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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.


      









 






First your brother you must chain.


And from another wisdom gain.


When the mighty has been spurned,


An army earned, a circle turned,


So the lesson may be learned.


Finally return that sword


And to its destiny accord.


The riddle of the demigod —


his instructions to Lord Shonsu














PROLOGUE


A TRYST HAS BEEN CALLED




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


The swordsmen disembarked and went in search of glory. The vessels would then be returned by Her Hand to their home waters, where the crews and passengers spread the word: A tryst had been called.


In the villages, the cities, and the palaces of the World, Her swordsmen heard the summons. They heard it in the steamy jungles of Aro and on the windy plains of Grin; among the orchards of Allia and the paddies of Az. They heard it in sandy Ib Man and under the glacier peaks of Zor.


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


Garrisons were in turmoil as excited juniors sought out their mentors, demanding to be led to Casr or released from their oaths. The seniors had then to decide—to stay with their comforts, their sinecures, and their families, or to heed the call of honor and the entreaties of their protégés. Some chose honor and others contempt.


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


Yet the Goddess could take but few of Her swordsmen, or She would have left Her world without law and without order. Many an eager company embarked, and sailed, and soon found the light changing, the weather altered, the scenery shifted, and Casr coming up ahead. Others no less eager, and apparently no less worthy, embarked and sailed and were disappointed—the River did not change for them. No true swordsman would believe that he was undeserving…There was argument. Argument led to recrimination, recrimination to quarrel, quarrel to insult, insult to challenge, and challenge to bloodshed. The wounded went to the healers, the dead to the River. The survivors disembarked, reformed in other groupings, and tried again in other ships.


Not only swordsmen heard the call. Behind them came their wives, their slaves, their concubines, and often their children. Came, too, the heralds and the armorers, the minstrels and the healers, and also moneylenders and cobblers and hostlers and cooks and whores. The youth of the World followed the swordsmen onto the ships and waited to see where the great River would bear them. Not for centuries had the Goddess summoned Her swordsmen to a tryst. Such confusion and disruption of the social order were unknown in the memory of the People.


On reaching Casr every swordsman asked the same question: Why had this Tryst been called, who was the enemy?


And the answer to that was—sorcerers!













BOOK ONE




HOW THE SWORDSMAN WEPT
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For a swordsman of the seventh rank to hide—from anyone or anything—was unthinkable. Nevertheless, Wallie was being deliberately inconspicuous, to say the least.


He had spent the morning on deck, leaning on the gunwale and witnessing the tumult and bustle of the docks at Tau, but he had unclipped his swordsman ponytail, letting his thick black hair fall free to his shoulders. He had removed his harness and sword and laid them on the deck at his feet. The side of the ship concealed his blue Seventh’s kilt and his swordsman boots. Passersby would therefore see only a very large young man with unusually long hair, unless they came close enough to note the seven swords on his brow. The dock was low in Tau; it would take good eyes to do that.


Two weeks of uninterrupted sailing from Ov had left Sapphire with stores depleted and much unfinished business. Mothers had herded children off to seek dentists. Old Lina had tottered down the plank to haggle with hawkers for meat and fruit and vegetables, and also flour and spices and salt. Nnanji had taken his brother to find a healer and have the cast on his arm replaced. Jja had gone shopping with Lae. Young Sinboro, having been judged to have reached manhood, had strutted off with his parents in search of a facemarker—there would be a party on board that evening.


Normally Brota sold the cargo and Tomiyano scouted for another, but now the sailors were fretting about ballast and trim, so the roles were reversed. Big fat Brota strapped on her sword, took Mata along to wield it if necessary, and waddled away in search of profit. Tomiyano ordered two bronze ingots laid at the foot of the plank, stood young Matarro beside them, and headed back on board to attend to other business.


He was not left long in peace—traders arrived and Matarro fetched the captain. As a bargainer, Tomiyano was very nearly as shrewd as his mother. Wallie eavesdropped happily from his post on the rail while the discussion raged below him. Eventually the price range was narrowed, and the traders came on board to inspect the main cargo in the hold. Wallie turned his attention back to the dock life.


Tau was Wallie’s favorite among all the cities of the RegiVul loop, although to call Tau a city was to stretch the term to its limit. As in most towns and cities, the dock road was too narrow for its duties, cramped between the bollards, gangplanks, and piles of unloaded cargoes on one side and the traders’ warehouses on the other. The sun was unusually warm for a day in fall and it shone on a scene of loud and colorful disorder. Wagons rambled and clanked, pedestrians milled, slave gangs sweated, hawkers pulled carts and shouted their wares. There were no rules—traffic went wherever it could find a space. The clamor of wheels mingled with oaths and insults and abuse. Yet the People were a good-natured race, and in the main the tumult was without rancor. The air smelled of horses and dust and people.


Wallie enjoyed watching the horses of the World. They seemed so mythological—the head of a camel and body of a basset hound. They smelled Earthlike enough, though. During the morning he had observed a herd of goats being unloaded. He had been amused to learn that goats had antlers, not horns. Goats smelled very earthy.


The backdrop for all this noisy confusion was a façade of two-story warehouses that fascinated him—dark oak woodwork and beige parqueting like a movie set of Merrie England; diamond-paned windows and beetling roofs of fuzzy thatch. Yet, however medieval or Tudor the architecture might seem to him, there were no farthingaled damsels or beruffed Elizabethan gallants strutting this stage. The dress of the People was simple and plain—kilts or loincloths on the men and wraps for the women, with the elders of both sexes decently concealed in robes. Youngsters ran naked. They were a brown-skinned, brown-haired folk, lithe and merry, and brown also was the dominant shade of their garb, the color worn by Thirds, qualified artisans of the three hundred and forty-three crafts of the World. The yellow of Seconds and the white of Firsts brightened the texture, with the rarer orange and red and green of higher ranks scattered around in the surging, scurrying throng.


A skinny youth in a white loincloth ran past Wallie and dashed down the plank to go racing and dodging off through the crowd, narrowly avoiding death under the wheels of a two-horse wagon. He was one of the traders’ juniors, so he had undoubtedly been sent to fetch help. That meant that Tomiyano had made a sale. In a few minutes the captain emerged on deck and saw his visitors off. The smile that he then allowed himself told Wallie that the price had been more than satisfactory.


Tomiyano was an effective young man, aggressive and muscular, weathered to a dark chestnut, with hair approaching red, although not as red as Nnanji’s. He wore only a skimpy brown breechclout, plus a belt and dagger to show that he was captain. Craftmarks of three ships were marked on his forehead, but he was a very competent sailor, who could have qualified for much higher rank had he wished. The scar on his face had been made by a sorcerer, and Wallie now knew that it was an acid burn.


Yet Tomiyano was a mere stripling alongside Wallie. Swordsmen were rarely big, but Shonsu had been an exception—very big. The sailor had to tilt his head back to meet Wallie’s eyes. He did that now, and his face was full of astonishment.


“Hiding?” he demanded.


Wallie shrugged and smiled. “Being cautious.”


The captain’s eyes narrowed. “Is that how swordsmen behaved in your dream world, Shonsu?”


