tree. Put the evil of
aburning gtar in my hands and let me hold it. Imson, Jmson, there's nothing find or ultimate about evil or
good. They're ours, they come from within us. The universe doesn't impose ether on us. Weimpose
them on oursalves and on each other.”

"Then it wouldn't be evil for meto kill you?' Jmson leered.

"From my point of view, of courseit would be. And I'd fight to stop you. But from the standpoint of
the First River, it couldn't matter less.”

Before Jmson could say anything in reply, Mitsuyamainterrupted. "If | wereto give Jmson
permission to cut you down with his sword, right thisinstant, how would you meet your death Seeker?
Unarmed, helpless behind that table, how would your years of |abor and study prepare you to die?

Edwyr'sface blanched, alook of utter terror filling his eyes. His expression twisted into one of
piteous pleading. Both hands thrust out in supplication. "Please," he cried brokenly, "Please spare my lifel
Ahhhh! Ohhhhh! It hurtd! It hurtd" He writhed for amoment and fell forward on the table with athud.
After amoment of breathless stillness, he sat upright again and gazed about with calm indifference.

The PlainsLord's face grew dark with sudden anger. "Do you dare to mock me?* he growled.

"No, my Lord," the young man replied. "I'm merely pointing out that you misinterpret the purpose of
the Way.

"The freedom we seek through the Way is not freedom from the world. It'sfreedom to betruly in
and of the world. The Way doesn't provide an escape from the pain of life or the horror of death. When



you stub your toe, it hurts, no matter what your philosophy. And the far more frightening agony of death
isawaysthere regardiess of what you believe.

"The Way smply teaches usto accept desth as much as we accept life. By clinging to neither, we are
no longer bound by them. It's not that they cease to matter— that would be ahorrid perversion and
inhumanly cold— it'sjust that they no longer rule and suffocate us.

"If I meet my desth more calmly than another, it's not because | fear it any less. Nor because | place
alower value on my life. Nor again because I've found some magica way of transcending both. The redl
reason issmply that I've learned...”

"Bedlent!" roared Mitsuyama. Hisface twisted with rage, he lunged to hisfeet and stood glaring
furioudy at Edwyr. "I've heard enough of your mystica gibberish!" His eyes siwept contemptuously over
the other Lords. "Can't you see what he's doing, you fools? We bring him here to question him and al he
doesis confuse us with his cursed philosophy! The philosophy of that damned traitor, Andretti! Well
learn nothing from him!" His head snapped back to fix Edwyr with his stare. "Just what the hell are you
up to, Seeker?" he asked, his voice husky with barely controlled fury, his hand moving autometicaly to
the dagger at hiswaist. The young man's eyeslocked briefly with his. Mitsuyama stiffened suddenly asif
jolted.

Then, without warning, his control crumbled and heripped hisknife from its sheath. Intotdl silence,
he strode swiftly to stand in front of the Seeker. With a savage grimace dashing hisface, helifted the
blade high and stepped forward, bringing it down in ablurred arc.

With acrash, it Sruck the table top, sinking into the wood dmost up to its hilt.

For an ingtant, the two men's eyes met. Tearing his gaze from the Seeker's, Mitsuyamawhirled to
Jmson. In acold, emotionless voice he ordered, "Take him back to his cell. At sundown well see how
well he meets his deeth!™

XXI

Carlson paced in tight, nervous circles, wringing his hands and muttering anxioudy to himself. "What's
going on? When are they coming back? What's going to happen to us?Why . . ." Theworried litany
rolled on and on with only minor variations.

A sudden noise from the door startled him into motionless slence. Someone waslifting the bar!
Momentarily confused, dreading whatever was about to happen, he sood in the middle of the room,
rooted to the spot.

The door swung open and Jmson strode into the room, smiling maicioudy. Edwyr followed almost
immediately behind, an amused expression on hisface, looking for dl theworld asif hed just returned
from ashort stroll around the courtyard. The two soldiers who were guarding the door finished off the
procession, entering somewhat uncertainly. Beyond them, filling the hallway, were the two squads that
had accompanied the Seeker to and from the Council Chamber.

Ignoring the little Keeper, mson turned and bowed mockingly to Edwyr. "I'll be back to get you just
before sundown. Until then, just relax and enjoy yourself." He straightened up his face becoming hard.
His glance went past the Seeker to the two guards. "Be careful,” he commanded sharply. "He's atricky
bagtard. If anything goeswrong, youll take his place in the execution circle” With afind, triumphant
glareand avicious bark of laughter, he strode from the room.

One guard backed out while the other pulled the door shut. Just before it closed, Edwyr caught the
man's eyes and asked in a husky voice "How's Beth?' They both reacted just in time to catch the
Seeker'swink.

The door shut with athud and the bar dropped into place with adull crash, asif dammed down in
anger. In two swift steps, Edwyr was at the door, his ear pressed to the wood. Carlson, hisvoice
trembling, started to ask what was going on, but the young man held hisfinger to hislips, sgnding for
dlence. After afew moments of listening, he seemed satisfied and stepped back into the middle of the



room.

"Carlson," hewhispered, adight smile playing about hislips, "they're going to execute me at
sundown.”

The news hit the Keeper like a physical blow. He sagged. The Seeker shot out a hand to steady him.
Thelittle man's mind regled, thought following thought in a chaotic tumbling. They're going to kill him! I'm
such acoward. My knowledge—what'll happen to my quantum theory? I'll go crazy! No, I'll fight! Oh
shit, I'm afraid. I'm such acoward. Oh, help, help!

Edwyr shook him gently. "Carlson! Carlson!" hewhispered urgently. "Thisisnotimeto fal me! |
need your help. We're going to get out of here. Now!"

Carlson's eyes focused on the young man'sface. "Out?" he croaked weakly. "Out? How? Ther€'s no
way out!" Despair swept up like agreat wavein hismind. But hefought it, struggling to concentrate on
Edwyr. "Out," he muttered. "Y es, Out!" Blinking, pulling himself together, he stood straighter, touching
the Seeker's hand whereit supported hisarm. "What do | have to do?’

"The deeping pallets; rip off the covers and tear them into long strips. Tie the strips together to make
arope."

The Keeper blinked at Edwyr. "Why? We can't make a strong enough rope with that. There'sno
placeto climb to, anyway."

Edwyr winked. "l know that, and you know that, but they" he gestured toward the door, "won't even
think of it. Just trust me and do it." The older man turned with a shrug and went to histask.

Crossing again to the door, Edwyr listened. When he turned back into the room, awide grin
sretched across hisface. Confidently, he stepped over to the wall and examined one of the empty torch
holders. Gripping it carefully, he began to pull steadily and dowly. After afew moments of straining, the
holder ripped out of thewall with asmdl crunching sound. Holding the piece of metd in hishand, the
Seeker returned to the door to hear if the guards had noticed the noise. No, he redlized, they're too busy
arguing to hear anything but aloud noise. I'll give them that in afew minutes.

He hefted the meta torch holder in his hand. Onewill do the trick, he decided. Quickly he went to
Carlson's side and worked with the man to prepare the "ropes' of torn cloth.

In less than ten minutes they had finished. Edwyr carefully tied the rope to the torch holder and swung
it around afew timesto get thefed of it.

"Now comes the tough part. Y ou're going to have to be an actor. And you're going to bein danger,
physica danger. Canyou doit?"

The little man blinked and swallowed nervoudy. "I . . . I'm acoward, Seeker. | admit it. I'm scared.
But . .. yes, I'll dowhatever you say. | don't know what you're up to. Y ou've never redly told me, you
know. But | trust you. | know it'simportant. I'll help. But I'm scared!”

Edwyr smiled and patted him thankfully on the back. "Good. And if it makes you fed any better, I'm
scared, too!" Helooked up at the skylight. "Hmmmm. Tarp's till there. Probably till raining.” He
listened carefully for amoment. The sound of drops could be heard. He nodded. "Hope the tarp's not
tootight.”

Turning to Carlson he said, "Thiswhole thing has to happen quickly or it won't work. I'm going to try
to catch thistorch holder inthe grill. That'll make anice racket. Then you scream, "Help, he's getting
away," or something like that. Cry out and fal down on thefloor. O.K.? And keep your mind as blank as
possible. Pretend like you'rein a'hood in the Home Valey. No matter what."

Carlson nodded, hisface a mixture of hope and fear. To escape! he thought. To befree again! He
watched anxioudy as the Seeker began to swing the holder around and around. "Hope | make thefirst
throw," he heard the young man mutter. Suddenly the holder was flying through the air. It hit between two
of the barsin the grill, pushing the canvas up, then fell back around one of the barswith aringing clang.

Edwyr dropped the cloth rope and legpt for the wall behind the door. Taking his cue from the young
man's motion, Carlson shrieked out, "Help, oh help! He's escaping! Gods! Help!™ Then, with abellow
like aman hacked by asword, he fell heavily to thefloor.

Thedoor literaly flew open. The two guards, their swords drawn, rushed into the room. They stood
for amoment, transfixed by the sight of the rope leading upward. Asthey hesitated, Edwyr locked the



door shut. The two spun around to face him.

From his position on the floor, Carlson watched the whole thing happen. The young man never
moved. The guards began to step toward him, but suddenly went rigid. Edwyr called out "Beth!" in an
intense whisper. A mutua shiver briefly shook both their bodies and then with amindless, wordless howl,
the two men fell on each other, hacking and stabbing. Carlson felt the burning sensation just long enough
to identify it. Mushin! He clamped down on his mind, forcing himsdlf to go limp. Mushin?

Almogt ingtantly he heard the Seeker cdll out urgently, softly, "Carlson, it'sok! It'sover!" Gingerly,
the little man extended his awareness. The mind leecheswere gone! How . . . Did | just imagineit?

Edwyr was leaning over one of thefdlen guards, prying the sword from the man'srigid death grip.
"Werefree?' Carlson muttered in an awed tone. "Not quite,” the young man replied, "But we're on our
way!"

Carlson got to his knees. He was about to stand when the other guard, blood pouring across his
wrecked face, suddenly lurched to hisfeet. Edwyr's back was turned to the man. Stunned, unable to
even ydl awarning, the Keeper watched asthe ghastly figure raised its sword to strike. But he's dead,
Carlson'smind cried, unbelieving. He's dead!

Without thinking, the little man launched himsalf from hisknedling position straight at the guard. His
am was bad and ingtead of hitting the man, he thrust himself between the arching sword and Edwyr's
back. The dam as the blade hit hisbody knocked the air out of him in a shocked grunt.

The Seeker spun around, sword in hand, and swept the guard's head off with asingle stroke. Not
even bothering to look at the crumpling body, he knelt quickly beside the fallen Keeper.

