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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







PREFACE:


ENCORE! ENCORE!


This is a sequel to The Destiny of the Sword. It can be read on its own, but if you haven’t read the original trilogy, I urge you to start with The Reluctant Swordsman and leave this book for last, because otherwise it will spoil the rest for you. If you have read the first three, then welcome back to the World of the Goddess.


This is a book I said I would never write. After every series (eleven so far) fans have asked me for sequels. I always decline, because much of my enjoyment of fantasy comes from exploring an impossible world. Once I have done that, I want to move on and explore another. “The Seventh Sword” was not only the first of my series, it has also been the most successful. Re-issued as e-books, it has again outsold all my other works. Naturally, I have been asked many times for encores.


I refused because I thought that the demigod had sewed everything up at the end of the third book, in an epilogue called, “The Last Miracle”. He did hint at later problems, but I couldn’t see a story in them. Then one day lightning struck and I saw that, no matter what happened, if a god said it wasn’t a miracle, then it wasn’t a miracle.


This Volume Four cannot have exactly the same flavor as the original three, for much of that came from the conflict between Wallie and the World. By now he must have adjusted to its strangeness, but we all encounter new problems as we age, and Wallie is no exception.


(A final note. When names begin with double consonants, both letters should be pronounced. Thus Nnanji sounds like N’Nanji and Jja roughly like Zsa-Zsa.)




BOOK ONE:


HOW A SWORDSMAN CAME HOME




Chapter 1


The lesser stars had faded, but the brightest soldiered on. As a new day approached, the dark eye of the Dream God had set in the southwest; a distant rooster had already begun summoning his wives. Soon the great city of Casr would waken.


Something had wakened Wallie. Something wrong.


There was something very sharp underneath him, digging into his back. The long summer heat still lingered, so he and Jja slept on the balcony outside their bedroom, overlooked by no one. The pallet they lay on was thin, because that let the floor tiles keep them cool on hot nights. No, there was more disturbing him than whatever the sharp thing was. The waist-high parapet around the balcony was armored with downward-pointing spikes on the outside, supposedly making it inaccessible to intruders. Glancing around through half-closed lids and making no unnecessary move, Wallie detected a watcher studying him over the edge: an assassin, on his way in, three floors above the courtyard. His face was blacker than the night behind him. Only the gleam of his eyes gave him away—that, and white teeth holding a knife. Already he was clambering over the parapet, being careful not to catch his legs on the spikes.


Asleep or awake, a swordsman should never be far from his sword, especially if that swordsman happened to be vice-emperor of the World. There had been at least a dozen assassination attempts against Nnanji since the founding of the Tryst, and three or four against Wallie, although none for several years. His sword lay beside the pallet, true, but it was a king-sized pallet, and he was closer to Jja’s side of it than his own. He would have to lunge to reach it, presenting his back to the killer. He was also under the bed sheet. If Jja had her side of the sheet wrapped around her, he would become entangled. The attacker would be inside his guard before he could find the sword hilt and sit up to meet the attack. An assassin skilled enough to climb the wall might well be skilled enough to throw his knife.


Wallie must be growing careless in his old age.


He did not intend to stop growing older yet, though.


He had a few advantages. He was awake, which the intruder could not know yet, and he had Shonsu’s great size and strength. The long-dead Wallie Smith, a somewhat sedentary chemical engineer on another world, would have had very little chance in this situation, although assassination had not been an occupational hazard for him back then. His right arm was under the sheet, the left one outside, but Shonsu was ambidextrous, and the killer would have to approach from his left, to avoid wakening Jja.


The intruder swung his feet down to the balcony without a sound. At once he dropped low, so he was no longer silhouetted against the sky. He was good! He was now waiting to learn if he had been detected. Wallie kept his breathing slow, despite his racing heart. The killer began creeping closer, although Wallie had no idea how he knew that, for the man seemed to make no noise at all.


Then the killer’s foot nudged the sword, which made a very faint scraping noise on the stonework, so he was already within striking distance, and Wallie had not expected that. He sat up with a howl and swung his pillow to deflect the knife coming at him. Except it wasn’t a knife, it was his own sword, and that misjudgment very nearly decided the contest right then there. He deflected the stroke just enough that he could throw himself flat, underneath it, and grab the intruder’s ankle. Before his hand could be sliced off, he yanked as hard as he could. The man went down.


Judging by his size, he could hardly be more than a boy, but he was very good, as lithe as a snake, up on his feet as soon as Wallie was. For a moment they faced off, both crouching slightly, a pillow against a sword and a knife. The killer was wielding the sword with his left hand, so he might well be ambidextrous also. This time the assassin lunged, instead of slashing. The blade went right through the pillow, and Wallie only narrowly escaped being impaled. But he caught his opponent’s right wrist and heaved him around, clean off his feet, hoping to slam him against the wall. He had forgotten the ornamental granite column that stood there, supporting a large brass pot. The pot made a resounding clang as it hit the tiles, while the impact of the column was probably felt throughout the building.


That hadn’t worked, so Wallie heaved him around in the opposite direction, despite the risk of dropping him on Jja, who was making protesting noises. Again the youth displayed superhuman agility, landing on his feet and yanking the sword free of the pillow in a blizzard of feathers. He might have won the battle at that moment by slashing Wallie’s hamstring or Achilles tendon, but Jja sank her teeth in his calf, and that threw his timing off.


Wallie got him by the throat, hauled his arm around his back, and deliberately dislocated his shoulder. The boy screamed and dropped both weapons. Just to make sure, Wallie threw him flat, face down, and knelt on him.