It was only within the last couple of weeks that Wallie had taken the crew of Sapphire totally into his confidence, explaining that he was not the original Shonsu, swordsman of the seventh rank; that his soul had been brought from another world and been given the body of Shonsu, his skill with a sword, and his unaccomplished mission for the gods. Tomiyano was a skeptical man. He had learned to trust Lord Shonsu—learned with difficulty, for the crew of Sapphire had little liking for swordsmen—but he still had trouble accepting so incredible a story. And tact was not the captain’s most conspicuous trait.


Wallie sighed, thinking of plainclothes detectives and unmarked patrol cars. “Yes,” he admitted. “They did this quite a lot.”


Tomiyano snorted in disgust. “And last time we came to Tau you were screaming because you couldn’t find a swordsman. Now the place is full of them.”


“Exactly,” Wallie said.


That was what he had been studying—swordsmen. Their ponytails and sword hilts made them conspicuous as they strode through the crowds, and sane civilians made way for swordsmen. They walked in twos or threes, sometimes fours or fives. Brown kilts were the most common, of course, but Wallie had seen several Fourths, two Fifths, and even—surprisingly—one Sixth. He had counted forty-two swordsmen in the last hour. Tau indeed was full of them.


Tomiyano looked down at the busy street for a while and then said, “Why?”


Wallie leaned his elbows on the rail and attempted to put his concern into words. “Work it out, Captain. Suppose you’re a swordsman. The Goddess has brought you to Tau and you’re on your way to Casr. You have a protégé or two with you. You’re a Third, or a Fourth, maybe. There must be hundreds of swordsmen in Casr now…What’s the first thing a swordsman will want when he gets there?”


Tomiyano spat over the side. “Women!”


Wallie chuckled “Of course. Anything else?”


The sailor nodded, understanding. “A mentor?”


“Right! They’re going to start banding together. Every one of them will be looking out for a good senior to swear to.”


“And you don’t want an army?” Tomiyano asked.


Wallie grinned at him. “Have you room on board?” There would be few Sevenths around, and some of those would be getting old, for only rarely could a swordsman reach seventh rank before he was thirty and already at his peak, although Shonsu had obviously done so—Wallie had frequently studied his face in a mirror and decided he must be somewhere in his middle twenties. He was young, therefore. He was big and steely-eyed. If he were to stand at the top of the gangplank with his blue kilt visible, he would be fighting off would-be recruits in no time.


“No!” the captain said firmly. The thought of a few dozen swordsmen on his beloved Sapphire would be enough to loosen his teeth. He smiled faintly and muttered, “Considerate of you!”


And that, Wallie thought, was almost another miracle in itself.


“Look there!” he said.


The swordsman Sixth was returning and now he marched at the head of a column of ten. A Fifth leading two Thirds passed them, and sunbeams streaked from blades as salutes were exchanged. Civilians dodged, doubtless cursing under their breath.


Tomiyano grunted and went off to attend to business, while Wallie mused that his explanation to the captain had been less than half the truth. The juniors would be seeking mentors, true, but the seniors would be even more actively recruiting protégés. Followers brought status. Status would be a much sought-after commodity in Casr now.


Which raised the possibility that perhaps he ought to be recruiting an army. He bore the Goddess’ own sword, he was Her champion…maybe he was supposed to arrive at the tryst with some status of his own. It would not be difficult. He could accost that Sixth and take him over, together with his ten flunkies. If he balked, Wallie could challenge—no Sixth had a hope against Shonsu. Afterward the man could be bandaged and sent out to round up more.


Might that explain why the Goddess had delivered these particular swordsmen to Tau instead of directly to Casr?


The thought held no appeal for Wallie. The whole tryst held no appeal. He still had not decided whether he was going to collaborate or not. So he let the green-kilted Napoleon continue his parade along the docks unmolested. If the gods wanted that man to swear to Lord Shonsu, then neither of them would be able to leave Tau until they cooperated. Their ships would merely return to Tau instead of going on to Casr.


Casr was a monstrous thundercloud on Wallie’s horizon. He did not know what he wanted to do there, or what might be awaiting him. He knew that the original Shonsu had been castellan of the swordsmen’s lodge in Casr, so Wallie must expect to be recognized when he arrived. He might find family or friends—or enemies. Nnanji, for one, was convinced that Shonsu was destined to become leader of the tryst. That might be the case, for certainly he knew more about the sorcerers and their un-Worldly abilities than any other swordsman. But he also knew enough to believe that the tryst was a horrible error. He was almost more inclined to try to block it than to lead it.


Tomiyano had rounded up his men. Holiyi, Maloli, Linihyo, and Oligarro—two cousins and two cousins by marriage. They were taking off the hatch covers and stacking the planks out of the way. Up on the poop deck the remaining children were playing loudly under the watchful eye of Fia, who wielded the unarguable authority of a twelve-year-old.


A wagon drew up alongside and unloaded a slave gang. The trader, a plump Fifth, began shouting unnecessary orders in a squeaky voice, and the derrick was swung out and put to use. Wallie watched as the bronze ingots from Gi were borne away. He wondered idly which one of those ingots had saved his life from the sorcerers’ muskets in Ov.


Slaves wore black and little of it, for no one wasted cloth on a slave. They were a cowed and smelly bunch, that slave gang—skinny men in skimpy loincloths, working like fiends, streaming sweat while their bony rib cages pumped. Their backs were scarred. They ran, not daring to walk. They strained at the windlass handles until their eyes popped. Wallie could hardly bear to watch, for it was slavery more than anything else that brought home to him the faults of this barbaric, iron-age World. The thatched warehouses might teem with rats and the people with fleas, the alleys smell of urine and the streets of garbage…those he could tolerate, but slavery tested his resolve. The slave boss on the wagon brought out a whip and cracked it a few times to increase the pace. He did not recognize the danger looming above him at the ship’s rail. Had he made one serious stroke—just one—he would have found himself lying on the cobbles, being mercilessly flogged…but he did not know that and he did not find out.


The wagon was filled and departed. Another took its place. Some members of Sapphire’s crew came wandering back from their explorations and paused to talk with the big man in the blue kilt. Tau was a turbulent place, they reported. Two hundred swordsmen had passed through on their way to the tryst, plus several times that many followers. Tau was a small town. The natives were restless.


Tomiyano went down to the dock and began weighing the traders’ gold. Wallie continued to survey the scene, noting that the swordsmen were bunching as he had predicted. Couples were very rare now. A Fifth had collected seven, and later the triumphant Sixth paraded past again with fifteen.


Then Katanji returned, a snowy new cast on his damaged arm outshining his white kilt. He seemed smaller than ever, his face a paler brown than usual, and his wide, dark eyes not as sparkly—perhaps the healers had hammered a little too hard when removing the old plaster. His hair was beginning to reach a more respectable length for a swordsman’s, but it curled up in a tiny bun instead of making a ponytail. He wore no sword, of course. Barring a miracle, he would never use that arm again—but miracles were not uncommon around Shonsu.


He managed an approximation of his normal pert smile, white teeth gleaming in dark face, while his eyes noted with surprise Wallie’s unarmed, undressed state.


“Where’s your brother?” Wallie demanded.