Gently he turned Carlson over, as much to hide the gaping, blood-pumping wound asto seethe
man's sartled, pasty face. Carlson's eyelids fluttered open. Grotesquely, a bloody froth bubbling from his
lips, thelittle man smiled. "He missed you," came the bare whisper. "Good. Get going, Seeker. No time
towaste. | ... | ... No coward. Thanks." His eyes closed again. Edwyr gazed down at him for amoment.
Tearsfilled the Seeker's eyes and he brushed at them with hisdeeve. "Shit," he cursed softly. "Oh, shit.”
Then he stood and went to the door. Pulling it open he stepped out into the corridor.

XXII

Thefive bodies lay stretched out in the courtyard, the two soldiers who had guarded the door to the
Room, Carlson, and two sentries Edwyr had cut down as he made his escape across the roof of the
sronghold.

Mitsuyama nudged Carlson's stiffening form with hisfoot. "Now I'velost my Keeper aswell asmy
Seeker," he murmured in amusing tone. imson followed as the Supreme Lord of the Plains walked
down theline, looking at each body in turn. The renegade's movements were tense and jerky, asif he
was draining againg invisible bonds. When the PlainsLord reached the end of the line, he turned and
good slently, gazing searchingly at hislieutenant.

He spoke eventualy, hisvoice quiet and dmost velvety in its camness. "Jmson, explain to me how
one man, unarmed, locked in aroom, can escape from the very heart of my fortress.”

Jmson bowed his head dightly. "Lord, | don't know. He'stricky, we know that."

"Oh, yes, tricky. Very tricky. But that's not an answer, renegade.”

"Lord, the fault is obvioudy mine. | underestimated the man. | should have posted more guards at
both ends of the main corridor. Even some at the bottom of the stairs. Punish me asyou will, Lord. But
first let me go and bring him back. While we stand here, he escapes. He's dready got astart of severa
hoursand he runs like—"

Mitsuyamaheld up his hand. "Jmson, how do you intend to catch a Seeker who has severa hours
head start on you? Will you grow wings?' A hint of sarcasm edged the PlainsLord'swords.

"Striders, Lord." The ex-Seeker's response was neutra and emotionless. The implications were so
obvious sarcasm was unnecessary. Mounted striders were Mitsuyamals own innovation.



The Plains_ord smiled coldly. "Thank you for the reminder. Arrangeit." Heturned to leave, then
stopped and turned back again. "Ah, yes, Jmson. Don't bother to bring back the whole Seeker. Just his
head will do." For amoment he paused, asif just remembering something ese. Then, "If you misshim,
don't come back at al.”

Jmson bowed low. Without another word, he spun on his heel and walked briskly off to begin the
pursuit. As Mitsuyamawatched him stride off, he remembered something he had once said to Miriam. A
conviction grew within him that he had indeed been right and that imson was going to meet hisfate on
the Plain. Whatever it might be.

The bipedd, reptiloid Striders were swifter than aman on foot, covering perhaps twice as much
ground in aday, even when carrying asoldier and his equipment. But they were difficult creatures at be<t,
cantankerous, undisciplined, and very stupid. Even after two years of training, they were unableto
recognize thelr riders and it took two men to hold their heads while athird mounted. The last men into the
saddlein any group had to be extremely quick and agile, and even then luck had agreat deal to do with
it.

The Striders own nature was the mgjor problem, however. They were solitary animals, predators
and eaters of carrion that wandered aone on the vast sweep of the Plain. The only times they ever came
together were to mate or fight. The chance of a dozens being in the same place at the same time was,
under naturd circumstances, extremely unlikely and definitely unpleasant. To keep things from dissolving
into abloody melee, the Striders had to be blindfolded most of the time and carefully blinkered the rest.
They could only travel in line abreast S0 that chances of them seeing each other would be minimized.

Damn things are dmost more nuisance than they're worth. Not very comfortable, either, Jmson
grumbled as he shifted hisweight to ease the rubbing on hisright inner thigh. Well have to make camp
pretty soon, can't run them in the dark. Damn! If only it didn't take so long to get the creatures ready and
onthetrall! Welost another hour.

Every hour counts, he redlized. Edwyr was undoubtedly heading at top speed for the pass through
the Barrier Hills. Imson looked up at the ragpidly darkening sky. Overcast till, even though therain's
stopped. Good. A dark night. Hell be able to walk, but not run. I'd love to catch him out on the open
Plain, just ride him down and dice him to ribbons!

He snapped his attention back to the present. Timeto cal it aday, he decided. Up ahead he could
see adight rise. Good spot to make camp. Heraised hisright hand, covered with awhite glove to be
eadly visbleto the other riders. When dl the men had their handsin the air, he made two circles over his
head and then brought his hand down, pointing at the rise. The others repeated his gesture and began to
dow the pace of their beasts as they approached the campsite.

It took afull hour to picket, feed, and bed the Striders down for the night before they could attend to
their own needs. | wonder, Jmson thought wesrily, if the Hagship still has any viablefertilized horse ova?

Edwyr walked on for about two hours after darknessfell. Eventualy he cameto asmdl stream and a
grove of stunted trees. Feding hisway carefully to avoid low-hanging branches, he found a smooth spot
not far from the water. There was no food, of course, but the water was cool and refreshing.

The pass was the best place to head for, he decided. | don't know thisterritory, so there's no sense
intaking any chances. Of course, the passis exactly where Jmson, or whoever they send after me will
go, too. My only hopeisto beat them there in any case, so0 it doesn't make any difference. Hetried to
remember where the 'hood nearest the other side of the pass was. He seemed to recall it wasto the
north, about half aday'sjourney. If the pursuit becomestoo hot, I'll just head there and lay up for afew
days until it cools down. Even the Supreme Lord of the Plainswon't attempt to attack a'hood just yet.

Helaid back and stretched out. No stars, no moons, just the dim shapes of the treetops against the
lighter black of the sky. Beauttiful in its own way. He moved his head from side to Side to see what effect
achangein angle would have on the shapes and patterns. Lovely.

Carlson entered his mind. Edwyr remembered how the little man's eyes had glowed with hope at the
ideaof freedom. And then the fierce pride, mingled with pain that had filled them as he lay dying on the
floor. It had taken so little to change the Keeper from a mumbling, frightened, haf-crazy old maninto a
proud warrior willing to die for his cause, he mused. Just a sense of purpose had been enough, amere



whiff of theideathat he and what he did mattered in the world. How many other people are dowly going
crazy smply for lack of a purpose? he wondered. And how much raw human power could be generated
just by giving them one? He paused for amoment, regarding theideawith awe. If you gave them theright
purpose, a human, congtructive one, they could accomplish incredible thingsl And with the wrong one,
they could be equally as destructive! Wasthat redly what this confrontation was al about? Was that
what would be decided at First Pass?

Helet theidearun through hismind for awhile. Then he closed his eyes, dept.

Far acrossthe Plain to the east, agood ten-hour run away, another pair of eyes closed. All day long
they had gazed expectantly westward, searching for sight of asingle running figure. Finaly, when thefall
of night had made further looking futile aswell asimpossible, the watcher had |eft the ridge of the hill and
descended to the floor of the pass. There, hidden in afold between two hillswas arough camp.

After abrief meal, the watcher settled back and looked up at the night. Perhaps the runner would
come tomorrow. Y es, that seemed possible. And I'll be ready and waiting.

A dow smile spread across the watcher's face. Ready, waiting, and totally unexpected. Somebody
wasinfor ared surprise!

The smile faded as the eyes drooped shut. Sleep came quickly.

Edwyr cast aquick glance back over his shoulder. Damn! They're still gaining! Looking ahead to the
Barrier Hills, he estimated the distance. | just might makeit. Without ayard to spare, though. Not much
timeto pick a place to make a stand, either.

The afternoon was dready nearly gone. The day had been a hellish one, with ahot sun burning the
clouds away around noon, turning the Plain into a steaming torture. About the same time, held caught his
first glimpse of the pursuersfrom the top of along ridge. Ten of them, al mounted on some kind of
creature! It could only be Jmson and some of the Avengers on those lizards Carlson had told him about.

At that moment, the race began. Edwyr knew there was no sense in holding back any reservesfor
later. If he didn't get to the hills before they caught up, there wouldn't be any later. Out on the Plain, with
nothing to cover hisback or flanks, they'd cut him to pieces. But in the hills perhaps, just perhaps, he
could hold them off. It wasworth atry. And it was his only hope.

He could make out the bregk in the line of hills which indicated the position of the pass. Good, I'm
dead-on again; | just might make it. As heran, hetried to remember possible placesto make a stand.
The ste where the soldiers and Ronin had massacred each other wastoo far. They'd catch up long
before then. The problem was that the hills on this Side weren't as sharp or as steep as on the other. Well,
he decided, I'll just haveto pick thefirst thing | see and make do.

Carefully he checked himsdlf over; dill cgpable of afight. If they do catch mein the open alot of
those Striderswill ill go homeriderless.

The men on the Striders began to yip and shout battle cries. He could pick out Imson'svoice, urging
them on. He gave them a glance, then estimated the distance to the pass. I'll makeit! Without dowing his
pace, he undung his sword from his back. Holding the scabbard in hisleft hand, he forced a sudden burst
of speed

Feet pounding, lungs pumping furioudy, he sped between two low hills. Nothing there. No place to
stand. Need at |east one side covered. He ran on.

Behind, the sound of the gaining Avengers grew louder. The rasping of the laboring Striders was
clear and he could dmost fed their hot breath on the back of his neck. He repressed an urge to whirl and
fight on the spot.

The path through the passtook atwist to the right. As he came around the shoulder of ahill he heard
his name urgently called out. The shout had come from theleft. There, in afold between two hillshe saw
something that almost made him stop dead in surprise.

Y olan! With her bladed staff! And in aplace where the pursuers could only attack from the front!
Not questioning his luck, he dashed over to her.

"Y ou do show up in the strangest places!™ he panted as he spun around at her side to face Jmson
and hismen.

"Huh," she snorted back with ahuge grin, “Took you long enough to get here. I've been waiting two



days.”

"Didn't know we had adate. Last | saw, you were heading north to find your folks."

"Found them. Stuck around for a couple of days before | redized | wasn't needed and that | had
better thingsto do anyway." She pointed a the soldiers, milling about in confusion as they dismounted.
"Friends of yours?'

He grinned. "Oh, they're just following me around because they're worried about the state of my
hedth.”

Shelooked him up and down with mock seriousness. "Y ou look pretty hedthy to me."

"Right. That'swhat they're worried about.”

Y olan laughed. "Can't you stay out of trouble?’

"Seemsto methelast timewe met in some hills, it wasyou in trouble.”

"Yeh. Well, turn-about'sfair play.”