“You all right, darling?” he inquired in the calmest voice he could summon.


“Just a nasty taste in my mouth. You?”


“Perfectly well, thank you. I appreciate the judicious assistance.”


At that moment Vixini burst in like an avenging angel. Even before the door at the far end of the bedroom hit the wall, he was out on the balcony, standing over them with his sword in one hand and a flaming torch in the other. He roared, “What?”… and stopped with a gulp when he realized that both his parents were stark naked.


“You’re supposed to knock first,” Wallie said. “Especially when we have visitors.”


“What is going on?”


“We were entertaining an assassin, until your mother tried to chew his leg off.”


By that time Jja had managed to free enough of the sheet to pull it up to her chin. “Fetch my robe, will you, Son?”


As Vixini turned to obey, four more swordsmen ran in, led by Adept Sevolno, head of Lord Shonsu’s night watch. He showed his teeth in fury at the sight of the intruder—fury mixed with fear, perhaps. When Lord Nnanji heard about this, he might have Sevolno’s sword for it, and possibly his head as well. Nnanji was due back in Casr before noon.


“Take him,” Wallie said, rising. “Careful of his arm. No, don’t maltreat him!” he shouted, as two of the others grabbed the assassin. “Oh, Goddess! Her arm, I mean.” Displayed in the light of the torches, the captive was both naked and undoubtedly female. “Bring her in here. I want to talk with her.” He led the way into the bedroom, leaving Jja with some privacy. The five swordsmen followed, Vixini with his sword still unsheathed.


Wallie grabbed up his kilt from where he had thrown it on the bedand made himself respectable. Then he pulled a sheet from the bed and draped it around the woman, telling the swordsmen to guard the door so she couldn’t make a run for it; also the archway to the balcony so she couldn’t jump to her death.


Then he took a good look at her. She was young, as was to be expected, and petite, with the elfin figure of a gymnast. She wore her hair short, as did everyone except swordsmen. The People varied in color from light to dark brown, but he had never seen any as dark as she. She had been dyed. Peering closely at her forehead he saw no visible craft marks, which the laws of the Goddess required on every adult, although she was no longer a child. Removing facemarks was an old sorcerer trick, although even hiding them under a coat of dye would be a felony.


“Let me see your eyelids,” he said. She just stared up at him in resentful silence.


He smacked her nose—not so hard that it would bleed, but hard enough to make her blink. As far as he could tell from that brief glimpse of her eyelids, she bore no parent marks either, and the skin there, where the dye had worn off, was much paler.


“You’re a sorcerer,” he said firmly. Only sorcerers could make tattoos disappear, although even the sorcerers officially never did it now, since the Treaty of Casr had brought them into the mainstream of the People’s culture. Facemarks were basic to the society of the World.


The prisoner did not speak. Instead she opened her mouth wide, making Wallie recoil in horror. Where her tongue should be was a stump of white scar tissue. She leered at him triumphantly. What sort of fanatic would let her tongue be cut out to prevent her from revealing secrets? Or had she been bribed with a lie that sorcerers could replace missing organs by magic?


“Well, you can still be questioned,” he said. “You can write your answers.”


She shook her head vigorously.


He smiled. She grimaced as she realized that he had trapped her.


Vixini missed that exchange and put the idea into words. “We can make her talk, my lord! We can play twenty-one questions with her.”


“Maybe,” Wallie said. “Prisoner, I will promise you your life if you will answer a few questions for me now by nodding or shaking your head. Are you a sorcerer?”


No answer.


“Were you sent by a sorcerer?”


Still none. He did not care much who she was, but he very much wanted to know who had hired her. Most attempts on his life or Nnanji’s had been made by dissident swordsmen wanting to return to the old ways of independent city garrisons and roaming bands of free swords. A few had been organized by corrupt rulers or gang leaders who opposed the law and order that the Tryst was seeking to impose on the World. Even religious fanatics had tried, although they had never come this close to success.


Obviously this assassin was not going to cooperate.


“We have the rest of your life to question you,” he said. “Adept Sevolno?”


“My lord.” The swordsman pulled out his sword and knelt to offer it to Wallie, head bowed in shame.


“Get up, you fool. I want to know how this she-cat got into the grounds and up the wall and past the spikes.”


“We’ll make her show us,” Sevolno said with a menacing smile.


“Not that way! Keep her well locked up, certainly, but find decent clothes for her and call a healer to treat her shoulder. He may give her a potion to ease the pain. You can ask her questions, but no rough stuff, understand?”


One of the first reforms Wallie had imposed on the People had been a complete ban on torture, on the grounds that the information it produced was useless. Sevolno certainly knew that, but a swordsman, and especially one feeling that he had failed in his duty, could easily become overzealous.


“So I want you to go and look, to find out how she got in. And if you’ve gone off duty…” Wallie glanced thoughtfully at young Vixi. He was not a member of the palace night watch and normally wild oxen were needed to get him out of bed in the morning. How had he managed to respond to the disturbance sooner than anyone else? One would get you ten that he had just come home and hadn’t been to bed yet. Not his own bed, anyway. He might have taken up wenching, certainly, but more likely he had just been carousing with other low-ranks. “Take Apprentice Vixini around with you and show him what you find. If you’ve gone off duty before I come down, he can pass on your report. Meanwhile, I’m going to finish my night’s sleep. Dismissed.”


Wallie strode out to the balcony again, chuckling in silence at the dismayed expression he had seen come over his stepson’s face. As one of Wallie’s protégés, Vixi must stay in constant attendance on his mentor, and Nnanji’s return was certain to keep Wallie on the run every minute until, very likely, past midnight. By then Apprentice Vixini would be regretting his late night.