Katanji’s wan smile became a smirk. “I left him to it, my lord.”


He need say no more. Nnanji was still in a state of witless infatuation over the lithesome Thana, but it was four weeks since he had been ashore for recreation.


“The girls have been busy, I imagine?” Wallie inquired.


Katanji rolled his eyes. “The poor things are worn out, they told me.” He scowled. “And they’ve raised their prices!”


Innocent little Katanji, of course, had seduced Diwa, Mei, and lately possibly Hana on the ship, and his need would not have been as great as his brother’s. It would take more than a woman to make Katanji lose his head.


Wallie nodded and went back to his spectating. His mind began to wander, reverting to its ever-present worries about Casr and the troubles that must await him.


Tomiyano came striding back on deck, swinging a leather bag. He grinned happily at Wallie, jingled the bag gloatingly, and then went to peer down into the forward hatch and hold a shouted conversation with Oligarro and Holiyi, who had gone below to inspect ballast. The slaves had completed their work and were dragging their feet back down the gangplank.


Then…


Damn!


Wallie forgot sailors and slaves. Two swordsmen were striding across the road, obviously heading for Sapphire. The vacation was over! With a muffled curse, he ducked down out of sight and scrabbled for his sword. He was still on his knees and frantically fastening harness buckles when boots drummed on the gangplank. The two swordsmen came on deck and marched right by him.


Tomiyano spun around as if he had been kicked. In two fast strides he moved to accost the newcomers, feet apart, arms akimbo, and face thrust forward aggressively, his anger showing like a warning beacon.


Wallie noted the swordsmen boots with surprise: tooled leather, shiny as glass. Above them hung kilts of downy wool, of superlative cut and texture, the pleats like knife edges—red for a Fifth and white for a First. His eyes strayed higher. The harnesses and scabbards on the men’s backs were as opulent as their boots, embossed, and decorated with topazes. Higher yet—the sword hilts bore silver filigree and more topaz. The hairclips were of silver also.


Well!


He rose silently to his feet, scooping back his hair and clipping it with his own sapphire hairclip, while he analyzed these strangers. They were not free swords, obviously, for the frees prided themselves on their poverty. They might be garrison swordsmen, but few cities would willingly clothe their police like that. Could any swordsmen come by such wealth honestly?


Wallie twitched his shoulder blades, tilting his sword to the vertical so that its hilt was behind his head. Then he leaned back with his elbows on the rail and waited to enjoy the fun.


The Fifth was trespassing. That might be from ignorance, but he knew enough to salute the captain as a superior and to refrain from drawing his sword on deck. He used the civilian hand gestures: “I am Polini, swordsman of the fifth 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 to induce you to accept my modest and willing service in any way in which I may advance any of your noble purposes.”


No titles or office mentioned? He was a tall, rangy man, probably in his early thirties. His voice was cultured and resonant. On first impressions and restricted to a rear view, Wallie was inclined to approve of this Polini. Tomiyano was not. He waited a long, insulting minute before speaking, his eyes slitted. Then he made the ritual reply without sounding as if he meant a word of it: “I am Tomiyano, sailor of the third rank, master of Sapphire, and am honored to accept your gracious service.”


The First was a mere kid, slim and slight and much shorter than his mentor. Lowranks were not normally presented. He stood rigid and silent on Polini’s left. Maloli and Linihyo drifted unobtrusively closer to fire buckets, whose sand contained knives. Tomiyano must be able to see Wallie in the background, but he was keeping his eyes on the Fifth.


“Permission to come aboard, Captain?”


Tomiyano pursed his lips. “Seems to me you already have.”


Wallie knew from experience how Tomiyano enjoyed provoking swordsmen.


“Captain,” the Fifth said, “I wish passage on your ship for my protégé and myself.”


Tomiyano hooked thumbs in his belt, his right hand close to his dagger. “This is a family ship, master. We carry no passengers. The Goddess be with you.”


“Two silvers for you, sailor! If She wills, you should return within the day.”


Oligarro and Holiyi floated out of the fo’c’sle door. They, also, edged close to fire buckets. The children on the poop deck had fallen silent and lined up along the rail to watch. Sounds of wagons and horses drifted up from the dock.


“Jonahs, are you?” Tomiyano inquired. “Where did She drag you from?”


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


The captain still refrained from looking at Wallie, but his reply was meant for him, also. “Of course I have heard of Plo. The most beautiful woman I have ever seen came from Plo. Far to the south, I understand.”


“Plo is famous for the beauty of its women,” Polini agreed.


“But not for the manners of its men.”


Very few swordsmen could have taken that from a civilian, very few. The youngster made an audible gasping sound, and Polini’s sword arm twitched. Somehow he kept himself under control. “That was not itself a good demonstration of manners, sailor.”


“Then go away frowning.”


“I have told you that we wish passage. I shall be generous—five silvers and I shall overlook your impudence.”


The captain shook his head. “The garrison of Tau is organizing a ship for the swordsmen, due to leave tomorrow. Yesterday one reached Casr within an hour, by Her Hand.”


“I am aware of that.”


Tomiyano’s eyebrows shot up. “Doesn’t want to go to Casr, huh?” There was a strong implication of cowardice in the way he spoke. Wallie expected the explosion.




It did not come, but it was close. Polini’s voice dropped an octave. “No. I do not plan to go to Casr yet, if She wills.”


“And I do not plan to visit Plo, in spite of its women.”


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


“Your insolence becomes tiresome. Swordsmen serve the Goddess and are owed your help. Do not provoke me further!”


“Get off my ship—before I call on my friends!”


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


“Which friends, Captain?” Polini asked contemptuously, glancing at the other sailors.


“That one for a start.” Tomiyano nodded at Wallie. The First wheeled around. The Fifth, suspecting a trap, did not.


The First squeaked, “Mentor!” and then Polini turned. He gaped in horror—blue kilt, seven sword facemarks…and a bigger man than himself, which must be a rare surprise for him.


For a moment no one spoke. Wallie was enjoying the effect, but also feeling rather ashamed of himself. Polini was obviously noting his battered boots, his shoddy kilt, and the contrast of the magnificently crafted harness. Then the Fifth recovered and saluted.


Wallie made the response. It was his privilege to speak first, and the captain would expect him to send this impudent interloper off promptly with his tail down; but Wallie was now very curious, and not without admiration. Polini had a craggy, honest-looking face. The First was being impassive, but he blinked and Wallie caught a glimpse of his eyelids. Aha!


“My congratulations, master,” Wallie said with a smile. “Not many swordsmen keep their tempers when dealing with Sailor Tomiyano.”


“Your lordship is gracious,” Polini replied stiffly. “I see that I unwittingly erred in choosing this vessel. Obviously it is bound for Casr.” He would be thinking of Tomiyano’s imputation of cowardice, probably suffering a thousand deaths at the thought of a Seventh having heard it and likely agreeing. “With your permission, my lord, I shall depart.”


Wallie was not going to let him escape without an explanation, but first he must get in character for a Seventh. “No, master,” he said. “You will share some ale with me. I owe you that much for playing tricks on you. Sailor—three tankards of the mild!”


Tomiyano’s jaw dropped at the tone, and he lost his smirk.