The Avengers were ready, strung out in aline, with imson at the middle. They approached
cautioudy, amost gingerly. Word about the eight must have gotten around, Edwyr thought.

About ten yards off, Jmson raised hishand to call ahdt. They al kept their swords nervoudy
on-guard. Edwyr'swas gtill shesthed, fastened now at hiswaist in its proper place.

An arrogant sneer on hisface, Jmson looked them over. "Well, well," he commented harshly, "you've
invited afriend. Won't you introduce meto her, Seeker?"'

"Do you want to meet him?' Edwyr asked Y olan in aloud stage whisper.

"No," she whispered back. "He smells.”

The renegade's face froze, but the red crept up his neck. For the space of a breath, no one spoke.
Then he grated out, "Very wdll, then. I'll introduce mysalf more forcefully after you're dead, Seeker. And
sowill dl of my men." He shot an order to the line on either sde of him. "Don't kill the girl. Weve got
better usesfor her!" The men growled appreciatively as Jmson leered at Y olan.

Shelaughedin hisface. "The only thing any of your scum will ever use mefor isasimple way of
committing suicidel™

With an abrupt gesture, Mitsuyamas man motioned the line forward. Slowly they approached, il
hesitant but eager for the girl. Closer and closer they came, until only five yards separated the two
groups.

With asudden mutua yell, Edwyr and Y olan sprang to the attack. The Seeker's sword flashed from
its scabbard so swiftly no eye could follow it. His battle cry froze everyone but Y olan both by its
unexpectedness and its sheer volume and ferocity. Y olan's blade shot out faster than a striking snake.

In an ingtant, two Avengers were down and the rest backpedaling as quickly asthey could. One of
the fallen men was bubbling hislast gasps through aruined throat. The other sat supidly staring at the
sump of hisright hand asit splashed hislifeblood dl over hisdirty robe.

Before the eight survivors could respond, the two attackers were back in position. Jimson cursed
fluidly, vicioudy. He glared at Edwyr. "That's your last trick, you bastard!" He spun on hismen. "No
retreat, you fools! We outnumber them! Get behind them and cut them down, you lizard-loving
cowards!" The men hesitated again, eyeing Y olan's bloody blade and the Seeker's glistening sword.

Seaing their uncertainty, Edwyr spokein alow, intensevoice. 'Y es, come and die. Ten left home.
Only eight now. How many will ride back again? Who'd like to be the first?"

The seven soldiers stared at him, their eyes bulging, torn between their fear of the death he held in his
hands and their fear of Jmson. The renegade growled threateningly at them. A few stirred dightly asif to
respond.

"Wait!" Y olan suddenly called out. They dl turned their eyes on her. ™Y our wives and sweethearts
arewaiting a home. Think for asecond! It's not worth it. If your leader wants Edwyr so badly, why not
let him fight? Let them battle it out, man to man. If the Seeker wins, go back home, dive. Together you
can figure out agtory that'll save your skins. Hell, you can even come out heroes! And if your man wins,
well, then you've got what you came for. And more.” She smiled invitingly at them.

Severd of them mumbled under their breaths, thoughtful expressons replacing their worried looks.
Jmson literaly exploded. "Y ou stupid bastards! Don't listen to that bitch! Attack! Now!"



One of the men drew himsdlf up decisively. "Aye, that's fine for you to say, Jmson, ir. But it'susas
got to do the dying. Why'nt you fight him yersdf, likethe little lady sez? Usl| see he don't pull no fancy
quff.”

"Bascom,” Jmson said coldly, struggling mightily Jto control hisfury, "Lord Mitsuyamas orders are
to kill this Seeker. And we will kill him. Now."

Bascom returned Jmson'sglare. "Not |, r. If usdon't kill him, he don't kill us. | gots awoman and
kids, gr. Theman'swillin tafight you done, fair like, mantaman, anI'mdll for it, | am. Yer so
Gods-amighty good with yer sword, Jmson, Sir. Sure yer not atremble of him?”

Stunned, the renegade’'s eyes swept his men's faces. Their looks were hard and cold. He saw no
yielding, no compassion, not even aliking in their eyes. All those harsh punishments that Mitsuyamamade
me carry out, dl that brutd discipline; they blame mefor it! They hate me! Only fear kegpsthemin
line—and now they fear that damn Seeker more than they fear me!

There was only one thing he could do and he knew it. He spun away from them and glared at Edwyr.
"Do you redly dareto face me?"

Edwyr smiled dightly. "Hardly daring.”

Jmson bared histeeth in aferd grin. "Don't bother trying to bait me, Seeker. I'm not some fool to be
rattled by merewords." Edwyr stood in arelaxed stance, his sword not even on guard, calmly watching
the renegade. Jimson took two steps forward and stopped. "'I'm going to kill you," he hissed. "How does
it fedl to know you're about to die, Seeker? To see the endless abyss yawning at your very feet? To
redlize your whole life has been afoolish chasing after something that never existed?"

The renegade laughed, anasty, jeering sound that grated on the ear. ™Y ou don't seeit, do you? No,
you won't understand what I'm saying until the very last second. Until it'stoo late!" He laughed again, a
raw, dightly mad qudity tingeing his cruel humor. "Asyour guts spill out on the ground you'll know!

"l saw it dl yearsago! | saw the world for what it is, the emptiness, the hopel essness, the fal seness.
And | knew what | had to do! | knew! | |eft the Way and sought the only things that redlly matter. |
sought power and pleasure! Yes, Seeker! Power! The ability to bend othersto my willing! To make
them do what satisfiesme! And pleasure, too. The pleasure of taking and using. I'll graspiit dl, hold it,
suck dl lifefrom it and then discard the husk as | reach for more!™

The renegade's eyes had taken on awild glow, his breath was coming in excited, panting gasps, and
alight sweat covered hisbrow. "And now it'samost in my grasp,” he continued, his voice dropping to a
husky, trembling whisper. "All the power, dl the joy and pleasure, everything, dmost there, dmost in my
hand. Only you and afew others stand in the way. And you won't be standing long.”

A look of pity hung like mourning on Edwyr's features. "'Poor renegade,” he said softly. "Y ou've
spent so much time scrambling after your joy and happiness, you've never had timeto find it. Y ou snatch
aquick bite from one Ko pod only to drop it hurriedly for the next so you won't miss anything. And you
misseverything.

"What can | say to you, Jmson? The Way isn't an attempt to search for happiness or power or
anything ese. Itsonly goal isto show you what's dready there, to get you to open your eyes so you can
experiencethe joy that's al around you, so you can participate in the power of the whole universe. The
Way isliving, not looking for life."

For asecond, something soft and yearning shimmered just below the surface in Jmson's eyes. He
wavered dightly. Then, with asnarl, the coldness dammed down again and his glance was one of pure
hatred. "Y ou never miss a chance to preach, do you, you little bastard? Well, your talking days are over!
Meet your death!" He moved toward Edwyr, his gaze intent, hislips curled back to show his bared teeth.

The Seeker raised his sword asthe other came within striking distance. "Y olan,” he said, "watch the
others. Thisis between Jmson and the universe. Best they don't get involved.”

Edwyr stood ready, hisright foot dightly in front of hisleft, the two of them about shoulder width
goart. Hisleft hed was dightly off the ground, the weight of hisright foot on the bal. Thetip of hissword
was pointing directly at his opponent'sthroat. Edwyr's eyes were locked on Jmson's, his gaze boring
intently into the other's asif trying to read something written inside the man's head.



For saeveral moments, the two of them stood like statues. Each man was taking stock of the other,
trying to find weaknessin his stance or grip or sword position or something, anything, that would give an
opening for an atack. Apparently, neither could find what he was |ooking for because Jmson findly
moved dightly to theleft. Hisfeet did dong the ground, never losing contact, the bal ance aways staying
on the bals and dightly forward. The Seeker matched the other's movement to perfection, returning the
Stuation to what it had been before.

Jmson moved in dightly, lessening the gap between the tips of* their swordsto about 18 inches.

Edwyr held hisground, but rose just dightly up on the balls of hisfeet asif coiling to strike. The
renegade stopped.

Y olan watched in fascination. She could fed the tension between the two men building until the very
ar around them crackled with repressed violence. The only sign of the sirain each of them was
undergoing was adight beading of sweat on their upper lips, and in Jmson's case on hisforehead aswell.
She shot aquick glance at the Avengers. They were huddled in atight little group about ten yards away,
their eyeswide and their mouths hanging open. The scene unfolding before them held the seven menin
complete, absorbed thrall. If Edwyr won, however, there was no telling what they might do. Attack was
aslikely asretreat. If Imson won, she knew exactly what would happen. And she was determined not to
betaken dive.

If Edwyr won. How could she doubt it? The two men were circling now. Every second seemed to
stretch out to eternity. It should be over by now, she thought. He should have won. If hewins. Could he
lose? She forced the ideafrom her mind. When hewins. Y es. When.

Suddenly Jimson moved in alightning-quick cut for Edwyr'swrigts. The Seeker stepped back,
parrying the stroke with adight flick, stepping back in with a counter to Jmson'swrists. The renegade
eadly parried. "Elementary, Seeker. Baby stuff, "he muttered.

Edwyr stepped forward and feinted for the wrist, then went for the head. Jmson wasn't fooled and
eadly blocked the head cut, replying with a dash at the Seeker's wrists once more.

The two antagonists began to circle again, eyeing each other carefully. Imson'sfacewassetina
tooth-baring grimace. With ascream he lunged forward, aiming two quick dashes a Edwyr's head,
followed by acut at his chest. The Seeker absorbed all three attacks without bothering to counter.

Sweat was pouring from Jmson's face now and Edwyr's eyes were looking pinched with the strain.
The dud couldn't last too much longer. The renegade decided to take the initiative and press the attack.
He stepped in with a swipe at Edwyr'swristsfollowed by adash at his head. The swords clashed again
as Jimson tried to knock the Seeker's aside to provide an opening. He feinted at the head, then struck for
the chest. Stepping back, he swung at the head twice in rapid succession.

The tempo began to pick up asthe two of them swirled and dashed at each other. The sheer volume
of Jimson's attack seemed to be wearing down the other man. Or perhaps he was just tired after such a
long run across the Plain. Step by step, the renegade appeared to be driving the younger man backward.

Finally, after aflurry of blows, Jmson struck Edwyr's sword with amighty blow, forcing it down and
over to theright. It was the opening held been waiting for! He sprang in, his sword carving awhistling arc
that would end at the other man's head.

But Edwyr's sword did not stay down. Nor did he back up and block. Instead he stepped in and
jabbed the point of his blade into Jmson'sthroat just below the chin. The point diced through and burst
out the back of the head in a spray of blood.