Jja was under the covers again, but wide-awake. She watched as he retrieved his sword and laid it beside the bed. He dropped his kilt and lay down beside her. The sky was the indefinable, colorless shade it turns just before sunrise.


“It’s not worth going to sleep again,” she said. She was a big, powerful woman, who had borne four children already and showed no signs of wanting to stop. An invitation like that saved him from making the suggestion. He slid an arm under her and cuddled close. Ouch!


Annoyed at the distraction, he felt around and located the sharp object that had wakened him when he had rolled on it earlier, a jagged pebble. He held it up between finger and thumb and whistled in astonishment.


“What’s that?” she asked.


“This, my darling, is what saved my life, and probably yours too. It woke me.”


“But where did it come from?”


That question had no rational answer.


“Don’t ask ‘where’, ask ‘who’.”


“What?”


“No, ‘who’. Our little friend, remember? You met him once.”


Wallie had met him four times. Each time he had appeared as a small, undernourished boy with a gap in his teeth and a big smile, but he was a demigod, a messenger from the maternal deity of the World, known simply as ‘the Goddess’. When Wallie had invented the treaty to end the age-old feud between the swordsmen and the sorcerers, the demigod had promised no more miracles. In his own right the demigod was god of jewels, though, and if the appearance of an uncut diamond as big as a thumb joint in a man’s bed was not a miracle, then what was it? And if it was, did that mean that events had taken a turn that not even the gods had foreseen?




Chapter 2


The sun had been up for some time when Liege Lord Shonsu, swordsman of the Seventh, came trotting downstairs to breakfast. He came alone, Jja having been called away to comfort little Budol, who had fallen and banged her head. Wallie felt no guilt at today’s tardiness; the World had no time clocks to punch, and he had put in some overtime during the night. He looked forward to a quiet snack by himself on his private terrace, hoping to plan as much as he could of his day. Nnanji was sure to throw a million jobs at him the moment he slid off his horse, or even sooner.


The wonderful summer weather must break soon, but meanwhile the terrace was a shady haven, overhung by trees bearing wonderful fruits: plums the size of grapefruit, blue cherries that tasted like Benedictine liqueur, and something he thought of as chocolate pine cones. Very earthlike pigeons strutted around the paving, muttering and scavenging crumbs.


Today was Masons’ Day, which happened to be Nnanji’s birthday, meaning that there was little more than two weeks until Healers’ Day, celebrated each year to mark his accession as senior liege lord of the Tryst. The previous leaders—Wallie himself, Boariyi, and the late Tivanixi—were conveniently forgotten. This year, although Wallie might be the only one keeping track, would be the fifteenth anniversary.


Two bites into a juicy mango, Wallie’s reverie was interrupted. He had forgotten that he had given Vixini a job, and that young man, as both his stepson and protégé, had access to him at any hour of the day or night. He marched out to the terrace carrying a fishing rod, which he laid carefully on the flagstones before whipping out his sword and launching into the formal greeting to a superior:


“I am Vixini, swordsman of the second rank, and it is my deepest and most humble wish that the Goddess Herself will see fit to grant you long life and happiness and induce you to accept my modest and willing service in any way in which I may advance any of your noble purposes.”


His normal greeting when there were no outsiders present was a cheeky, “Go, Bear!” which was the local equivalent of “Hi, Dad.” This morning, clearly, he had come on business and was enjoying his own importance.


Wallie had risen from his stool and must now draw his own sword to give the formal response before he could resume his meal. Then Vixini took up the fishing rod, except that it wasn’t a fishing rod. It was made of spliced canes, like a fishing rod, but the hook dangling at the thin end would have choked a whale.


“We found this. This is how she got in, see?” Rising on tiptoe, Vixini reached up to a window aperture about twenty feet above the ground, and caught the sill with the hook. “It’s much stronger than you’d expect,” he said cheerfully, lifting himself one-handed, to show that he was, too.


Of course most materials were stronger in tension than compression, but that was not the sort of thought that translated easily into the language of the People. Wallie was more impressed by the assassin’s ingenuity and motivation than his son’s muscles. “I admire her courage. When she reached the top floor, she must have had to haul herself up with her arms and walk up the wall between the spikes.”


“Suppose so.” His stepson sat down uninvited and reached for the cheese basket with one hand and a slice of ham with the other.


“Where did you find it?”


“Hanging on the wall of your balcony, o’course.”


Wallie regarded him with the joy and fond envy that parents bestow on dearly loved offspring. Yet Vixi was Jja’s son, not Shonsu’s. He had been a babe in arms when the late Wallie Smith of Earth became Shonsu, swordsman of the Goddess, so he must be sixteen now. It was a peculiarity of the People that they never counted their ages. They remembered and honored their birthdays, but not the years—and their 343-day year was an inaccurate count anyway, based on religion, not astronomy. The stars ignored it, just as the People did. You were as old as you looked and acted; seniority depended entirely on rank.


The strangest thing about Vixini was that he had grown up to look so like Shonsu, which was undoubtedly another miracle from the demigod. He was already taller than at least ninety-nine percent of the People, dark-haired and brawny, and yet incredibly nimble for his size. Everyone just assumed that they were father and son, and that Vixini would become a swordsman of the seventh rank in due course. Wallie doubted that, because Vixini was so amiable and easygoing. He tried to model himself on the man he believed to be his father, but that man was Wallie Smith. Shonsu, the original Shonsu, had been a vicious psychopathic killer. Vixini had the necessary agility and certainly the strength, but it was very hard to see him clawing his way to the top of the swordsmen’s craft. He lacked the arrogance and ambition.