Wallie gestured to the aft end of the deck. “Come, Master Polini,” he said. “And bring his Highness along, also.”
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The minstrels of the World sang ballads and epics of brave heroes and virtuous maidens, of monsters and sorcerers, of generous gods and just kings. Nnanji loved the heroic ones and could quote them endlessly, but one hero was conspicuously absent: Sherlock Holmes. Wallie’s remark almost caused Polini to draw. Tomiyano made the sign of the Goddess, then relaxed when he saw that Lord Shonsu was merely up to his tricks again. The boy paled.


“No, no sorcery, Master Polini!” Wallie said hastily. “Just a good swordsman’s eye—observation.”


Polini glanced suspiciously over his protégé and back to this strange Seventh.


“Observation, my lord?”


Wallie smiled. “Few mentors would dress a First so well. Fewer Fifths would even take a First as protégé, and you yourself are obviously garbed as a man of high station. But I can go further: I note that his facemark has healed, yet he is so young that his swearing must have been recent. His hair is long enough to make a good ponytail, so his induction to the craft was decided at least a year ago, and only swordsmen’s sons can normally count on becoming swordsmen. Yet his parentmarks show that he is the son of a priest. Elementary, Master Polini.”


Royal houses were usually founded by swordsmen, but kingship was a dangerous trade. No swordsman could refuse a challenge, whereas a priest was sacrosanct. Kings’ sons were mostly sworn to the priesthood.


Polini considered this and bowed his head in agreement. He caught his protégé’s eye and said, “Learn!” The boy nodded and regarded the Seventh with awe.


Confidence having now returned, Wallie directed them smoothly to the far side of the deck, which was marginally farther from the hubbub of the dock. The aft hatch cover was still open, and the planks had been stacked in a neat pile, a low wall that would suffice as a bench. But before he sat down…“Present him, master.”


“Lord Shonsu, I am honored to present to you my protégé, Arganari of the First.”


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


The boy reached for his sword, remembered that he was on a ship, and turned the gesture into the start of the civilian salute. His voice was childish and curiously unmusical, making the statement a question, “…any of your noble purposes?”


Wallie solemnly assured him that he was honored to accept his gracious service. He bade his guests be seated, placing himself on a fire bucket beside the steps up to the poop. That way he was facing them and could also keep an eye on the plank. Above him, a line of youngsters peered down curiously.


The boy was even younger than he had seemed earlier. Wallie thought of the other two swordsman Firsts he knew. Matarro was one of the crew of Sapphire, a water-rat swordsman, and hence a sailor in all but name. Yet he took his craft very seriously, truly believing that to be a swordsman was a great honor. Then there was nipper Katanji, whose skeptical cynicism would have suited a man four times his age. This lad had neither of those qualities. He must surely be excited, for the Goddess had moved him halfway around the World, from far south to far north, and he was very near to the first tryst in centuries. Yet he was displaying only a solemn wariness, unsuited to his years.


The visitors sat stiffly on the planks, awaiting the Seventh’s pleasure.


“You have a problem, Master Polini,” Wallie said. “Perhaps I can help you with it?”


“It is a trivial matter. Lord Shonsu, but near to my honor.” I’m not going to talk about it.


“Then I shall guess!” Nosiness was a prerogative of Sevenths. “You have come from the temple?”


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


Wallie smiled cheerfully. “You are right to suspect sorcery. The sorcerers can change facemarks, so any man or woman may be a sorcerer. I, however, am not.” He wondered if they had noticed the damnable feather mothermark that the god had placed on his left eyelid. That was going to be a serious problem. “I was merely speculating what a man of honor would do in what I suspect to be your situation.” Polini had an honest face. He had been chosen as the most suitable member of the palace guard to be mentor to a prince—a strong tribute to his character. The lad’s worshipful attitude seemed genuine. “For some reason you had cause to embark on a ship. You would have many swordsmen in your entourage if you were guarding a prince. The Goddess wanted them for Her tryst, so here you are.”


Polini and Arganari both nodded, speechless at such acuity in a swordsman, making Wallie feel smug.


“So you find yourself in a dilemma of honor—your duty to the Holiest and your duty to the prince. Your decision was to send the rest of the swordsmen on to the tryst and seek to take the boy home. In that situation I would go to the temple and beseech Her to let me return him safely, making solemn pledge that I myself would come back here immediately afterwards. I should throw in a promise to enlist more swordsmen, I think.”


Polini looked down at the boy, and then they both smiled.


“A kill!” the Fifth said.


“Your perception is suited to your rank, my lord?” said Arganari.


Again that curious questioning? And a very flowery speech for one of his age.




Then Tomiyano himself appeared with a tray, placing foaming tankards on the planks beside each of the visitors, bowing low to offer the tray to Wallie—who should have been suspicious at once.


“May She strengthen your arms and sharpen your eyes!” he said, raising his tankard in salute.


“And yours!” the others chorused, and all three drank.


Wallie gagged and gasped and spluttered. His beer had been generously salted. He turned to glare at Tomiyano’s retreating back and saw the grins on the other sailors standing beyond—that would teach him to pull rank on the captain in front of strangers! Wallie hurled the tankard over the side, wiped his mouth, and shamefacedly explained his performance to the others, who were again giving him very puzzled looks.


“You know that the water-rat swordsmen teach fencing to sailors?” he asked


Polini scowled. “So I have heard, my lord. It is an abomination!”


“No,” Wallie assured him, “there is a sutra that excludes sailors from the normal run of civilians. I just wanted to explain why I put up with my insolent friend over there. On his own deck, that man is at least a high Fifth or even a Sixth at swordsmanship.”


The Fifth’s eyes widened. “You jest, my lord!”


“No, I certainly do not! On land he would be lower, of course, for he has no opportunity to practice footwork. But a civilian with that skill can be forgiven much.”


That illogical reasoning impressed the swordsmen.


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


At the return of his own problem, Polini stiffened. “It seemed well cared for, my lord.”


Wallie nodded approvingly. “Would you consider a piece of advice?”


Of course he would, from a Seventh.


“Your trappings are of much value, master. There are no witnesses, in mid-River, and not all sailors are above a little piracy. Why not exchange your clothes and gear for something less tempting?”


Polini flushed. “I thank you for the advice, my lord!”


He was not going to take it, though Wallie sighed. This was the sort of pigheaded attitude that he had been trying to domesticate in Nnanji. Polini could not stomach the thought of arriving back in Plo without his fancy kilt and harness and boots. It would lessen his infernal honor. Wallie had forgotten just how narrow swordsman thinking could be—which showed him how far he had brought Nnanji along.




“And you may well arrive at the tryst yet, master,” he persisted. “Most of the swordsmen there will be frees. There will certainly be no First decked out like Novice Arganari.”


He got a glare. The boy was frowning.


“I see now that this ship would be a poor choice for us, my lord,” Polini said, changing the subject. “Obviously She will require your valiant service in Her tryst. You sail to Casr.”


Now it was Wallie’s turn to become edgy. “Not so! I have been journeying these waters for two weeks since I heard of the tryst.” The wind god had been cooperative since Sapphire left Ov, but the Goddess had not put out Her Hand to move the ship.