Jmson sagged, the sword falling from hisgrip, harmlessy striking the ground behind Edwyr. Hisarms
fell to the Seeker's shoulders asif he was trying desperately to hold himself up. The only sound wasa
whigtling gurgle as hislast bresth fled his body. The sword ripped from histhroat as he twisted to the
earth. Therewasno lifein his gaze even as he struck.

A profound silence settled over the little group. For atimelessingtant they al seemed outside the
normal flow of the universe. Even the endless breeze held its bresth.

Then Edwyr shattered the stillnesswith acry so full of fear and horror it shocked the gaping soldiers
into ingtant action. "Run!™ he shrieked, "Mushin! Run!" In amead panic the saven Avengersfled, leaving
their Striders, their swords and their dignity behind.



Y olan walked over to Edwyr and watched the last of them disappear out onto the Plain. Then she
turned and looked a him oddly. "There actudly were Mushin,” shesaid. "'l felt them mysdlf.”

Henodded. "Yes. I'm carrying a pack of them. Have been since the last time we met. Never told you
before. Didn't think there was any reason to." He shot her aquick, dightly worried look. "Bother you,
doesit?’

The Keeper shrugged. "'l guessnot. It'sjust . . . strange. They can't get loose, can they?'

"No. They're under control."

"Ummmm," shereplied. She reached out with her foot and gently prodded Jmson's body. "That was
pretty spectacular. Was heredly good, or were you just playing with him?”

"Playing? No, not playing. | wasjust waiting for him to kill himsdf. All | was doing wasfollowing his
lead, moving with him." He gestured vaguely with hisright hand to emphasize hisinability to explain
exactly what he meant. "I didn't redlly do anything. Hedid. It's. . . that'sjust theway it is."

He knelt and turned the renegade over. "Pity," he muttered. "Wish that hadn't been necessary.”

"Pity?" the young woman snorted. "Just aswell pity killing aviper or astink lizard!"

"No. Therésmoreto it than that. imson wasn't dl bad. Therewas good in him, too. Or at least a
capacity for good.”

"Y eh, sure. And vipers et insects. But that doesn't make their bite any lessdeadly.”

He shrugged. "Jmson wasn't alizard. He was a person. And | think people need a sense of purpose
inther lives. Without it, they go crazy with despair. Thetroubleis, any purposewill do, even an evil,
destructive one. All that redlly mattersis somehow counting in the scheme of things." He reached out and
gently closed Jmson's eyes againg the glare of the late afternoon sun. "If dl of hisenergy and ability had
been used for agood purpose ..." He sighed, letting the sentence drift off, incomplete.

With afluid motion, he stood and began to wipe his sword blade on a piece of cloth hetook from his
front pocket. His voice was brisk and businesdike as he spoke. "Better clean your wegpon." He shot a
glance a the sun. "We should be moving out. I'd like to get to the other side of the hills before dark.
Tomorrow we haveto get an early sart. It'salong way back to First Pass. The meeting'slessthan a
month away and weve till got alot to do!”

" 'We? What makes you think 1'm going with you?' she asked, her eyebrows arching to accentuate
the questioning tone of her voice.

Edwyr gaped at her. "l ... wdll . . . thatis... | assumed ..."

Y olan laughed at his confusion. "Don't ever assume anything! But, yeh, | guess| might aswell seethis
thing through. | still don't understand what's going on or what you're up to, but | admit I'm curious enough
to want to find out.

"And besides," she continued as she began to clean the blade of her staff, "Mitsuyamawants you
dead. Knowing the way that man hedges his bets, | wouldn't be the least bit surprised if he's already sent
another bunch of men out after you—just in case Jmson blowsit." Her gaze drifted thoughtfully toward
thewest. "No, | don't believe you've seen thelast of him or his Avengers,” she murmured.

Turning back, shethrew him aquick little grin. "So theway | figureit, you're going to need dl the
help you can get just to stay alive long enough to reach First Pass!™

BOOK VIII

FIRST PASS

XX

It had been raining for two days. The air wasfilled with the gurgle and splash of water faling from
rock to rock or seeping reluctantly toward the lowlands. Clouds, dark with rain still unshed, seemed to



lower dmost within reach asthey flowed eastward, twisting and turning to avoid mountain peeks, flowing
steadily where First Pass cut its narrow way through the Mountains.

| hope it clearstomorrow, Andretti thought as he looked westward. There was nothing to see. Even
the near foreground was hazy behind the misty vell of the steady downpour.

Rotten weather. Rotten time for it to happen, too. Damn! It's been impossible to get much
information on Mitsuyamas movements for two whole days. Therain hides him as effectively asthe night
cloaksathief. It'samost asif the weather were on hisside, asif held planned thisl Hold it, he cautioned
himsdlf, that'sfoolish. Let's not give the man more than his due! He's aclever, canny opponent. But he
doesn't have any supernatural powers.

Andyet ... Wdl, just how had the PlainsLord spirited away the Sword of Nakamura? And how
had he kept it so well hidden al these months? Even from the Seekers. He shook his head. | had some
hope they'd find it, but no, not even atrace. Not even ahint.

But he'sgot it, I'm sure he does. Where else could it be? And | wouldn't be the least bit surprised if
he revedsit during the specia meeting to legitimate his attempit to take over Kensho! He snorted. If he's
fool enoughto bring it here, hell not haveit for long.

Evenif | haveto useforce, I'll bring it back to the Brotherhood where it belongs!

Burke stood alittle behind Father Andretti, watching the older man rather than the rain. Nervous, he
judged. The pressure's beginning to tell. Good, good. It'sal to my advantage! Thelessin command
Andretti isthe morein command | am.

Thelittle spy crossed hisarms smugly across his chest. My men are ready, he thought. 1t hadn't been
possible to make sure dl the Faithful held brought to First Passwereloyad to himsdf. But thosein key
positionswere. The Group Leaderswere. I've got 'em al where | want ‘'em! Andretti, Mitsuyama, the
'hoods, the PlainsLords, the 'steaders, settlers. . . al of ‘em will soon know you can't play around with
Burke, oh no! Just alittle spy, am I? Just asnesk-lizard, eh?

Wil, my fine Free Council President and Supreme Lord of the Plain, I'm smarter than both of you!
What would Andretti think, for instance, if he knew that its chief spy was adso Mitsuyamals main source
of information? Hal Or what would that lizard-loving PlainsLord say if he discovered that his pet
informer, the man aways cloaked so carefully against detection, was none other than the head of the spy
ring the Free Council employed? He rubbed his hands together. Not much longer, just until tomorrow,
and you'l dl know about Burke!l And you'll al bow down to mel!

Because | know thefinal secret! | know that the Sword of Nakamurais gone, gone forever! It hasto
be. There's no other explanation. I've looked everywhere, had my men searching. | figured it out.
Andretti thinks Mitsuyamasgot it. Mitsuyamathinks Andretti's got it. Only | know neither one of them
hasit! The Kegpersdon't haveit either. That wasjust asilly rumor to throw both of them off the track.

No, | figured out what happened. Some madman stole it. Some Mushin-crazed idiot. And he fled
into the mountainswith it. Yes. And fdl into some crack or starved in some cave. So it'sgone. Forever.
That hasto beit. Nothing else makes sense.

For afew moments he gloated silently, his eyes drifting off to stare a therain. I've got 'em all figured,
I've out-thought 'em al. He frowned dightly. Except those damn Seekers. What the hell wasthat dl
about, dl that running out on the Plain and everywhere around the Home Valey? Andretti ill thinksthey
were hunting for the Sword. Huh! | know better than that. They didn't even bother to look! Strange,
that'swhat they are. I'll get rid of 'em first thing when I'm in charge. But what were they up to?

He dismissed them with ashrug. Doesn't matter. There aren't more than twenty or thirty of them. Not
enough to cause any redl trouble. Creepy though, he shuddered. | swear they're cregpier than ever.
Something about them . . .

Andretti motioned for him to come up. "Burke," he began softly asthe spy reached hisside, "send



your men out again. | must know what that devil's up to. Rain or no rain, | must have an accurate count
of hisnumbers and dispositions. Find out if that mounted column is coming herein asingle body or going
somewhere elsg, too. | don't likethat one, Burke."

Burke nodded. "Me either. Those lizards are big and mean looking, Father. Wouldn't want to face
one, myself. I'll send four of my best men out soon aswe get back to camp. I'll have word by nightfall,
latest.”

The older man looked down at the spy. "The men, are they ready? Do they thoroughly understand
the Stuation, the plan | drew up? Timing is crucid, Burke. Crucid.”

"Aye, sr, they understand. They know what to do. And whento doiit.”

"Good. A great ded isriding on them and their performance. Perhaps the whole future of Kensho."
Andretti waved Burke away and stood gazing thoughtfully westward for severa more moments. Then he
turned and began dowly walking back to join the smal knot of Council membersthat had accompanied
him to the meeting Site.

When he reached them, he stood in silence for afew seconds, scanning their faces, one by one.
Finished with his scrutiny, heraised his pamsto thefaling rain and shrugged. "It'sin the hands of the
Gods now. Tomorrow will decide. Let's go back to camp and get into some dry clothes. If any exist."

Asabody, they waked eastward back to their tents.

Lord William Mitsuyamalooked at the bedraggled, sodden figure that was dripping water al over the
floor of histent, and wished for the hundredth time that Jmson was till dive. Damn! The man was
dangerous, even deadly. But at least he was competent!

The march to First Pass had been anightmare of confusion from the very first moments. The Striders
had proven amost impossible to manage in such numbers. More than seventy of the cresturesin one
place! The gtink alone was enough to make you gag! But thenoise! . . .

And now the cursed rain! Three days of dogging along through it. Not even sureif they weregoing in
the right direction hdf of the time. Eventually they'd had to move back to the main trail and follow it rather
than move crass-country. If we have any dement of surpriseleft at dl, it's because Andretti's spies hate
the rain more than we do!

"Well, Dembo, how is the ex-diplomat making out as aleader of men?' he asked the wet man. "'Is
everything in order?'

"Lord, everything'sin order. At least in asmuch order asit'll ever bein." He sighed hugdly. "Being a
generd, even ajunior one, isnt must fun in wesather like this. Especidly since you expect usto bewith the
troopsdl thetime."

Mitsuyamaraised an eyebrow. "Complaining? My, my Dembo. Y ours but to serve, not to question.
Likeagood soldier. Wereasmal army, aclose one. No more than fifty dl told in the main party,
including the Lords. Two more columns of fifty each on the flanks. And amounted reserve of another
gxty-five”

"Sixty-two," corrected the other man. "Two more of those damn lizards died and oneran away."

"Casudties areto be expected in warfare.

"Before the battle?’

"The battle, Dembo, began along time ago. Now we're merely gpproaching its climax. And in any
case, afew lizards more or less shouldn't make any difference. | expect | won't even haveto usethe
beadts."