Mouth-full mumble: “Dad… Can I ask a favor?”


“Of course. That doesn’t mean I’ll grant it.”


“Not for me.” Vixi swallowed with an effort. “For Addis. He’s terrified his dad’s going to insist he swear to the craft. He’s not cut out to be a swordsman. He’s got three feet.”


That exaggeration was swordsman slang for a stumblebum. Addis had the normal number of feet. He might not be the superb natural athlete Vixini was, but Wallie had never thought of him as clumsy. It would be in character for Nnanji to insist that his eldest son swear to his father’s craft, for that was the People’s tradition. He might not care much whether the Tryst became a hereditary kingdom, but Thana, Addis’s mother, was the prototype social climber—Lady Macbeth on steroids.


Until fifteen years ago, the two most prestigious crafts had been the swordsmen and the priesthood, but now, with the Tryst ruling half the World and accepting female recruits, all parents’ cherished dreams of their children becoming swordsmen. Since the Tryst could have its choice of any adolescent it wanted, its standards were high, but no swordsman examiner would reject a son of Nnanji if his father wanted him admitted.


He must be fourteen now, Wallie decided. “Is he ready?”


Chewing again, Vixi just grinned and nodded. Children ran around naked. At the first visible signs of puberty they were decently clad and inducted into a craft, and it didn’t matter how old they were in years. Initiation was irrevocable. Once a night-soil collector, always a night-soil collector.


“What does he want to be?”


“A sorcerer!” Vixi wrinkled his nose in disgust. To a true swordsman, anyone other than a swordsman was trash, but sorcerers were the lowest of the low. Although the Treaty of Casr had formally ended the age-old feud between the two crafts, neither side trusted the other a hair’s-breadth. Wallie could not imagine Nnanji tolerating his firstborn becoming a sorcerer.


Although Vixini and Addis were very different types, they were also lifelong pals. In effect, Nnanji was emperor of the World and Shonsu vice-emperor. They were very different types, too, but the loneliness of power had thrown them and their families together. They had no peers. Anyone else they befriended always wanted something: if not a job, then favors, justice, or revenge. It was rare for both of them to be in town at the same time, so they acted as father substitutes for each other’s children. Those children had played together and grown up together. Vixini and Addis were bonded for life.


“What does his mother say?” Nnanji could be as stubborn as a mountain. Only Thana might budge him when he had made up his mind about something.


Vixini pouted. “She says he has to be a priest.”


What Thana wanted, Thana usually got.


“Why do you have to ask me for miracles at breakfast?”


His stepson grinned, suddenly looking more like a heavyweight cheeky kid than a potential man-killer. “To give you the rest of the day to deliver.”


“You faith is so touching I feel quite weepy.” Wallie glanced up at the sun. Nnanji had been at Quo last night. Never one to waste a moment, he was probably halfway to Casr already. He was quite capable of taking one glance at his adolescent son and blurting out that he must be sworn in by nightfall. Or he might just accept Thana’s suggestion without argument. Once he had made a decision, he would have no way to back down without loss of face, and face mattered to him much more than it did to Wallie. The most important thing now was to keep father and son apart for a couple of days, so Wallie would have time to play peacemaker.


“Go and find Addis and tell him to… No, bring him to me, at the lodge. I’ll find a way to keep him out of sight for a while.”


“Yes, my lord!” Vixi grabbed a couple of bread rolls and shot away, leaving the assassin’s pole hanging forgotten against the wall.


Wallie regretfully gobbled the rest of his meal and summoned his bodyguard. Traditionally the swordsmen’s guild had been exclusively male, the only exceptions being the “water rat” swordsmen of the trading ships, of which Thana had been one. Almost the only thing on which she and Wallie agreed was that they disagreed with that policy. In a sense her thinking came from a different world, just as his did, because on the trading ships even the civilian sailors knew how to wield swords. Between them they had persuaded Nnanji, so the swordsmen’s craft was no longer segregated and a fair number of the younger swordsmen were female. The same word served for both sexes in the language of the People, although when Wallie thought in English, as he still did sometimes, he had to remember that a swordsman could be a woman. As he walked out the gates of his palace that morning two of the six at his back were. Their leader, Filurz of the Fourth, marching at his side, was male.


The ancient city of Casr had never spread upstream farther than the temple, because the water there was too shallow for ships. When the original lodge building in the town, already in sad disrepair, had proved inadequate to house the Tryst, expansion beyond the temple had been the obvious move, so Wallie had not been surprised to discover that all that land had recently been acquired by Swordsman Katanji, Nnanji’s plutocratic brother. The Tryst had been forced to pay a premium price for it, but had done so without argument because Katanji was also its treasurer. Nnanji, blissfully unaware of economics and caring less, had failed to notice any conflict of interest.


Thana ran Katanji a close second in avarice, though, and the next block of land beyond the new lodge grounds had turned out to be in her name, and there she had built the liege’s palace, a cross between Versailles and the Taj Mahal. Nnanji never cared where he slept; he was happiest on campaign, in a tent or under a hedge. Wallie himself had built another palace beyond that, a much more modest one, but still a palace. He needed too many servants and guards to get by with a more modest home… had to keep up his status as vice-emperor… entertained a lot…. All true, but he still felt guilty, knowing that the Tryst’s enormous wealth came from taxes paid mainly by the poor of the World, as taxes always were in agricultural societies.