Polini looked astonished, as well he might. The Goddess not taking a Seventh?


“We are making good time, though,” Wallie said. “Another week or so may get us to Casr.”


“You know these waters, then, my lord,” the boy said, and his tone made it a statement, while the words were a question. Now Wallie understood: Arganari was tone deaf. He would make himself a laughingstock if he attempted to chant, and even a royal priest would have to do that. So he had been sworn as a swordsman instead—no other craft had sufficient status for a king’s son.


“I am getting to know them, novice. You see those mountains to the south? They are RegiVul, and the sorcerers’ city of Vul lies somewhere within them.” The swordsmen stared out over the bright waters. Above the low smudge of the far bank, the distant peaks shone faint and blue in the heat haze. The volcanic cloud above them was fainter still. “The River flows all around RegiVul. The left bank, the inside of the loop, has been taken by the sorcerers—all seven of its cities. Set no foot there, or you will certainly die.”


“It is true, then?” Polini said. “There are legends of sorcerers in the mountains south of Plo, but I never believed in such men until we arrived here and heard the news of the tryst.”


Holiyi, a very skinny sailor, came sauntering over to give Wallie another beer and a lopsided grin. Wallie thanked him and washed the foul taste from his mouth.


“It is true. This ship has called at all fourteen cities within the loop, but I freely admit that I hid within the deckhouse when we were in sorcerer ports.”


Polini was shocked, but tried not to show it. “So they are as dangerous as the locals report?”


“Probably more so,” Wallie assured him. “One slew a man on this deck. A sorcerer can kill at a distance. Only speed will prevail against them, a throwing knife would be a better weapon than a sword.” His hearers would have been horrified to hear that he had a knife hidden in his boot and that he practiced with it daily. He did not bother to point out the holes in the ship’s rail that had been made by musket balls.


“But they are not invincible?” Arganari exclaimed, wiping beer froth from his lips. “The locals tell of one swordsman victory!”




“Do they now?” Wallie said. “Tell me that, then.”


The boy beamed and began to chatter in a curious singsong, although Polini was already showing doubt on his craggy face.


“At Ov, my lord, two weeks ago. It is said that swordsmen from a ship attacked a band of sorcerers on the dock and survived the thunderbolts. They charged them in a wagon, my lord, and made great slaughter of the unholy ones. They were led by a Seventh and a very young, red-haired Fourth, my lord. We were told that they could have seized the evildoers’ tower and taken back the city, except that…the Seventh…chose…not to?” Horror spread over his youthful face.


Shouts and thumps drifted up from the dock, white birds soared by on the wind. A windlass on the next ship squeaked painfully.


Sevenths were rare. Sevenths who sailed these waters were as common as square eggs. Sevenths did not appreciate innuendoes of cowardice. Polini was rigid, obviously wondering what his protégé might have provoked.


“I am sure that he had excellent reason, my lord,” the boy whispered.


“Probably,” Wallie said bitterly. He had not expected the story to be up and down the River already. In this primitive World he expected no news to travel faster than the sorcerers’ pigeons, and most to travel hardly at all. But now the Goddess was moving ships around like snowflakes. The news of the battle at Ov would be all along the River, and that meant all over the World—news of swordsmen battling sorcerers, a red-haired Fourth, and a black-haired Seventh who had called back his troops from the brink of victory. That was another problem, then, to add to his others—one he had not anticipated.


He discovered that he had been sitting in silence and scowling. So he smiled and said, “There may be more to that story than the dock gossip tells.”


He got a chorus in reply.


“Of course, my lord!”


“Of course, my lord?”


At that moment Nnanji came up the plank, saw the meeting in progress, and strode over at once, homing in on visiting swordsmen like a bird dog. He was wearing his usual eager grin, and it seemed even wider than normal, perhaps because of what he had been doing ashore. He was tall, young, lanky, and very red-haired by the standards of the People. And he wore the orange kilt of a Fourth.


Polini and Arganari glanced at each other and then rose.


“May I have the honor, master…” Wallie presented Nnanji of the Fourth, protégé and oath brother, and after those formalities, he surprised Nnanji by presenting the First.




“Arganari?” Nnanji wrinkled his snub nose as he did when he was thinking. “There was a great hero once by that name.”


“My ancestor, adept.”


Nnanji thought it was a question and looked puzzled.


“The founder of his royal house,” Wallie said to get his protégé pointing in the right direction.


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


So this Arganari was the oldest son. Polini’s problem was even worse than Wallie had suspected.


“There are many great epics about him!” Nnanji declared solemnly. “My favorite is the one that begins…”


After about twenty lines, Wallie laid a hand on his arm to stop him and suggested that they all sit down again.


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


That was why the name had been familiar!


“My sword!” Arganari exclaimed proudly.


Nnanji looked at the boy’s sword and frowned.


“He does not wear it,” Polini said. “But it is the proudest possession of his house, and when he was inducted into the craft. Lord Kollorono, reeve of the palace guard, dedicated it to him. He is the first swordsman in the dynasty since the great Arganari, so it was fitting, and a most moving ceremony.”


Wallie chuckled. “I am sure that you got it off him quickly afterward.”


Polini smiled understandingly. “It would take a great swordsman to wear one of the seven for long, my lord.”


“Describe the fourth to us,” Nnanji said with a smile.


The boy’s eyes shone with pride. “The guard is a golden basilisk, holding a topaz. The basilisk means ‘Justice tempered with mercy,’ so that is the motto of our house. And the blade is all inscribed with swordsmen fighting monsters on one side, and maidens playing with them on the other.”


“It is a magnificent weapon,” Polini said, probably glad of an impersonal topic in this awkward interview. “I tried it. The balance, the spring—magnificent! Chioxin’s reputation was well deserved.”


Nnanji turned his grin back to Wallie.


“Something like this?” Wallie asked. He drew his sword and held it out for them to see. The hilt had been behind his head all this time, and they would not have had a good look at it.


Polini and his protégé gasped loudly.


“The seventh!” Arganari shouted. “A sapphire and a griffon! And the pictures are much the same. Is it real? I mean, is it really the seventh sword of Chioxin?”


“Probably.”


The legendary sword was having a bombshell effect on the swordsmen. Polini had gone perceptibly pale, and the boy quite pink with excitement.


“But, my lord…” Arganari was turning even pinker.


“Yes?”


“The six swords are famous…the saga has no stories of the seventh. It is said that Chioxin gave it to the Goddess.”


“Perhaps the story is not finished yet?” Nnanji suggested, his enormous grin still firmly in place.


Polini and Arganari nodded solemnly, still fascinated by the sword.


“The griffon is the symbol of royalty. It means ‘Power wisely used,’” the boy said, peering at the exquisitely fashioned guard.


“It is a very long blade,” Polini would use a long sword, being tall.


“Want to try your luck?” Wallie asked.


Polini blanched. “Of course not, my lord!”


“It is in superb condition,” the boy said, his strange way of speaking almost making it a question. “Mine is notched and worn. Just one flaw.”


Nnanji nodded solemnly. “That mark was made by a sorcerer’s thunderbolt.”