"| pray you won't." Dembo shuddered. "I don't trust the disgusting things. Just theidea of one of them
behind me, with thoseteeth . . . ugh! If they can't even tdll their own riders, how will they know I'm on
their sde?'

Mitsuyama chuckled dryly. "Then be sure to win quickly so they won't be required, Dembo. Now,
aredl the men in place for the advance tomorrow morning?'

Dembo nodded. "Y es, Sir. The main body, weapons strapped on their backs and hidden in the
baggage, will move off at dawn. Wefigure they'll get to the crest of the pass about an hour before
mid-day.

The mesting officialy starts at noon, so that givestimeto settlein.



"At about the same time the main group arrives, the two flanking columns will advance to the western
mouth of the pass. Well send word back as soon as the meeting starts and then they'll move forward, on
opposite sides of the valey, to apoint about a mile beyond the second bend. That puts them, oh, afifteen
minute run from the meeting ste. Thelizards|l wait a the mouth of the pass and the men will mount up a
the same time the flanking columns move up.”

"Good, good. Seethat it comes off smoothly, Dembo."

"Yes, Lord. I'll do my best.”

"Do better than that. Now go."

Asthe man |eft to go out in the rain again, Miriam appeared from behind a curtain that divided the
tent in two. She moved quietly to stand behind her husband, putting her hands on his head and gently
rubbing histempleswith her fingers. Hesghed. "l dmost wish ..."

"Dont say it, William. We're better off without imson. Y ou wereright thefirgt time. He and the
Seeker were meant to cancel each other in the equation.”

"But we only know that one half of the equation was cancelled. For dl | can discover, the balance
was never achieved. The damn Seeker may ill live”

"Surely one of those two groups caught up with him and the girl and cut them down, William. No
doubt they had amerry chase of it and that's why they haven't reported in yet. They could be on their
way hereright now."

"Yes, yes, | supposeyou'reright. And I'm not sure it mattersin any case. But I'd dearly loveto kill
that Edwyr with my own hands. What a pleasure!”

"When you're Supreme Lord of Kensho," she crooned, "you'll be ableto kill anyone you want, Lord.
Edwyr, Andretti, Dembo, anyone.”

"Not anyone, no. Just afew. The dangerous ones. Those who would stand in the way. Anyone who
cooperatesis safe, my dear. Aslong as he cooperates.”

"And the Keepers?'

"They'll play their part. Oh, | might have to make an example of afew to show them | mean what |
"Don't forget how stubborn old Carlson was, William. One or two examples might not be enough.”
"Then to hdll with them. Well create our own Keegpers and send them up to the Flagship oursalves.

WEIl have the Meddlion once Andretti's out of the way."

Her hands did lower and worked on his neck. Helet his head roll loosdly forward. "Ummmmm. And
what do you want, my dear?"

For amoment, she was till, even her hands stopping their motion. Then she began kneading his
muscles again as sheleaned her lips close to his ear and whispered, "'Everything, William, everything.”

The ceasdess sound of therain trying to wash away the world invaded and enfolded the tent and the
peopleinit.

XXIV

The morning hardly dawned at al. Low, duggish clouds plodded across the sky, cutting off dl view
of the surrounding pesks. The world seemed to befolding in on itself, narrowing down its existence to
onetiny valey lost amid the mist-shrouded mountains. First Pass felt more isolated and blegk than ever.

Andretti had all hismen in place by ten o'clock. The Free Council took up aposition on adight rise
near the center of the pass. On theright and left flanks, reaching amost to the walls, were Burke's picked
members of the Faithful, the del egates chosen by the 'hoods, and those 'steaders Andretti felt could be
relied on. Extending westward from the ends of his lines were the rest of the 'steaders, the representatives
of the settlers, and anumber of on-lookers who had cometo satisfy their curiosity or smply to be
present a what everyone felt would be an historic event. Mitsuyamaand the other PlainsLords would
make up the fourth sde of the rough rectangle.



At eleven, Burke's runners brought news that Mitsuyamawas near a hand. A few moments later, a
light drizzle started. Andretti raised the hood on his robe with stoic resignation and stood in the midst of
his hogt, peering through the misty rain for afirst glimpse of hisenemy.

It was agood fifteen minutes before their sodden banners became visble. On asunny day, the arriva
would have been abrave show. The brightly colored flags of the four Great Clans would have rolled and
snapped in the breeze. The devices of theindividual clans that made up the Great Clanswould have
fluttered gaily. But the rain, growing heavier now, smothered everything benesth its dripping weight. The
banners hung limp and motionless, their hues muted by the gloom.

A stony silence greeted the newcomers as they moved into their allotted position. Andretti watched,
soberly estimating their number and strength. Burke'sinformation is accurate, he decided. Were equd.
Sotraining, discipline, and timing will be the decisive factors. He looked over at Burke, who stood
hunched miserably against the downpour. The little man felt his stare and turned to acknowledge it.
Andretti moved hishead in aprearranged sgnd. The spy nodded his understanding, then scuttled off on
hiserrands.

In the middle of the Plains Lord's line, Dembo stood next to Mitsuyama and covertly pointed out the
figure of the President of the Free Council. "That'shim," he murmured, "right at the front of that group on
therise. Thetal, heavy one."

"The others?'

"Members of the Council. Olson's over on theright. Dubrow isbehind him. It'salittle hard to identify
them with their hoods up, but as near as| can tell, they're dl there. The good Father must have done alot
of fence-mending to get them all to support him like this™

The Supreme Lord of the Plain nodded and concentrated his gaze on Andretti. His eyes carefully
scanned the other man, missing nothing. He appears to be cam, Mitsuyamathought, asif meetingslike
thiswere an everyday occurrence. But there are plenty of little hintsthat his coolnessisfeigned, amask
to hide histrue fedings. See how he picks a the seam of hisrobe with hisleft hand? Or how, he shiftshis
weight unnecessarily and congtantly looks here and there? Signs of atightly controlled nervousness, an
underlying uncertainty. Y et hisfaceisquiet, grim, determined. He may be unsure of himsalf, may even be
afraid of failure. But helll never back down, never retreat an inch. HE's every hit as stubborn and fanatic
as|'ve dwaysthought. Which meanstheretruly are no dternatives. We will fight. Blood will flow.

Completing his assessment of Andretti, he alowed his gaze to drift down the opposite line of men.
They looked, at first glance, much like any group of 'steaders— with a Brother or Siter thrown in here
and there. But a second glance by aknowing eye reveaed that these were no cloddish farmers. Trained,
every one of them. My spy was right, he decided. Andretti's packed the meeting with the Faithful,
undoubtedly those loyd to himself and the Council.

He sensad more than saw the figure that moved to hisside. Looking from the corner of hiseye, he
found the hooded form of Miriam. He didn't like having her here, this close to the enemy, but she had
ingsted. And, in dl truth, he was glad to have her sharp mind near him at this moment. At least if things
got bad, there would be time to send her to the partia safety of the reserve columns.

For severa moments the two of them stood there, scanning the line of men that faced them. Then she
gpoke, quietly, dmogt asif taking to hersdf. Y ou were right to bring the reserves and the Striders,
William. We may need them.”

"Ummmm. Y es. Do you see the other one anywhere? The Seeker?!

Shelooked again, dowly, for severa long minutes. "No" shefindly responded. "Can you spot any
Seekersat dl?

He shook his head. "Of course Andretti might be holding them in reserve.”

"Would they follow hisordersthat faithfully?

"No," he said dowly, evauating the possibility, "no, | don't think so.”

"Then they aren't here. They've refused to play hisgame.”

Thoughtfully he gazed up at the wals of the pass. " Perhaps they're playing some game of their own.”
Heturned to look for Dembo. The man wasright behind him. "Dembo, have the runners from the two
columns reported yet? It nears noon.”



"No, Lord. But | expect them any moment.”

"Don't 'expect’ them. Send two men to find out wherethey are.”

"Yes, Lord."

William turned back to his scrutiny of the Free Council's forces. The ground to the right was rougher
than to the left. And Andretti's line there was more uneven, seemed lessfirm. Wasit deliberate, atrap, a
planned weakness? It would certainly be harder to attack there, in any case.

What about the center? A drive there would have the most immediate effect, especidly if it managed
to reach the members of the Council and particularly Andretti. Of course, there would be the danger of
flanking movements. But if wetimed it right, we could actudly turn that againg them! If we dlowed a
flank attack, even invited it, and tricked Andretti into committing hisforcesto it, we could fal on them
from behind with our spare columns. We could literdly flank the flankers! It'srisky, and requires perfect
timing, but it's certainly an unexpected maneuver, the kind that wins battles and makes men rulers of
worlds! Well want atighter formation. Have to pull inthe ends of our line alittle. That'll give usmore
concentrated strength and act asalure at the sametime.

Gesturing to Dembo, he began to organize the attack plan.

Andretti watched the huddle between Dembo and his master with interest. Decided something, he
guessed. Probably his attack plan.

A hand touched his deeve. He turned his head to hisright and found himself looking into the cold
eyesof Father Olson. "Let's quit stalling and get thisthing going, Andretti. | don't like thelooks of it one
bit. So let's get the unpleasantness over with as soon as possible.”

" 'Unpleasantness? Don't be coy, Olson. It's a battle and you know it."

"Therésno fight until it's sarted.”

"It garted when William became Supreme Lord."

"I still have hopeswe can head it off short of abattle.”

"That'swishful thinking of the kind Johnston used to specidizein.”

"I'd rather not fight.”

"I'd rather not lose!"

The two men glared at each other for afew moments. Eventually, though, Olson backed down with a
sgh. "All right, Tomas. But let'sget on with it. It's near enough to noon to begin. Everybody's here. Even
therainisletting up.”

In surprise Andretti looked up. The rain had indeed dackened to a drizzle while he had been
concentrating on other things. He returned his gaze to Olson. "All right,” he nodded curtly. "Y ou were
chosen to speak for the Council in thismatter, since I'm indligible as an interested party. Start it.”

With acurt nod, the other man turned and strode between the lines. An immediate hush fell over the
pass. As Olson spoke, he turned back and forth to address everyone.

"L et the meeting begin. Who is entitled to speak for the people of Kensho? L et them step forward.
Who will spesk for the Sisterhoods?’

"| spesk for the Sisterhoods,” responded a dender, grey-haired woman. "1 am Mother Caroal, of the
Sisterhood a RoundHill, chosen by al to spesak for al. Nine others are here as my conscience and
guide." She stepped forward, her glance strong and challenging.

"Who will spesk for the Brotherhoods?!

"| speak for the Brotherhoods," rumbled adeep, harsh voice. A large, totaly bad man shuffled out.
"Though I'll be damned if | know why," he quipped. "The foolstrust me, or perhapsthey picked me
because | talk so damn much they figured they couldn't misst Anyway, there are fourteen of us here.”