And what of all the great reforms he had planned to make? Some had worked, yes. Slaves’ babies were born free now, no longer disfigured at birth with slave mark tattoos. Children were not pressured quite so hard into following their fathers’ trades. Vacancies among city elders must be filled by election, although the results often verged on chaos. Trial by jury was being brought in. Other good ideas had failed miserably. Medicine, like every other craft, was frozen by hundreds of sutras handed down from the Goddess a thousand years ago. No sutra mentioned bacteria or asepsis. As for sewage… Almost every city in the World stood on the banks of the River. Where else could you run sewers? The basic creed of the world religion was, The River is the Goddess and the Goddess is the River. No sewers.


He had done some good, though, and the People mostly approved when Nnanji or other Sevenths arrived in their town with the Tryst’s impeccably honest legions. Swordsmen, being both police and military, had far too often been bullies and crooks as well. Honest kings or elders tyrannized by corrupt swordsmen had welcomed the rescue, and honest garrisons were glad to be relieved of the duty of upholding bad laws. As the Tryst’s borders kept expanding, the only serious resistance had come from tyrants and corrupt garrisons in combination, and there the citizens themselves often provided the necessary support.


Crowds parted for the liege, people bowing, saluting, smiling: naked children, scantily clad adolescents, decorous adults, all the way to the ancients robed from head to toe. The colors were common to all crafts, for all had exactly seven ranks: white, yellow, brown, orange, red, green, blue.


Everywhere there were swordsmen. For sixths and sevenths—greens and blues—Shonsu had to stop and accept formal salutes. Salutes from lesser folk he just acknowledged by thumping his chest with his fist.


So he came at last to the lodge, being saluted as he marched through the high gate. The din in the great central quadrangle was deafening. On the well-trampled grass under the shade trees at least two hundred swordsmen were fencing, leaping around, bellowing instruction, banging steel. Their ponytails flapped like banners, they streamed sweat, and they made him feel old. He was old, for a swordsman. Whenever Shonsu had been born, he had seemed about in his mid-twenties when he died and the Goddess gave his body and skills to Wallie Smith. Physically he must be around forty now, and mentally even older. Once he had been the greatest swordsman in the World, but Nnanji had overtaken him, and he knew there were younger men who could beat him now. So far none had been brash enough to do so.


Most days he liked to linger for a while to watch the training, mentally noting newcomers moving up the promotion ladder. Today he had too much on his mind. He carried on around the perimeter to the grandiose edifice that he thought of as the Executive Block. Nnanji called it the Tivanixi Building. To the rank and file it was the Lions’ Den. It flaunted pillars, gargoyles, balconies, and turrets in the currently fashionable wedding-cake style. Marble and gilt shone everywhere, for this was a state building, expected to last for centuries.


Just inside the doorway, stood a skinny First, who moved forward to intercept without looking nearly as awed as he should at having to accost the great Lord Shonsu. He was a page on the liege’s staff, named… named…


“My lord?”


“Yes, Novice—” Got it! “—Gwiddle?”


Gwiddle glowed with pleasure at being remembered. “Master Horkoda sent me to wa—to inform you, my lord, that Lady Thana and Chancellor Katanji are both waiting to see you.”


“Great Goddess! They’re not together, I hope?”


“No, my lord. Master Horkoda is attending her ladyship in your office.”


Wallie muttered thanks and turned to the much larger lad hovering in the background. It was Vixini, with a very smug expression on his not-so-innocent young face.


“Where is he?” Wallie demanded.


“In the kitchen, my lord.”


“Good man. Keep him there until I send for you. Um, wait…”


Vixi reversed his turn. “My lord?”


Wallie had been thinking about the killer in the night. Had he not wakened in time, he would have died. What would have happened then to Jja and the children? Jja was a highly intelligent and competent woman, but this was still a male-dominated world, and it had no pensions or entitlements. Nnanji might support her, if he thought of it, but chances were that the load would fall on this yellow-kilted kid with the sword on his back. A Second was not paid a living wage and had almost no legal standing, whereas a Third in any craft was an adult citizen, regardless of age.


“I am calling an assembly for Sailors’ Day. I am going to put you up for promotion. You are still fifteen sutras short of the requirement for third rank.”


Vixini stiffened in astonishment. “But, mentor—”


“I won’t have time to coach you myself, I’m afraid. You have my permission to get help from other swordsmen.” He turned to Filurz. “Adept, will you see my protégé is fluent in the first 314 sutras by Sailors’ Day?”


Filurz looked skeptical but saluted, fist on heart. “My pleasure, my lord.”


Vixini looked aghast at the prospect. “But…”


“That’s an order, protégé.”


“Mentor!” Vixini thumped his chest.


Chuckling to himself, Wallie headed for the guardroom, which offered a private route into his office, bypassing the antechamber where Katanji would be waiting.


“Keep them all here for now,” he told Filurz, meaning that he might have to leave the lodge again very shortly. Since he did not need guarding otherwise, Wallie’s escort could often spend their days training for their next promotion, which made theirs a very coveted posting.


He crossed the guardroom and stepped through the door into his office. Horkoda of the Fifth looked up with obvious relief, but did not stand up. Horkoda had been a rising star until he was pushed overboard during a fight on a ship. Although he had managed to catch hold of the rail and escape total emersion, by the time he had hauled himself completely out of the water, the piranha had taken all of his left foot and the toes of his right. He spent his days now in a wheelchair—designed by Lord Shonsu, of course—and now much copied in the World.


As Wallie’s chief of staff, Horkoda ran the office and kept Wallie sane. Whether Horkoda himself was totally sane was open to question. He had reacted to his personal tragedy by rationalizing that he had been chosen by the Goddess to serve his liege in this way. He had turned into a workaholic, capable of working all night or forgetting to eat.