Polini and his protégé again exchanged glances, then the boy went back to examining the sword. He pointed at the figures engraved in the blade. “You see the cross-hatching, mentor? It is said that Chioxin was left-handed. On all his swords not just the seven, the cross-hatching goes from left to right.”


“The devil you say?” Wallie murmured, peering. “Like Leonardo da Vinci? I thank you, novice. I did not know that. Then this isn’t a forgery, after all!”




Nnanji snickered.


“My lord…” Arganari said and stopped. His mentor rumbled warningly at him.


“You want to know where I got it,” Wallie said, replacing the priceless blade in his scabbard. He shrugged. “It is a reasonable question. I was given it by a god.” He drank some beer.


The visitors were understandably astounded.


“He also gave me this sapphire hairclip and told me I had a task for the Goddess.”


Now Polini understood and was impressed. “Then you are to be leader of the tryst, my lord!”


“Perhaps I am,” Wallie said. “If so, then She is in no hurry to get me there, which may be where you come in.” He looked to Nnanji, who nodded thoughtfully.


“Me? Us?”


“I am wondering if we were meant to meet, Master Polini. Stranger things can happen—indeed they happen to me all the time. It is curious that you chose this ship, and even more curious that you and your protégé should be familiar with one of the other seven swords of Chioxin. A tryst might be good training for a swordsman prince. After all, a novice will not be expected to do any fighting, so he will be in no great danger.”


For the first time, the youngster showed some normal boyish excitement. He swung around to his mentor to see what he thought.


Polini rose disapprovingly. “You may well be right, my lord. I hope that you are. But I have already sworn my oath and I must attempt to return my protégé to Plo. If I am wrong, then I am sure that we shall meet again—in Casr.”


The light died in the boy’s eyes, and he stood up dutifully. Princes learned more than flowery speeches, and Firsts did not argue. Then he turned and looked up at Nnanji.


“Adept,” he said, his voice now curiously flat, “was it truly you who led the wagon charge against the sorcerers in Ov?”


Nnanji grinned. “We skinned them! Fourteen dead sorcerers.” He glanced regretfully at Wallie, who had spared an easy fifteenth.


The boy reached up and unfastened his ponytail. “I shall not likely be going to the tryst, adept,” he said. “Lord Shonsu has a hairclip that was given him by a god, so he will not mind. This one belonged to my ancestor, and he wore it on the tryst of Xo. Will you take it for me and wear it against the evildoers?” He held out the silver clip.


“Novice!” Polini barked. “That clip has been in your family for centuries! Your father would not approve of your giving it away to a stranger. I forbid this!”


“Not a stranger, mentor, a hero.”




“I think he is right, novice,” Wallie said gently.


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


“We thank you for your hospitality, my lord,” Polini said formally. “I wish now to withdraw, with your permission, and seek a vessel. Probably a smaller would be more suitable. With no sailor-swordsmen Sixths!” he added, his smile openly skeptical.


Puzzled and vaguely worried, Wallie led the visitors back to the top of the gangplank, arriving just as Lae came aboard, closely followed by Jja. Jja had discarded the riverfolk bikini sashes she normally wore on the ship in favor of a conventional slave’s black wrap. But the perfection of her figure could triumph over any costume, and her face was the stuff of legends. Wallie smiled her a welcome. He put an arm around her and unthinkingly proceeded to commit a major social blunder. Accustomed over many weeks now to the informality of ship life, he had forgotten the stilted formality of land-based culture in the World.


“Jja, my darling,” he said, “here are visitors from your hometown, Master Polini and his Highness Novice Arganari.”


The swordsmen stared aghast at the slavestripe on the woman’s face. Jja was momentarily paralyzed, also. There was no ritual for presenting slaves, as Wallie should have remembered.


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


“Truly I see how Plo earned its reputation for beautiful women,” he said in his singsong, childish voice. “If it did not have it before, then it would now.”


That was a courtly speech.
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Master Polini headed down the plank with his protégé at his heels. He was probably relieved to escape from the insanity of Sapphire, with its incomprehensible Seventh and its rabid captain. If he breathed a prayer of thanks, then he breathed too soon, for another outrage was in store for him—on reaching the dock he came face-to-face with the returning Brota.


Female swordsmen were a heresy to landlubbers. Fat swordsmen were intolerable. Swordsmen who still bore their blades in middle age were contemptible. Brota was all of those, voluminous in her red robe, her ponytail streaked with gray, and a sword on her back, Wallie saw the encounter and chuckled. Apparently there was something in Polini’s face that annoyed her, for she fixed him with her piggy eye and accosted him squarely. Then she drew and made the salute to an equal. With obvious reluctance, he responded. They exchanged a few words, then Polini set off along the road with furiously huge strides, his diminutive protégé almost trotting to keep up with him. Brota rolled up the plank wearing a satisfied smirk. As a water-rat swordsman she enjoyed baiting the landlubber variety almost as much as her sailor son did.


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


Wallie had apologized to Jja, cursed himself several times for his stupidity, and then had to tell the beginning of the story to Nnanji, who had nodded in satisfaction and gone off with his head high, probably repeating “hero” to himself. A prince had said it—intoxicating stuff for the son of a rugmaker.


Brota rolled over to Wallie and scowled up at him under her curiously bushy white brows. “I suppose you are in haste to leave now, my lord?”


Wallie shrugged, “Not especially. If the Goddess is in a hurry, then She can speed our passage as She pleases. You found no trade?”


“Pah! Their prices are outrageous,” she said.


Katanji had commented on the prices in the brothel. Katanji was a very astute young man in money matters. Now Wallie wondered if a tryst would create a local inflation. A few hundred active young men could certainly drive up the price of food—and women—in Casr, but he would not have thought that the effect would have reached so far as Tau.


That raised a whole new series of problems. Who was going to pay for this tryst? Probably most of the men arriving would be free swords. They would be penniless, and Casr would be in trouble. They would expect free shelter and board—and women. The economy of the World was a primitive, fragile thing. The demigod had given Wallie a fortune in sapphires and called it “expenses.” Perhaps that had been another hint that he was expected to be leader of the tryst. Why, then, was he not being taken to it?


He looked across the dock road to the nearest warehouse. “The Goddess has guided you often in the past to the most profitable cargo, mistress,” he suggested. “What do they offer over there?”


“Ox hides!” Brota snorted. “Nasty things! I don’t want my ship full of smelly hides!”


“Hides?” Wallie repeated thoughtfully. Brota noticed at once. Brota and gold had a mutual attraction.


“Hides?” she echoed. The conversation was becoming monotonous.


“If we reach Casr…if I become leader of the tryst—and those are big ‘ifs’—then I think hides might be of value.”


“Scabbards? Boots?” She frowned in disbelief.


“Heavier grade than that, I should think.”


“Saddle leather? You would fight sorcerers with leather, Shonsu?”


He smiled and nodded.


Brota studied him narrowly. “The sorcerers have driven all the tanners out of their cities. Any connection?”


“None whatsoever.”


Brota pouted. Then she wheeled about, shouted for Mata, and rolled toward the plank.


Wallie glanced around. He was pleased to see that Katanji had reappeared on deck and had recovered most of his color. Wallie beckoned him over. “Feeling better now?” he inquired.