"Who will spesk for the'Steaders?’

A middle-aged woman walked into the center. "I will," she said softly as she moved fluidly to join the
group gathered in the space between the lines.

Olson continued the roll call, asking the person chosen to speak for each delegation to step out and
join therest of them. As expected, Mitsuyamawas the speaker for the Council of Lords. Last of al,



Father Andretti joined the group.

All told, there were nineteen of them. Together, they congtituted the Council of the meeting, the body
that would present the viewpoints of the delegations, discuss the issues, report back to their respective
delegations, poll the membersto ascertain their decision, and then return to announce the result.

They seated themsdavesin atight circle asthe rain stopped and began discussing the matter a hand:
whether or not Father Andretti should be permanently invested with thetitle, duties, and powers of the
Way-Farer. Relaxing somewhat, thosein the linesfollowed their example and sat down on the damp
ground. A few, like Dembo and Burke, remained standing, stalking here and there, keeping their menin
order and onthe dert.

Although the Council's discussion lasted for more than two hours, and at times became quite heated,
it was evident dmost from the first how matterslay. The speakersfor the 'hoods, the Faithful, and the
'seaders, were solidly behind Andretti. The settlers were wavering, unwilling to commit themselvesto
either Side since they had to live between them both. The Plains_ords, both the Council and each of the
Gresat Clans, were clearly and vociferoudy against dlowing the President of the Free Council to take up
the Way-Farership. Repeatedly, they pointed out that Johnston himsalf had made no choice, that the
Sword of Nakamurawas missing, and that they did not consider Andretti as representing their interests
or those of Kensho.

To the surprise of everyone, neither Mitsuyamanor Andretti took any part in the proceedings. Each
man sat, slent and doof, asif alonein the world. Their gazes never crossed and neither one deigned to
recognize or even admit the existence of the other.

After going over the same ground for the seventh or eighth time, Olson called for slence. Hisface
was grim and weary with frustration, his eyes haunted by the shadow of the inevitable fate he wanted so
badly to avoid. He bowed his head for amoment, asif gathering strength from the stillness he had caled
into being. Then his head rose and he swept the circle with his glance. "We've discussed thisenough,” he
declared bluntly. "There's no sensein endlessy repeating the same arguments. It'stime to go back to
your delegations and report on these ddiberations.” They al nodded bleak agreement. "May | remind
you," he continued, his eyes seeking out each one of them individually and fixing them momentarily with a
baeful glare, "that adecision will be reached.” His gaze locked with Mitsuyamas. "And that decison will
be consdered to be the Word of the people of Kensho." His head swiveled to Andretti. "And that all
partieswill comply with it, whether they agree or not.”

Before anyone dse could rise, the two antagonists stood as one man. All pretense at indifference was
gone now asthe two of them flung defiant, hate-filled looks at each other acrossthe circle. Andretti
spokefirgt, his voice husky with restrained emation. "1 understand, Father Olson. And | want to assure
everyone that the power of the Free Council will be used to enforce that decision if necessary.”

Mitsuyama sneered openly. When he spoke, hisvoice was soft, amost velvety, with ahissng
shilance that carried a greater threat than any raging bellow. "Y ou'll need that power, Andretti. Oh, yes.
You'll need it more than you canimagine!" With asnort of contempt, he turned his back on the President
of the Free Council and stalked back toward hiswaiting followers.

In tense silence, the others stood and trudged dowly back to their delegations.

XXV

The discussion and decision within the del egations took less than three-quarters of an hour to
complete. Asthe nineteen gathered again, responding to Olson's cal, they came dowly, dmost
reluctantly. They seemed nervous and sdlf-conscious, preferring to stare down at the ground rather than
meet each other's eyes.

When they were dl seated, Olson stood and swept the lined-up PlainsLords with his cold glare. They
weredl standing, motionless and slent. Only their eyes moved asthey intently watched the isolated
group between the lines. Turning to the other sde, Olson saw the same thing.



For abrief moment, aflutter of fear ran through his mind. He could actualy fed the pressure of dl
those eyes, was dmost smothered by the sense of anticipation that rolled toward him across the empty
space to where he stood. As he stared, their faces seemed to flicker in and out of focus, one moment
becoming strange, dien, and hateful, the next transforming back into the ordinary men and women he had
lived among all hislife. Gods! he thought in arush of despair, what kind of creatures are we? What sort
of insanity isthis? Why are we standing here, ready to strike out in mindless anger and destroy dl weve
built in the last three generations?

Jerome had once said that the Mushin only make uswhat we already are, herecaled. The Madness
isredly just what's dready there, made more so. Which iswhy the Way seeksto change men rather than
to destroy the mind leeches. Even our method of controlling the creaturesin the 'hoodsisn't meant to kill
them. It merely keeps them at bay so we have time to develop.

But have we changed al that much? Have we succeeded in transforming ourselves in keeping with
Jerome'svison? Isn't this very confrontation proof of our failure, proof that while we may have learned to
control the Mushin, we still don't know how to control ourselves?

A redlization dawned in hismind, an understanding so strong and vivid that he closed his eyes against
the brightness of it. Even with the Mushin penned in the'hoods, we're acting exactly the way we would if
they were freel He opened his eyeswide and stared wildly about. The two straight lines, the eager,
expectant faces, al thiswill disntegrate into abloody turmoail, with men hacking madly at each other . . .
exactly asif the Mushin had caused it! The Madness! his mind screamed. Thetime of insanity and death
isback! First Touch has returned!

With awrench, he brought himsalf back under control before hisfear got the upper hand. Calm, he
told himsdlf. Panic won't solve anything. Keep acool head. Maybe something will show up. A slent
laugh, heavy with bitter resignation, welled up from the depths of his soul, smothering thetiny spark of
hope he was trying to kindle. Why try to fool myself? I'm just one more helpless, ineffective human being
caught up in something | can't control or understand. Nothing | do or don't do will make any difference;
thething | fear most is about to happen, whether | want it to or not. And | have the honor of tarting it.

Wherewill it end? And when?

He spread hisarms wide to gain everyone's attention. " The delegations have reached their decision.
The people of Kensho have given their Word. Let those who speak for them pronounce it. Shall Father
Tomas Andretti, President of the Free Council, appointed Interim Way-Farer, be granted the permanent
title, duties, and responsibilities of the Way-Farer? How say the Sisterhoods?”

"Yes," camethereply, subdued, but firm.

"The Brotherhoods?"

"Yes"

The vote went rapidly and without surprises. The split between the forces of the Free Council and the
PlainsLords was clear and unmistakable. Asthe last voice, that of one of the delegates from the Great
Clans, shouted its defiant "No!", a heavy slence settled over the throng.

Mitsuyama stood, raised his clenched fist. With aroar, his men ripped off their outer robes, snatching
at the swords hidden beneath them, strapped to their backs.

Stunned, the other members of the little Council stood and fled back to their respective places.
Andretti held his ground, with Olson standing uncertainly dightly behind and to hisright. Hisface was
twisted into aferocious grin as he ran his glance over the sword-waving men opposite him. "Trueto form,
William! | expected no less of aman who'd poison hisfather and steal the Sword of Nakamura!
Mongter! Do you think well meekly stand by and watch you destroy the Way with your miserable idess,
your sick, insane desire to bring the horrors of Earth to Kensho? Never!" He raised both his hands over
his head, then brought them sharply down to his sides.

Behind him he could hear the answering shout of his own men asthey pulled out their concedled
wespons. Casting aquick ook over his shoulder, he saw a bristling mass of bladed staffs and swords.

As heturned back to confront the PlainsLord again, he was surprised to find the man smiling. Before
he could say anything, Mitsuyama spoke. "I'm glad to see | didn't underestimate you, Andretti. Not one
little bit. It relly would've been apity if I'd had to kill you without any fight at dl. History wouldn't have



treated such avictory kindly, | fear. Thisis much better, much better!" A brief look of pity flashed across
hisfeatures. "Y ou redly have many admirable taents. How sad you've used them so unwisdly. And now
you'll never have achanceto make al your errors good.”

Andretti snarled hisreply. "Don't try to be clever, snegklizard! Thetime for witty conversation's over.
Only one of uswill leavethisvdley divel And it won't beyou!"

"How melodramatic,” sneered Mitsuyama as he began to walk back toward his own men. "Get ready
Mr. President of the Free Council,” he called back over his shoulder. "I'll be over to personally cut your
throat in about ten minutes”

Burke could barely contain his excitement. For the hundredth time that morning he ran his eyes over
hislines, checking once more to make sure his men werein their places. He nodded to himself, rubbing
his hands with brisk delight. Perfect. Let the 'hoods and those I'm not sure about take the brunt of the
fighting. Well hold back, wewill, waiting. Waiting for Mitsuyamato kill Andretti or vice versa. Waiting
for the death of as many on both sides as possible. And then when they're weak and least expecting it . .
.1 Oh, yes! They won't be laughing at Burke any more!

Dembo was terrified. He gaped across the empty space at a man who was waving abladed staff in
hisdirection. He'slooking right at me! he thought. He wantsto kill me! Gods! | don't even know the man
and hewantsto gtick that blade in my guts! His hands shaking, his pams dippery with sweat, Dembo
pulled himsdlf together and glanced over a Mitsuyama. Will he order usforward, into that? he
wondered, steding another quick look at the enemy line, dive with deadly metal.

Mitsuyama was abouit to lift his hand to give the signal when an unexpected movement on both the
right and left caught his attention. From the mixed crowd of 'steaders, settlers, and on-lookerswho
formed the sides of the rectangle ong the walls of the pass, robed and hooded figures were stepping out
and sriding rapidly to take up a position directly between himself and the mass of the Free Council.

With asudden shock, he recognized them, even though their individua faceswere hidden. Thefluid
grace of their gait gave them away. Seekers! More than 20 of them!

Quickly, breathlesdy, he counted. Twenty-seven, no, twenty-eight! All armed with swords, except
onewho carried a bladed staff, and looked curioudy out of place. Damn! he cursed. Wherein the hell
did they come from?What in the devil are they up to? He felt Miriam's hand on hisarm and looked
down to meset her questioning gaze. "Damned if | know," he muttered.

Andretti could scarcely believe his eyes. The Seekers! But they refused to join me! Have they
changed their minds? Surely they have! Gods, what luck! Now I've got that bastard cold! he gloated
triumphantly. But why in the hell are they out there rather than in our line? And why are some of them
facing thisway asif werethe enemy?

The twenty-eight figures cameto ahdt in aroughly ova configuration, half facing each of the two
lines. In the center of the ova, two figures stood together, oneintently scanning the crowd, the other
casudly leaning on abladed gtaff. The first reached up ahand to pull back its hood, reveding the features
of Edwyr. A quick toss of the second's head, and Y olan appeared. The others followed suit.