The office itself was roomy but simple. It was furnished with a table and stools, not chairs, because most visitors wore swords on their backs. A single chest under the window provided adequate filing space, for the World was still very largely illiterate, and the window itself offered a fine view of the riverbank and the mountains of the RegiVul range in the distance.


Lady Thana rose to greet the deputy liege.




Chapter 3


Thana was always a problem. In the early days of the Tryst she had tried sending for Shonsu when she had something to discuss. As a Seventh, he had declined to answer her summons, but that meant that she would not answer his either, so they had reached a tacit understanding that whoever wanted a meeting went to call on the other. In fifteen years Nnanji had never noticed any friction between his wife and his oath brother. She was still a strikingly beautiful woman, if no longer the svelte young goddess whom Nnanji had wooed and won fifteen years ago. Childbearing had thickened her, and in a few years she might be as bulgy as a feather mattress, like her mother, Brota. Nevertheless, Lady Thana was empress of the World, at least in her own eyes, and possessor of unbounded wealth. Nnanji was as honest as an angel; his wife and brother made up for it.


She gestured to make the salute to a superior. “I am Thana, swordsman of the third rank…”


Wallie drew his sword to give the response. Then, “I am glad to see Master Horkoda has been plying you with wine and pastries. I deeply regret keeping you waiting, my lady. I had a disturbed night, and—”


“So I hear. I congratulate you on a very narrow escape.”


Just for a moment Wallie wondered if Thana might have sent the mysterious assassin after him, but saw at once that the idea was absurd. Their feud did not run as deep as that. In fact they needed each other, for they were both vital cogs in Nnanji’s empire-building machine.


Wallie sat down on the nearest stool. Horkoda reached for his wheels, an offer to leave the two of them alone. Wallie gestured for him to stay.


“So what can I do for you today, my lady?”


“I received your message, of course, that my husband will return. I thought we might drive out together to meet him. I brought my carriage.”


They had done that before, so it was not an unreasonable request. Indeed, when she did not invite him along, it was because she had been up to something and wanted to be sure she spoke to Nnanji before Wallie did. He was not aware of anything underhand overhanging at the moment, and Horkoda wasn’t sending him signals to warn of something he ought to know and didn’t. But Katanji was out in the waiting room, which certainly was unusual. Curious!


And why come in person instead of sending a servant with the invitation?


“That seems like an excellent idea,” Wallie said. “The pickets out at the Divide will signal us when his train approaches.” He glanced at Horkoda, who nodded to imply that that arrangement had been confirmed. Such signals were sent by pigeon. Nnanji was always pleased to receive a royal welcome when he returned from campaigning, but probably had little idea how much organizing that took. “There has been no further word from Lord Nnanji?”


Horkoda pulled a face. “A brief note, rather cryptic.”


“Saying what?”


“Saying only, Where is Lord Mibullim?”


Blank looks all round.


“I do not recall any lord Mibullim,” Wallie admitted. Nor even an Honorable Mibullim, as he would have been before winning promotion from sixth rank. Nnanji must be referring to a swordsman, or he would have specified the unknown man’s craft when he dictated the message. “When did that arrive?”


“Just before dusk last night, late for the bird to fly. I have made extensive inquiries since then, my lord, and no one in the lodge has ever heard of a swordsman named Mibullim.” Horkoda’s idea of extensive inquiries might have involved staying up all night to question a thousand swordsmen.


Nnanji was at Quo. Casr was on the RegiVul loop, a part of the River very hard to access by boat, so the city’s door to the rest of the World was the overland trail to Quo. A swordsman of the seventh rank never went anywhere without an entourage, so if Nnanji had expected to meet this Mibullim in Quo, the man should have been easily located. If Horkoda had found no trace of him, the man did not belong to the Tryst.


“Very peculiar,” Wallie said, “but I expect we shall learn more when Nnanji arrives.” There was no point sending a query to Quo; he would be well on his way by now. He turned to Thana again. “The moment I hear that Nnanji’s party has been sighted, my lady, I shall ride over to your palace and be most happy to ride in your carriage with you.”


She rose. “I expect he’ll be here shortly. By the way, have you seen Addis anywhere today?”


Was that the real reason she had come here? Probably someone had seen the boy going off with Vixi and she had followed in hot pursuit to their most likely destination.


“Has he run off without his guards again?”


She rolled her eyes. “I suggested last time that we put a ball and chain on him, remember?”


Body guarding an active fourteen-year-old was like trying to glue a snowdrift to a ceiling. Thana had often appealed to Wallie to play the in-loco-parentis role and put the fear of the Goddess into Addis, but he was Nnanji’s son: threats just bounced off him.


“If I see him, Thana, I will chain both his balls, I promise you.” But Wallie was fairly sure that there must be more behind this visit, so he fed her a cue. “It’s about time you found a mentor to handle him.”


Cats never really smiled, but some smiles were catlike. “Which craft would you recommend?”


How much she had guessed about Vixini’s abduction of her son that morning? Any child balked by one unreasonable parent would at once appeal to the other, and Shonsu was Addis’s father substitute until Nnanji returned. Thana was within her maternal rights in not wanting Wallie interfering in the matter of her child’s initiation, except that her son’s choice of craft might become a matter of geopolitical importance some day.