The lad gave him a pert and incredibly innocent smile. “Yes, thank you, my lord.” Katanji could be angelically polite or diabolically vulgar, as circumstances required.


“I need a speck of additional wisdom from you, novice,” said Wallie.


“I am always at your service and at that of the Goddess, my lord.”


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


“Good!” Wallie said with a conspiratorial smile. “Mistress Brota is now bent on buying leather. I should like to know how much she spends on it.”


Katanji grinned. “Is that all?” He nodded and walked away. He could probably discover details of the tanner’s grandfather’s sex life if Wallie needed them.


Wallie stayed by the rail, watching his spy trail after Brota. There were no swordsmen in sight. Then Nnanji reappeared at his side, suspicious of what his oath brother had wanted with his true brother. Nnanji’s protégé was a constant trial to him, with his unswordsmanlike tendencies, and his mentor almost as bad. Wallie decided not to explain, out of pure perversity.


“Did you find Adept Kionijuiy?” he inquired.


Nnanji scowled. “Someone else got to him first, my lord brother.”


On their previous visit to Tau, Kionijuiy had been de facto reeve. He had been absent from his post, leaving the town in the care of an inadequate garrison, and that lapse had offended Nnanji’s ideals of swordsman honor. While the subject had not been discussed since, Wallie knew that Nnanji never forgot anything. He would certainly have sought to rectify the matter that morning.


“The new reeve is the Honorable Finderinoli,” Nnanji added. “He and his band arrived at the lodge just before your message got there. So he came on to Tau and put things to rights at once. I did not meet him, but he seems to be doing a fine job.” He nodded approvingly.


“What did he do to the old man?” Wallie asked. Kionijuiy’s father had failed to resign when he grew too old to be reeve. Much worse, though, he had taught his civilian sons to fence. That was an abomination, a breach of the sutras, a violation of the swordsmen’s closed-shop union rules.


“Drained him, too,” Nnanji said simply, studying people on the dock road below.


Wallie shivered. “And the brothers?”


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


Thana was coming along the road—Brota’s daughter, tall and slim and ravishing in a yellow wrap. Thana had a classic Grecian profile and dark curls. Whenever Wallie saw her with her sword on her back, as now, he thought of Diana the Huntress. When Thana was in sight, Nnanji would not think readily of anything else.


Beside her was the tiny form of Honakura, ancient priest and one of Wallie’s company—indeed, Honakura was the first person he had spoken to when he awoke in the World in Shonsu’s body. Today the old man had gone to visit the temple in search of news. He was still wearing his anonymous black robe, hiding his craftmarks under a headband, and so being a Nameless One. Wallie had half expected Honakura to end this charade now, but apparently not. He had never explained its purpose; possibly he did not wish to admit that it had none.


Jja was comforting Vixini, who was fretting over another tooth. Katanji came strolling back from the warehouse. Honakura climbed wearily up the gangplank. Nnanji headed toward it to welcome Thana. Seven was the sacred number. When Wallie had left the temple at Hann to begin his mission for the gods, seven had been the number is his party. The seventh, Nnanji’s moronic slave, had gone. If Nnanji had any say in the matter, Thana was destined to replace her. That would bring them back to seven again…


Sapphire had taken Wallie to all the cities of the RegiVul loop; its crew had provided his army for the battle of Ov. With Sapphire he had unmasked the sorcerers and discovered their secrets. Now someone—and he still did not know who—had called a tryst in Casr. To Casr he must go. Looking at Nnanji beaming idiotically as he held Thana’s hands, he wondered if his party was about to be restored to the sacred number. Possibly Sapphire’s part in his mission was ended, and he was about to leave this easy, informal River life and complete his quest ashore.


Yet Apprentice Thana was showing few signs of cooperating, although Nnanji now proposed to her regularly—three times a day, after meals, Wallie suspected. She clearly had no illusions about that redheaded idealist who regarded honor as life’s purpose, killing as his business, fencing and wenching as the only worthwhile recreations. Looking at the two of them, lost in their private conversation, Wallie would not have been surprised to learn that his lusty young protégé was describing his morning’s exploits in the brothel. He was quite capable of doing so and then wondering how he had offended. Yet certainly Nnanji had some major part to play in the gods’ mission, for Wallie had been directed to swear the fourth oath with him, the oath of brotherhood.


Oath of brotherhood or not. Nnanji would be reluctant to leave Sapphire without Thana. Suppose she would not go? What would the gods do then?


He must discuss that possibility with Honakura.


Two hours later, reeking like a tannery, Sapphire cast off. As she did so, another ship pulled into an empty berth ahead and two nimble young swordsman Seconds jumped ashore without even waiting for the plank. They were at once accosted by a Fourth and three Thirds, whom Wallie had already identified as followers of the head-hunting Sixth. By nightfall that Sixth would have collected all the loose swordsmen in town.


Wallie had gone up on the fo’c’sle to stay out of the sailors’ way. He was leaning on the rail with Nnanji beside him. Thana was next to Nnanji.


“On to Casr!” Nnanji said in a satisfied tone.


“We may be back!” Wallie warned him, watching the two Seconds being marched off to meet the absent Sixth and swear their oaths.


“What! Why, brother?”


Wallie explained his theory that the Goddess might be wanting him to recruit a private army. Nnanji pouted mightily—he would be greatly outranked by a Sixth.


“I hope that is not the case,” Wallie assured him. “But why else would she have brought all these swordsmen to Tau? It is a long way to Casr. I am sure that the Goddess is capable of better aim than that.”


“Ah!” Nnanji looked relieved. “It is not only Tau! Swordsmen have been arriving at Dri and Wo, also. And Ki San, apparently. Even Quo.”




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


“Quo?” Wallie echoed.


Nnanji chuckled and glanced sideways at him. “It is on the next loop of the River! There is a wagon trail over the hills from Casr to Quo, brother! One day by road and twenty weeks by water, so I’m told.”


“Where did you hear this?”


“During intermission!” Nnanji leered. Then he remembered that Thana was present, and his face suddenly matched his hair, perhaps his social skills were improving, slightly.


There was also a trail from Ov to Aus, Wallie knew, although land travel was very rare in the World. There were no maps in the World, because there was no writing, and because the geography was subject to change without notice, at the whim of the Goddess. But Wallie had a mental picture of the usual form of the landscape, and he now sought to adjust it. What had Nnanji thought of, to put that grin on his face?


“Another loop?” Wallie said. “Then Casr is strategic!”


Nnanji looked vaguely disappointed that his mentor had worked that out so quickly. He would have had to consult the sutras.


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


“And therefore it may just be the sorcerers’ next target?”


Nnanji nodded. The sorcerers had been seizing another city every two years or so. Now they had control of all the left bank, the inside of the loop. River travel was difficult or impossible through the Black Lands, so the RegiVul loop was closed. Their next move must to be to cross the River.


“Casr is very old,” Nnanji added. “It’s mentioned in some of the most ancient sagas. Been burned and sacked and rebuilt dozens of times, I expect.”


“And it has a swordsman lodge,” Wallie said.