Edwyr raised hishandsto still the buzz of speculation that had sprung up. "This madness has gone far
enough,” he said into the silence. "Put away your weapons and go home."

"And leave Andretti as Way-Farer?' Mitsuyamaccried. "Never!"

"Andretti isn't the Way-Farer," Edwyr replied calmly. " Johnston picked his successor before he died,
and it wasn't Father Andretti."

Andretti exploded. "What kind of nonsenseis this? Johnston picked a Way-Farer? What are you
talking about? | wasthere! | saw no such thing!”

"It happened just after you left, though even if you'd been there, you probably wouldn't have known
what was going on. The Way-Farer offered you aKo blossom. Y ou were so filled with yourself and
your problems, you didn't seeit for what it was. Y ou rgjected it.”

"Of course! The Sword was missing, the Way-Farer was dying—and | ... | was the only one who—"

"You rgected it. When you left, he turned and offered it to me. | took it for what it was, aKo
blossom given by afriend. Then he whispered to me”

"He...what did hesay?"



" 'Mountains, rivers, earth, sky, the Ko, thereisnot athing that isnot real. The real aspectisal
things.' | was overwhdmed. I'mtold | cried, dthough dl | remember islight filling my mind.”

"Areyoutryingtotdl me...!"

"I'mtrying to tell you that Father Johnston passed the Way-Farership to me when he handed methe
Ko blossom. It was hisway of transmitting the office. It was atest and a proof of my worth. Any one of
us," he gestured at the othersin the group, "any one of the Companions the Way-Farer gathered together
during hislast years, could have been chosen.” His voice dropped in volume, becoming sad and
somewheat regretful . "For whatever reasons, Father Johnston chose me. | am the Way-Farer."

"But the Sword,” Andretti sputtered, "a Ko blossom isn't the Sword of Nakamural How can you be
the Way-Farer without the Sword?™

"Isthe Way-Farer no more than a man who carries an ancient sword?" Edwyr asked gently.

"No, but the Sword ismissing, it'sbeen stolen, it's..."

Edwyr smiled. "No, it wasn't solen. And it's never been missing.”

Andretti'sjaw dropped. "Not missing?"

"No, Johnston took it out of the shrine himsdlf and hid it when he felt death was near.”

Burke pushed hisway to the front of theline, hiseyeswild with fury, spittle flying from hislips. "You
lie! Youlie, you rotten Seeker! Johnston never appointed you anything! Filthy lies! Burke knows, oh,
yes! The Sword'sgone! Goneforever! If you're the Way-Farer, if Johnston hid the Sword, whereisit,
eh? Where? Y ou can't stop Burke with a cheap trick like that! Oh, no! You lie! The Sword's gone!
Whereisit, en? Where?'

"Right here," the Seeker answered quietly. He reached inside hisrobe and pulled out the Sword of
Nakamura, securein its scabbard.

A cry of surprise and wonderment soared over the crowd. Andretti was almogt frantic. Mitsuyama
stood asif carved from stone, his mouth hanging wide in utter amazement. The shock was too much for
Burke and the little man crumpled, unconscious, to the ground.

The President of the Free Council wasthefirst to recover. "All right, then," he addressed Edwyr, his
voice brittle with tightly controlled anger, "if you redlly are the legitimate Way-Farer, it'syour duty to
defend the Great Way againg thisrabble from the Plain.”

"Defend the Great Way?' Edwyr replied with adight smile. "'l have no intention of defending the
Great Way. Infact, | plan to completely dismantleit and the entire hierarchy that's been built up around
it

Speechless, Andretti stood staring at the Seeker. Severa times he worked his mouth, but no words
came. Findly he found hisvoice and said hoarsely, "Y ou'reinsane! The Great Way isour only hope, now
and forever. It'sthe only thing that controls the Mushin and stands between us and the Madness. Gods,
man, it'sthe only thing that keepsriff-raff likethat," he gestured contemptuoudy toward the PlainsLords,
"from turning Kensho into another Earth!™

"On the contrary, Father Andretti, the Great Way isthe main obstacle standing between us and our
accomplishing the gods Jerome st for us.”

"But weve aready accomplished them! The Mushin are penned in the 'hoods, we've spread across
the Plain, there are enough of us now to protect the race from possible extinction; al we havetodois
stay loyd to the Way and everything will come out just as Jerome planned.”

"It'sthe very successes you speak of, Father, that make the Way an obstacle to the redlization of
Jerome's plan. You, and otherslike you, have tried to ingtitutionaize those achievements to preserve
them for eternity. But they were never meant to be permanent. They were merely thefirst epsinalong
process, the beginning of an aimost endlessjourney. Jerome never intended the Way to become a
government. Its purpose was to change men, not rule them.”

"But we are till changing! We're becoming moreimmune to the Mushin in every generaion.”

Edwyr shook hishead. "I'm sorry, Father, but that's Ssmply not true. Fewer people than ever practice
the disciplines that Jerome taught us. The PlainsLords don't even bother to pay them lip service any
longer. The settlers get aminima education in the Way, mainly because they want to stay on good terms
with the'hoods for purely economic reasons. Even in the Home Valley, the only peopleredlly practicing



what Jerome taught are those in the 'hoods. And they use it mainly to control the Mushin.”

"But that's what Jerome wanted! That's the whole point to what he did! He gave usthe Way so we
could free oursdlves from the Mushin and live our livesin peace. And the hierarchy of the Grest Way has
become the only thing that assures the continuation of that freedom."”

"Andretti, Andretti," Edwyr Sighed, "the Way is so much deeper than you know. Jerome didn't free
us so we could live out our livesin peace. He freed us so we could continue the struggle to change
ourselves and adapt to Kensho and the Mushin. The peace was only meant to be temporary, a breathing
spaceto let us prepare for the struggle ahead.

"And now the peace haslasted too long. It must cometo an end.”

A risng murmur of confusion came from the crowd. Cries of "What does he mean? What's he taking
about? End? End how?' could be heard.

"What are you up to, Seeker?' challenged Mitsuyama. "Do you have some crazy plan you're not
telling us about?"

Edwyr laughed. "Yes, | do have a'crazy plan’. Or | should say that we," heindicated the othersin his
group, "have devel oped a plan based on Father Johnston'sideas and insights.”

"And you expect usto buy thisscheme, just likethat?' sneered the PlainsLord.

The Seeker shrugged. "It doesn't really matter whether you buy it or not, Lord. Weve dready put it
into effect.”

"What are you talking about?" Andretti demanded.

"I'm talking about the freeing of the Mushin.”

For severd long moments, utter silence filled the pass as the throng absorbed what Edwyr had just
sad. Then, as understanding came, a frightened whispering began to swell and grow until it becamean
avdanche of fear.

Andretti was screaming at the top of hislungs. "Free the Mushin? Are you crazy? Y ou can't do that!
It's...It's.."

"It'sdready been done!" Edwyr's shout cut through the babble, forcing everyoneto stillness. "And
that's another reason you dl have to disperse and go home. The mind leecheswill be swarming up here,
right through this pass, out onto the Plain, in just afew hours. If you're still here when they come, you're
doomed'™

"Bluff!" roared Mitsuyama, hisface dark withrage. "Y ou'relying! It'satotd fraud!"

Edwyr smiled coaly. "No bluff, no fraud, no lie. Truth. In fact, since | thought some of you might not
believe us, welve brought afew of the Mushin with usto give you alittle taste of what'son itsway.” He
spoke quietly to hisfollowers. "Take those you achieved | dentification with. Focus the Mind Brotherson
them. Just briefly. Let them fed the presence and the fear. That'sal.”

Ingtantly, Mitsuyama, Andretti, and numerous other important individuas in the crowd went white
and rigid. One man fell to the ground, shrieking in terror. The Plainslord staggered, hisface pasty with
sudden horror. Andretti doubled over asif struck in the ssomach. "Enough!™ he whimpered, hisvoice
filled with anguish and pleading.

"I'm sorry," Edwyr said gently as those attacked felt the pressure withdraw. "But you wanted proof."

"You'vedoneit,” Andretti muttered, shaking hishead in utter confoundment. Anger blazed upin his
eyes. "Y ou're worse than Mitsuyama ever was! Do you know how many people will die horrible desths
thanks to what you've done? What kind of monsters are you, anyway?"

A look of infinite sadness and compassion welled up in Edwyr'seyes. "Yes, | know," he murmured.
"I know better than any of you exactly what'sinvolved." He shuddered. "I aso know the aternatives.
Still, it'saburden I'd rather not bear. But the choice isn't mine. I'm the Way-Farer. And thismust be."

Hisface ravaged by anguish and defeat, Andretti turned away from Edwyr. Head bowed and
shoulders drooping, he dowly began to shuffle off back down the passtoward the east. A few of the
other members of the Free Council joined him, but most of them just milled about in aimless confusion,
unable to decide what to do with themselves.

Mitsuyama stood dumped in adazed stupor, still trying to shake off the effects of the Mushin attack.
Dimly, he was aware someone was calling his name and pulling urgently at the deeve of hisrobe. He



managed to focus his attention and eyes on the face of hiswife.

"William," shewas hissng, "William, snap out of it!" Asshe saw recognition return to hiseyes,
Miriam grabbed his chin in her hands and turned his head so he had to notice her.

"Thisisour chance, William," she said in ahushed but intense voice. "The Sword of Nekamurais
right there, dmost within reach. Take it William, reach out and tear it from the Seeker'sgrasp! Takeit
and become ruler of Kensho!"

"But—but ..." he ssammered, "you heard what he said. The Mushin are coming! Weve got to run,
run!™

She dapped him hard. "Come out of it, damn you! The Mushin won't be here for hours, if ever. If we
act decisvey now, well finish thewhole thing in amatter of minutes! Andretti's people are so frightened
they'll run at thefirgt attack! | tell you now'sthetimel”

He stared at her wild eyes and twisted face with compl ete amazement. He looked over at the
oppositeline. Shewas right. Andretti's men were milling about in total confusion, not sure what to do
next. He glanced quickly up and down his own lines. The men looked stunned, but at least they were
maintaining some semblance of order.

Edwyr followed the exchange between the Supreme Lord of the Plain and hiswife with grest interest.
Although he couldn't catch what they were saying, he watched with growing anticipation as the man
snapped out of his daze and began to ook around, shrewdly evauating the situation. When he saw
Mitsuyamals back straighten and his shoulders square with resolution, he realized he would have to spring
hislast surprise. He didn't want to because it was alittle unpredictable. But ... he shrugged and spoke
quietly out of the sde of his mouth to the othersin the group. " Prepare to release your Mind Brothers
when | givethesgnd. It'stimeto keep our bargain.” They al muttered their understanding.