Wallie had an empire to run, a reception and assembly to organize, a celebration to plan, and here he was, all entangled in the consequences of one boy’s hormonal maturation. But that mattered. Of course it mattered! Addis was the eldest son. The World had never know an empire before Thana and Katanji invented that use for the Tryst, but it had umpteen petty kingdoms, and male primogeniture was the commonest means of succession. Vixini had said she wanted Addis sworn in as a priest. That made sense, because kingship was not a craft, and royal heirs were usually sworn to the priesthood. Priests were sacrosanct. Only a swordsman could wear the seventh sword of Chioxin, the sword of the Goddess, but a civilian could own a sword as long as he did not wear it or try to use it. Wallie was not at all sure that she was right, but now he knew how her mind was working, and he could see that the next day or two in the life of Addis, son of Nnanji, might well determine the future history of the World.


Why had there been a diamond in his bed to waken him? Why another assassination attempt just now? Who was Lord Mibullim? On Earth he had distrusted coincidences. In the World he saw them as the handiwork of the gods. All these odd events would turn out to be related, even Addis’s coming of age.


“I’m not sure,” he said truthfully. “Addis is a clever boy. He has lots of charm. And lately he’s been getting very good at using it! He’s his father’s son when it comes to stubbornness, and probably courage. It’s up to you and Nnanji to decide, of course, but don’t try to make a fish fly, as they say.”


Thana bit her lip and headed for the door. “I shall let you busy men get on with your labors. See you shortly, Lord Shonsu.”


“This way is more private!” Wallie hastily crossed the room and let her out through the guardroom. He did not want her coming face to face with Katanji, or vice versa. Life was complicated enough at the moment without getting any deeper into a family quarrel.


He went back to his stool. “Treasurer Katanji next, of course, please. And, master, why don’t you see who else is out there and put off anyone whose business will wait until tomorrow?”


He meant that he wanted no witnesses when he spoke with Katanji, who was usually skirting some law or other on the wrong side. Understanding perfectly, Horkoda wheeled himself over to the door and went out. Wallie opened the hidden liquor cabinet and filled a silver goblet with his best sweet wine. He put a much lesser amount in a second goblet, then turned to hand the first to Katanji as the treasurer strolled in.


Katanji never bothered with formal greetings when he met Shonsu, because he knew Shonsu didn’t like them. He had given up carrying a sword years ago. He was dressed very simply, without jewelry or expensive trappings, in a brown robe that would have suited an elderly cobbler or priest, although a sharp eye would note that it was finely cut from first-quality silk and his shoes were crafted from kidskin. This was Katanji posing as a humble state servant. While Nnanji knew nothing of money, Katanji was a financial genius, the richest man in the world. Nnanji lived only for honor and fame. Katanji hadn’t an honest corpuscle in his bloodstream. His black curly hair was already receding, exposing the three sword marks on his forehead, only one of which he had come by honestly. His withered arm could have been concealed under his robe, but he carried it in a sling of silk brocade, as evidence of how harmless he was.


He sniffed the air while accepting the drink. “Magnolia scent. Thana’s been here. What did she want?”


“The exact opposite of whatever you do, I expect. To the liege’s happy return.”


“And speedy departure!” They clinked goblets and drank. “Face it, big man, life is more restful when Nanj isn’t around. What did she want?”


Wallie waved his visitor to a seat and resumed his own. “You go first.”


“My dear nephew, Addis. You seen him lately?”


“Starting to ogle girls, is he?”


“They’ll be ogling him soon if we don’t hide the evidence. The question is what craft does he swear to? You know what Nnanji will say. What does Thana want?”


“I think she wants him to become a priest.”


Katanji pulled a face. “Priests must be able to chant. Have you ever heard Addis singing? He thinks his home key is what locks the house up. And he’s no more swordsman material than I was.”


Said who? Granted that Addis might well have same of his uncle’s trader instincts; that didn’t mean he had no other talents.


“He’s been working on you, too, has he? What does he have against his father’s craft? Just juvenile rebellion?”


“Good sense.” No one but Katanji would dare make such a remark, and even he would have to be careful who heard him doing so.


“He’d make a good priest,” Wallie said. “He may not sing well, but he can certainly talk.” Priests were more than prayer spouters and alms gatherers. They were also roughly the lawyers of the world, dealing with inheritance and civil disputes, just as swordsmen were policemen as well as warriors. There was no craft guild for politicians; priests were the closest.


Katanji sipped his wine. “The boy says he wants to be a sorcerer. I told him that would be over his father’s dead body. The trouble is that being a swordsman is likely to be over his own dead body.” He chuckled. “Seriously, Shonsu, can you imagine him trying to wear the seventh sword? He’d be challenged in a minute. Every minute! That thing is a death warrant for anyone except Nanj to wear.”


No swordsman could refuse a challenge. If one of the duelists died, the winner could claim his sword. “Or you, of course. Would you wear it now?” Only Katanji would be so brash as to ask that.


Of course Wallie would, and without a second’s hesitation. The seventh sword was the Mona Lisa, the papal tiara, the Cullinan diamond. “Perhaps not. But he could own it without wearing it. Remember Arganari?”


“No.”


Wallie hadn’t thought about the boy for years.


After a moment, Katanji said, “What’re you staring at?”


“Oh, just memories…” Why did those memories suddenly seem so pertinent? Because Wallie had seen the hand of the Goddess in that long-forgotten encounter, and he was starting to think Her hand was at work again now. “Arganari was a young prince from Plo who came aboard Sapphire briefly, at Tau. His mentor wouldn’t let him stay on board, and later they were both murdered by pirates. Remember now? On Nnanji’s wedding night? Arganari was just a novice swordsman, but he owned the fourth sword of Chioxin, the topaz. Fragments of others are around, but the topaz is apparently the only other one still usable. He owned it, but didn’t wear it.”