Nnanji grinned and put his arm around Thana for a firm hug. Wallie returned to watching the docks as they dwindled astern, masked now by a picket fence of masts and rigging. As the details became less visible, Tau seemed to become ever more like a scene from Tudor England.


Nnanji sniggered. “Still want to be reeve, brother?”


“Me?” Wallie said with astonishment, turning to stare at him.


Nnanji flashed his huge grin. “Forgotten? Last time we were here you said…” His eyes went slightly out of focus, and his voice deepened to mimic Shonsu’s bass. “‘Eventually, I suppose, I’ll settle down in some quiet little town like this and be a reeve. And raise seven sons, like old Kioniarru. And seven daughters, also, if Jja wants them!’ And I said, ‘Reeve? Why not king?’ And you said, ‘Too much bloodshed to get it, and too much work when you do. But I like Tau, I think.’”


His eyes came back into focus and his grin returned. Neither commented on the feat of memory—they both knew it was child’s play for Nnanji—but Thana was disgusted. “You weren’t serious, my lord? Reeve? In a place like that?” She turned to stare at the thatched roofs of vanishing Tau.


“It’s a nice little town,” Wallie protested feebly.


“You can have it, brother,” Nnanji said generously.
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The next day the wind god deserted them. A strange golden haze settled over the River, smelling faintly of burning stubble, while the water lay dead as white oil. Directly overhead the sky was a pallid, sickly blue, and all around there was only blank nothing. Tomiyano did not even hoist sail, and Sapphire drooped at anchor. Other becalmed vessels showed faintly at times in the distance, like flags planted to mark the edge of the World, but for most of the day Sapphire seemed to be abandoned by both men and gods.


This ominous change made the crew uneasy. Lord Shonsu was needed at Casr, they believed, to take command of Her tryst. Why was She not speeding him there? Had they offended Her in some way? Not putting their worry into words, the sailors performed the usual chores in nervous silence. They cleaned and polished and varnished; they made clothes for the coming winter; they instructed youngsters in the age-old ways of the River and the sutras of the sailors; they waited for wind.


Honakura was as distressed as any. He liked to think that he had been sent along on Shonsu’s mission as pilot, a guide to interpret the will of the gods as it might be revealed from time to time, and he did not know what to make of this sudden change of pace. It was strange that She had not taken Shonsu directly to Her tryst from Ov after the battle with the sorcerers, but likely the swordsman was just being given time to think. There seemed to be many things worrying the big man, things he had trouble discussing, or preferred not to discuss, and he brooded relentlessly, quite unlike his normal self. And the wind god had buffeted them along in spanking fashion—until today.


This was not the first time Sapphire’s progress had been stayed, and each time there had been a reason for it. Either the gods had been waiting for something else to happen, or the mortals had overlooked something they were supposed to do. Honakura had no way of knowing which was the case now, but he suspected that the next move was up to the mortals—why else would the ship have been encased in mist? It was as if they had all been shut in a closet, as he himself had many times in the past locked up an errant protégé to meditate upon his shortcomings. By afternoon he was becoming seriously concerned.


He sat himself on his favorite fire bucket and surveyed the deck. Up on the fo’c’sle, the adolescents were clustered around Novice Katanji. From their antics, he guessed that the boy was telling dirty stories. The women had mostly gathered on the poop, knitting, mending, and chatting softly. A couple of men were fishing…without much success, he noted glumly.


For once there was no fencing lesson in progress. Adept Nnanji was sitting on the forward hatch cover with Novice Matarro and Apprentice Thana, grouped around three crossed swords. That was a stupid swordsman custom for reciting sutras. Priests taught sutras while pacing to and fro—much healthier and more sensible, letting exercise stimulate the brain.


Lord Shonsu sat alone on the other hatch. The crew understood that he needed to think and they left him alone when he wanted privacy, as now. He did have his slave beside him, so he probably would not think of himself as being alone. They were not talking, however, and that was unusual. Shonsu was probably the only swordsman in the World who talked with his night slave—except of course to say “Lie down.”


Shonsu was whittling. He had taken up whittling after Ov, spending hours with scraps of wood and tools pilfered from the ship’s chest. He refused to say what he was doing and he obviously did not enjoy doing it. His hands were too big for delicate work—they fit a sword hilt better than a knife handle. He scowled and chewed his tongue and nicked his fingers and spoiled what he was doing and started again. And he would not say why.


A sour sulfurous odor mingled with smells of woodsmoke and leather. They had met that before. Shonsu said it must come from RegiVul, where the Fire God danced on the peaks. A pale dust was settling on the planks.


Honakura sighed and sought a more comfortable position. The pains were getting worse. He remembered how his mother had baked bread when he was a child, and how she had run a knife around the inside of the pan to loosen the loaf so that it would come out cleanly. That was what the Goddess was doing to him—reminding him that death was not to be feared, that it was a beginning of something new and exciting, not an end. When he had left Hann with Shonsu, he had offered humble prayers that he might be spared long enough in this cycle to see the outcome of the Shonsu mission. Now he was not so presumptuous. He thought he might be happier not knowing. If anyone had suggested to him half a year since that he could ever be friends with a swordsman, he would have laughed until his old bones fell apart in a heap. Yet it had happened so. He liked that huge slab of beef. He could even admire him and he had never admired a swordsman before. Of course Shonsu was not a swordsman at heart, but he tried very hard to obey the dictates of the gods, and struggled to reconcile his own gentle instincts with the killer requirements of his job. They were incompatible, of course. Shonsu knew that and was troubled within himself. But he tried, and he was a decent and honorable man.


Strange, therefore, that his divine master had not trusted him enough to explain exactly what his task was to be. That lapse had obviously bothered Shonsu, and still did. He thought he knew now what it was. He had been quite implacable toward the sorcerers once he met them—implacable for Shonsu, that is. Yet he had gathered wisdom at Ov, wisdom he could not or would not explain, and since then he had been more deeply troubled than ever.


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


Sometimes they could even appear to be ungrateful.


A sudden ripple of change swept over the ship. Two of the women came chattering down from the poop and headed for the companionway in the fo’c’sle. The men abandoned their fishing at the same moment and went into the deckhouse, muttering about a game of dice. Apprentice Thana, tired of sutras, rose and stretched deliciously. Honakura sighed…If the Goddess sent him back at once, then in twenty years or less he would be after someone like Thana. Unless he came back as a woman, of course, in which case he would be looking for a Shonsu.




Adept Nnanji twisted his head round and shouted for his brother. Katanji pulled a face, left off his storytelling, and came down to join the sutra session. Nnanji could continue indefinitely. Despite his youth, he was the most single-minded person Honakura had ever met and he certainly possessed the finest memory.


That made him an incomparable learner. It had been entertaining to watch Shonsu snuggle to make himself more of a swordsman—meaning in effect more like Nnanji, who was a swordsman born—while Nnanji strove to be more like his hero, Shonsu. There was no doubt which of the two had more thoroughly succeeded. Adept-and-soon-to-be-Master Nnanji was unrecognizable as the brash, wide-eyed juvenile who had trailed behind Shonsu that first day in the temple, after the death of Hardduju. Yet neither man could ever really succeed. They were as unlike as the lion and the eagle that made up the griffon on the seventh sword.
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