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CHAPTER ONE

Tyl of Two Weapons waited in the night cornfield. He had one singlestick in his hand and the ot her
tucked in his waist band, ready to draw. He had waited two hours in silence.

Tyl was a handsone man, sleek but rmuscular. His face was set in a habitual frown stemm ng
fromyears of |ess than ideal conmmand. The enpire spanned a thousand mles, and he was second only
to the Master in its hierarchy, and first in nost practical matters. He set interimpolicy within
the general guidelines laid down by the Master, and established the rankings and pl acenent of the
maj or subchi efs. Tyl had power-but it chafed at him

Then he heard it: a rustle to the north that was not typical of the |ocal aninmals.

Carefully he stood, shielded fromthe intruder by the tall plants. There was- no noon, for
the beast never canme in the light. Tyl traced its progress toward the fence by the subtle sounds.
The wind was fromthe north; otherw se the thing would have caught his scent and stayed cl ear

There was no doubt about it. This was his quarry. Now it was mounting the sturdy split-
rail fence, scranbling over, landing with a faint thunp within the corn. And now it was quiet for
atine, waiting to see whether it had been di scovered. A cunning ani mal -one that avoi ded
deadfalls, ignored poison and fought savagely when trapped. In the past nonth three of Tyl's nen
had been wounded in night encounters with this creature. Already it was becom ng known as a hex
upon the canp, an onmen of ill, and skilled warriors were evincing an unseenly fear of the dark

And so it was up to the chief to resolve the matter. Tyl,long bored by the routine of
mai ntaining a tribe that was not engaged in conquest, was nore than satisfied by the challenge. He
had no awe of the supernatural. He intended to capture the thing and display it before the tribe
here is the spook that nmade cowards of |esser nen

Capture, not death, for this quarry. This was the reason he had brought his sticks instead
of his sword.

Slight noise again. Now it was foraging, stripping the ripening corn fromthe stalk and
consuming it on the spot. This alone set it apart fromordinary carnivores, for they would never
have touched the corn. But it could not be an ordinary herbivore either, for they did not harvest
and chew the cobs like that. And its footprints, visible in daylight following a raid, were not
those of any animal he knew. Broad and round, with the marks of four squat claws or slender hoofs-
not a bear, not anything natural.

It was tine. Tyl advanced on the creature, holding one stick 'aloft, using his free hand
to part the corn stalks quietly. He knew he could not cone upon it conpletely by surprise, but he
hoped to get close enough to take it with a sudden charge. Tyl knew hinmself to be the best fighter
inthe world, with the sticks. The only man who could beat himstick to stick, was dead, gone to
the nountain. There was nothing Tyl feared when so arned.

He recalled that | one defeat with nostal gia, as he nade the tedious approach. Four years
ago, when he had been young. Sol had done it-Sol of Al Wapons, creator of the enpire-the finest
warrior of all time. Sol had set out to conquer the world, with Tyl as his chief |ieutenant. And
they had been doing it, too-until the Nanel ess One had cone.

He was cl ose now, and abruptly the foragi ng noi ses ceased. The thing had heard him

Tyl did not wait for the animal to make up its crafty mnd. He launched hinself at it,
heedl ess of the shocks of corn he damaged in his nad passage. Now he had both sticks ready,
batting stal ks aside as he ran

The creature bolted. Tyl saw a hairy hunp rise in the darkness, heard its weird grunt. He
was tenpted to use his flash, but knew it would destroy the night vision he had built up in the
silent wait and put his nmission in peril. The animal was at the fence now, but the fence was
strong and high, and Tyl knew he could catch it before it got over

The creature-knew it too. Its back to the course rails, it came to bay, its breath
rasping. Tyl saw the dimglint of its eye, the vague outline of its body, shaggy and warped and
menacing. Tyl laid into it with both sticks, seeking a qui ck head-bl ow that would reduce it to
i mpot ence.

But the thing was as canny about weapons as about traps. It dived, passing under his
defense in the obscurity, and fastened its teeth on Tyl's knee. He clubbed it on the head once,
twice, feeling the give of the tangled fur, and it |let go. The wound was not serious, as the
thing's snout was recessed and its teeth blunt, but his knees had been tricky since the Nanel ess
One had snmashed them a year before. And he was angry at his defensive negligence; nothing should
have penetrated his guard like that, by day or night. -

It drew back, snarling, and Tyl was chilled by that sound. No wolf, no wldcat articul ated
like that. And now, as it tasted blood, its mew ing became hungry as well as defiant.
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It pounced, not smoothly but with force. This tine it went for his throat, as he had known
it would. He rapped its head again with the stick, but again it anticipated him hunching so that
the bl ow skidded gl ancingly off the skull. It struck Tyl's chest, bearing hint down, and its
foreclaws raked his neck while its hindclaws dug for his groin.