Moving from the center of the oval to the sde facing the PlainsLords, Edwyr called out, "L ord
Mitsuyama"

The man turned to look at him in surprise. Edwyr took two more stepsin his direction and stopped,
amiling grimly. "Lord," he said, hisvoice low and hard, "before you make any decisions, there's one more
thing you should know."

A look of momentary confusion fled across Mitsuyamas face. He cast aquick sdeways glance a
Miriam. "What should | know, Seeker?’

"That we are not the only ones here at Firgt Pass." Without waiting for any reply, Edwyr cupped his
hands around his mouth and gave along, loud, ululating cry.

Instantly the call was answered. On both sides of the pass, a the tops of the wallsthat hemmed in
PlainsLords, Brothers, Sisters, Councilors, 'steaders, settlers, and Seekers, raggedly dressed men
suddenly stood, waving their swords, setting up afrightful anima howling.

A collective gasp went up from everyone. Like wildfire, one word swept from mouth to mouth—
"Ronin!" Mitsuyamas face went pasty white. Miriam shrank back with alittle cry and covered her face
with both hands.

"Thereisno victory, Lord," Edwyr said softly. "Only death.”

Mitsuyamas glance turned and fell on the Seeker.

The man'slipstwisted into asnarl and hatefilled hiseyes. ™Y ou free the Mushin and league with the
Ronin! | should have killed you the moment | laid eyes on you!" He took two jerky, stiff-legged stepsin
Edwyr's direction. His hand went to the hilt of the sword hewore a hiswai<.

For amoment the two stood like statues, their gazes locked. Then Mitsuyama spoke, his voice cold
and deadly. "There may be no victory for my army, Seeker. But there will be a persond onefor me. And
al the Mushin and Ronin in the world can't sop me from seizing it!" With ascreaming war cry he ripped
his sword from its scabbard and charged Edwyr.

The Seeker ill held Nakamuras Sword in his hand. Swifter than sight it flashed from itsresting
place, meeting and deflecting Mitsuyama's overhead dash. Like acat, the PlainsLord sprang back out of
reach of Edwyr's darting blade.

Edwyr was nothing less than astonished at the sword in the other man's hand. He had never seen one
likeitin hislife. It was shorter, narrower, and not as strongly curved asthe one he held. And the



MainsLord held it in one hand!

Mitsuyama circled cautioudy, obvioudy pleased by Edwyr's reaction. " Speed,” he hissed. " Speed,
Seeker. I'm faster than you are. Y ou have adight edge in reach. But my bladeislighter, faster, and just
assharp!" To emphasize his point, he launched aswift attack, cutting for the wristss as afeint, then
sweeping for the head. Edwyr was barely ableto block in time.

Grinning vicioudy, the Plains_ord moved to theright, trying to open Edwyr from the sdefor an
attack. The Seeker stood his ground, his sword point aimed at Mitsuyamasthroat. "Y es," the other man
said, "Speed. And another little surprise.” Again he attacked, quickly leaping in, blocking Edwyr'sthrust,
and countering with lightning strokes, one at the head, another that barely missed the Seeker's shoulder.

Edwyr redlized he had two choices:. either he had to keep the other man away and hope to catch him
by virtue of superior reach, or he had to get in close enough to nullify the speed of his opponent's lighter
blade. The first course seemed the obvious one, but for that very reason Edwyr doubted it was the best.
Mitsuyamawas devious. The obviouswas most likely atrap.

Y et the dternative was not atractive. Closein helost maneuverability for his own blade and limited
himsdf to dashing attacks instead of being able to dash or stab. And something bothered him about the
idea of being that closeto the PlainsLord. He couldn't quite put hisfinger onit, but it had something to do
with the fact that the other man fought one-handed.

His opponent sensed hisindecison and moved swiftly to take advantage of it. Darting in he ddivered
aflurry of attacks, pressing the Seeker hard. Edwyr had no choice in the face of the assault. The shorter
sword had the advantage at its own attack length, while hisweapon was too dow to block because of its
Sze. Better to close so the disadvantage was equa. As he blocked ahead cut, he stepped in, literaly
locking guards with Mitsuyama

Mitsuyamas own eagerness gave him away. Asthe two swords dammed together, alook of triumph
flared up in hiseyes and they twitched dightly down and to the left toward his empty hand. The meaning
of the glance was ingtantly clear to the Seeker and he threw himself to his own left. The blade of
Mitsuyama's dagger bardly scratched hisright side, dashing hisrobeingtead of hisflesh.

Ashefdl, hetwisted forward, holding his sword in hisright hand aone, thrusting upward toward his
opponent's somach. The impact as the blade pierced Mitsuyama's gut and smashed into his spine
wrenched the weapon from his grasp. He hit the ground and rolled to avoid the PlainsLord's sword
which was sweeping down toward him. Hisroll wasn't quick enough and the stedl sunk into his shoulder.

There was no strength behind the blow, since Mitsuyamawas aready crumpling, alook of dismay on
hisface. Helet go of his sword and dagger and grabbed at the weapon that jutted from hismiddle. His
hands dippery with blood, he jerked it from his body just as he hit the ground on his knees. Without a
single sound, he pitched forward on hisface, his hands clamped hopelessy across his spilling guts.

Edwyr heard ashriek and looked up just in time to see Miriam flying at him, her own dagger raised
high, her face twisted in fury and hatred. From behind him a blade thrust out, meeting the woman in
mid-stride and she collgpsed in ahuddle, her chest abubbling ruin. Y olan knelt by hisside, her bloody
weapon forgotten once itswork was done, her hands searching and examining his wound.

The Seeker lay back and closed his eyes. A feding of bone deep weariness rose up and towered
over him. Asit broke over his head he sighed. It'sover at last, he thought.

No, atiny voice degp ingde reminded him. No. It'sonly beginning.

EPILOG

Two moons dodged from cloud to tattered cloud across the night sky. A stiff wind was scouring the
last sgnsof rain from the heavens and drying it from the granite planes of the Mountains.

In the middle of First Pass, on adight rise where only hours before the members of the Free Council
had stood, twenty-six hooded figures sat in acircle. The wind caught occasiond snatches of their chant
and whipped it away eastward down the valley toward the lowlands.



At the top of the south wall of the pass, two more figures stood, gazing down at the seated circle
from the depths of their hoods. Asthetdler one sighed deeply, the other reached out a comforting hand.

"Y ou wish you could be down there, don't you?' Y olan said.

Edwyr nodded, the motion muffled by the hood. ™Y es. But now I'm the Way-Farer. Oh, therelll be
circlesfor mein the future. Many of them. But no longer as a Seeker or a Companion.” He paused
thoughtfully for amoment. "In the future when | join the circle, | come asthe Way-Farer. | come done
and stay alone, even whilein the center. The nameis mine. So isthe burden.”

He cocked his head suddenly to one side, then looked intently eastward. "Get ready,” he muttered,
"they're coming.”

With anod, Yolan held out her handsto him. "It'll be easier thisway," she explained, agentle pleain
her voice. Edwyr smiled and took her handsin his. The two of them stood facing each other.

The chanting in the valley had ceased. Only the sound of the wind continued to haunt the night. But
despite the quiet, a sense of pressure began to grow, and anticipation hung dmost papableintheair.

Suddenly they were there. The Mushin. Thousands of them. Free and swarming through the pass.
With one gresat, silent shout, the Seekers, the Way-Farer, and the Kegper greeted them. The Mind
Brothers returned the cry and swept on westward without a pause.

Y olan's eyes were big with wonder. "It's not what | expected,” she whispered, her voice tinged with
awe.

"No. Things have changed. We have changed.”

"But what Andretti said istrue, isnt it? A lot of people are going to die?!

"Yes"

A slence grew between them for long minutes. Y olan findly brokeit with atiny question. "Why?"

Edwyr sighed again. "Y olan, we dmost destroyed ourselves. The Great Way had become an escape
for us, away of avoiding the painful redlity of Kensho. We were splitting apart into separate races. Those
who practiced the Way, especialy those who followed the Sword, were continuing to devel op as Jerome
had planned. But the rest, those in the Home Valey and those out on the Plain, were regressing and
degenerating. In another few generations, they would have been as helpless against the mind leeches as
the origind Rilgrimswereat First Touch."

"But weren't many of them, at least in the Home Valley, practicing the techniques and disciplines of
the Way?'

"Y es, they were. But without the ultimate test of the Mushin, that's an empty gesture. It'sthe intimate
interaction between the Way, and Mushin and our genesthat Jerome redlized would change us."”

Anideadruck Yolan. "Then the Ronin?' she began.

"The Ronin were exactly the opposite. They had the Mushin, but not the Way. Y et because they
were in constant contact with the creatures, they managed to adapt and even develop asymbiotic
relationship with them. They aren't the mindlesskillers of Jeromestime any more. And in another
generation or two, they'll be evenless s0."

Y olan considered thoughtfully. "Then the freeing of the Mushin is meant to put the pressure for
change back on everyone and force us to blend and become one people again.”

"Precisdy.”

"EventheRonin?'

He nodded. "Even the Ronin. Homo Kensho isour goa. And helll be amixture of dl of us”

"And the Knowledge?' she asked, adight hesitation in her voice.

"It'l be essentid. Asour numbers grow, well have greater and greater need of atechnology to help
support our population. And technology will free more and more of usfrom the drudgery of grubbing a
living from the land so we can spend our time following the Way. Y ou Keepers and Artisanswill have a
full timejob developing it for us"

"In kegping with the Way."

"In kegping with the Way and the lessons we learned on the Home World. Well have to congtantly
evduateitinthelight of thosethings."

An unexpected thought: "And the Mushin will act to police those with impure thoughts." Then she



continued. "I'm till worried about some of the things we talked about. | guessthere just aren't any hard
and fast answers, though. Maybe as we change and develop, well find alot of the questions just answer
themselves or go away.” She shrugged. "In any case, we're moving again. And Keeperswon't have to
hidein the dark any more."

Her shrug made her suddenly conscious of the fact that she and Edwyr were till holding hands. She
looked up and found him gazing at her, acurious expression on hisface.

For several minutes the two of them stood that way, looking at each other without speaking. Finaly
Edwyr said, "Y ou're going to be very busy. Y ou Keepers have alot of lost ground to make up.”

She nodded agreement. "Y ou'll be busy, too, Way-Farer.”

Hewinced at the name. "Way-Farer," he sighed. "Yes, but I'm still Edwyr."

"And I'm dill Yolan," she answered softly.

With aamile, the Way-Farer raised his eyesto watch the moons. "And no matter how busy the
Way-Farer and the Keeper are," he said happily, "therell dways be time for Edwyr and Y olan.”