And the demigod had made some sort of prophecy about the dead Arganari, which Wallie couldn’t recall offhand, which might mean that he wasn’t supposed to.


Katanji drained his goblet. “Shonsu, when you gave Nnanji the seventh sword, you made it the emblem of the Tryst. Any other swordsman who manages to win it will claim to be liege lord and order all the rest to swear allegiance. But the Tryst isn’t a kingdom; it will never accept orders from a priest.”


“That’s true.”


“Addis should be a trader, which is what I am, despite my facemarks. The boy can talk fish out of a pond.”


“He does have a way with words.”


“Like me, you mean. He looks more like me than I do.”


“I wouldn’t mention that too loudly if I were you.”


Katanji grinned. “It’s funny, isn’t it? Back in those days, when we were all shipmates on Sapphire, I was about the same age Addis is now, but I got it off with every nubile girl in the ship, often two a night. I even talked my way in with a couple of the wives. But not Thana! She was Nanj’s. I stayed well away from her. Yet Addis looks more like me than Nanj.”


“He’s your nephew, not you reborn. He could be a swordsman. Not a great one, but a competent Third.”


“A common, journeyman sword banger, whereas he’d be a fantastic trader. Vixini’s good, I’m told. You don’t have to worry about him not being yours, anyway.”


Everyone except Jja and Wallie had forgotten that Vixi wasn’t Shonsu’s son. Handy things, miracles.


“And it’s not an abstract problem,” Katanji mused. “Nanj spends about two thirds of his time in the field, campaigning. When he meets a Seventh he doesn’t approve of, he challenges him. One of these days his luck will fail him and he’ll run into some wunderkind he can’t handle. Pardon my plain speech, but you’re not getting any younger either. We need a viable plan to hold the Tryst together if anything ever happens to Nnanji. Addis at thirty still in a brown kilt struggling to get promoted to orange just won’t do.”


Wallie nodded. He knew much more about war and insurrection than any native of the World did. Even Rome had been sacked, and Nnanji’s empire was only fifteen years old, not yet armored in tradition and respect. Casr might burn for days if law and order once broke down. No one had more to lose than Swordsman Katanji.


“Have you considered prayer and an offering to the Goddess?”


Katanji gave him a sour look. “Thana came from a trader family. She should see that her son’s talents lie more in trading than anything.”


“Thana isn’t a water rat anymore. She has grandeur now. She’s wife of the liege.” That was as close as the language could come to the word Wallie was thinking, which was empress. “Addis as a priest makes sense. No one kills priests.”


“Oh, well. If you won’t, you won’t. Anything you need?” Katanji was a great believer in mutual favors.


“Can you get me something to hide parentmarks?”


“Huh?” It was rare to see Katanji at a loss. “You know the penalty for doing that?”


“I asked first.” Wallie smiled. Mention of Sapphire had reminded him of a certain novice swordsman who had hidden his facemark under a lampblack slave stripe and gone spying on sorcerers. Katanji had his faults, but cowardice had never been one of them. Wallie had no reason to believe that the liege lord’s brother ever indulged in such deception these days, but his hesitation in answering now suggested that he at least knew people who did.


“I might be able to lay my hands on a sort of makeup that ladies use to hide moles and so on. It comes off when you wash your face.”


“That will do. I will send a junior over to your hutch to pick it up. I need it right away. I’ll think about the Addis problem when I have time.”


“Don’t wait too long.” Katanji rose and handed back the silver goblet, which had been a gift from him in the first place. When offering wine to Nnanji, Wallie always used an unglazed earthenware beaker.




Chapter 4


As soon as Katanji had left through the waiting room, Wallie went out by the other door. His guards sprang to their feet, scattering knucklebones and money, but he spoke only to Filurz. “I need you to come with me, the rest of you stay. If Master Horkoda comes looking for me, we’ll be down in the kitchen.”


Leaving a dozen eyes stretched wide with amazement, he marched out into the hallway. “I hope you know the way to the kitchen, because I don’t.”


“Yes, mentor. Along here.”


Swordsmen tended to be short, since agility mattered more than strength. Filurz was one of the shortest seniors in the Tryst, a swarthy little man with a high opinion of his own opinions, which he tended to offer unasked. Wallie usually overlooked his presumption, because he had a high opinion of them too. Too many swordsmen were either dumb jocks or toadyish yes-men.


“This may not be good mentorship,” he said as they started down a long flight of stairs, “but I may be about to involve you in a major felony.”


“In a good cause, I hope?”


“I think so. Adept Sevolno told you about the attempt on my life last night. Did he tell you where he confined the prisoner?”


“In the cell in your palace, my lord.”


Wallie had a jail in his basement that his guards used as a brig if one of their number came on duty drunk, or otherwise offended. He had excused it to Jja on the grounds that a palace that didn’t have everything wouldn’t be much of a palace, would it? The children often played in it on rainy days.


“I want you to arrange for her to be taken to the city jail and locked up in the dingiest, smelliest cell they’ve got. But she must be on her own. The city jail is usually pretty full, as I recall.”


“Yes, my lord. I’ll have to get a cell emptied for her. Not that they won’t do it, or anything.”


Not when a swordsman of his rank demanded it.


“And obviously I want her very well guarded. Requisition some swordsmen to keep watch. There may be attempts to rescue her or kill her.”


“And in either case we try to take prisoners?”


“Of course. Tomorrow we’ll give her some company. Dig up some baby-faced junior who’ll cooperate and be discreet about it afterwards. One who can read. We’ll paint over his facemark and put him in her cell; see if she’ll talk.”
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