Tyl, dismayed by its ferocity, beat it off blindly, and it junped away. Before he could
recover it was up again, scranbling over the fence while he hobbl ed behind, too | ate.

Now he cursed aloud in fury at its escape-but the expletives were tinged with a certain
brute respect. He had chosen the | ocale of conbat, and the marauder had bested himin this
context. But there was a use he could make of this situation---perhaps a better one than he had
had in mnd before.

The creature dropped outside the fence and |oped off into the forest. It was bl eeding from
a wound reopened by the blows of the attacker, and it was partially lane on flat ground because of
mael formed bones in its feet. But it made rapid progress, its arnored toes finding good purchase in
the wilder turf.

And it was clever. It had seen Tyl clearly and snelled him Only its pressing hunger had
dulled its alertness prior to the encounter. It had recognized the singlesticks as weapons and had
avoi ded them Still, blows had | anded, and they had hurt. The creature thought about it, tam ng
the problemover in its nmnd as it angled toward the badl ands. Then menfol k were getting nore
difficult about their crops. Now they lay in wait, anbushed, attacked, pursued. This |ast had been
quite effective; if the hunger were not so strong, the area woul d be best avoided entirely. As it
was, better protection would have to be devi sed.

It entered the badl ands where no man could follow and slowed to catch its breath. It
pi cked up a branch, curling stubby nottled digits around it tightly. The forelinb was angul ar, the
claws wide and flat-less effective as a weapon than as suppl ementary protection for the tips of
the calloused fingers. It westled the stick around, finding confortable purchase, imtating the
stance of the man in the cornfield. It banged the wood against a tree, liking the feel of the
i mpact: It banged harder, and the dry, rotted branch - shattered, releasing a stunned grub. The
creature quickly pounced on this, squashing it dead and |licking the squirting juices with gusto,
forgetting the usel ess stick. But it had | earned sonething.

Next time it foraged, it would take along a stick.

CHAPTER TWOD

The Master of Enpire pondered the nessage from Tyl of Two Weapons. Tyl had not witten the
note hinself, of course, for he like nost of the nonadic | eaders was illiterate. But his snart
wife Tyla, like many of the enpire wonen, had taken up the art with enthusiasm and was now a fair
hand at the witten | anguage.

The Master was literate, and he believed in literacy, yet he had not encouraged the
worren' s classes in reading and figuring. The Master knew the advantages of farm ng, too, yet he
ignored the farns. And he conprehended the dynam cs of enmpire, for he, in other guise, had
fashi oned this sane enpire and brought it fromform ess anbition to a mghty force. Yet he now | et
it drift and stagnate and atrophy.

Thi s nmessage was deferentially worded, but it constituted a clever challenge to his
authority and policy. Tyl was an activist, inpatient to resume conquest. Tyl wanted either to
goose the Master into action, or to ease himout of power so that new | eadership mght bring a new
policy. Because Tyl hinself was bonded to this regine, he could do nothing directly. He woul d not
go agai nst the nman who had bested himin the circle. This was not cowardi ce but honor

If the Master declined to deal with this nysterious nenace to the local crops, he would be
admtting either timdity or treason to the purpose of the enpire. For farmng was vital to
growt h; the organi zed nonads could not afford to remain dependent on the |argesse of the crazies.
If he did not support the farmprogramthe resultant unrest would throw himinto disrepute, and
lead to solidification of resistance around sonme othet figure. Hc could not afford that, for he
woul d then soon be spending all his tine defeating such weedlike pretenders in thc circle. No-he
had to rule the enpire, and keep it quiescent.

So there was nothing to do but tackle this artfully, posed problem He could be sure it
was not an easy one, for this wild beast had wounded Tyl hinself and escaped. That suggested that
no | esser man than the Master could subdue it.

O course he could organize a large hunting party-but this would violate the precepts of
single conbat, and it went against the grain, even when an aninal was involved. In fact, it would
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be another inplication of cowardice.

It was necessary that the Master prove hinmsel f against this beast. That was what Tyl
wanted, for failure would certainly damage his inmage. He did not appreciate being maneuvered, but
the alternatives were worse-and he did privately adnire the manner Tyl had set this up. The nan
woul d be a valuable ally, at such tine as certain things changed.

So it was the Nanel ess One, the Man of No Weapon, Master of Enpire-this | eader took | eave
of the wife he had usurped fromthe former naster, put routine affairs in the hands of conpetent
subordi nates, and set out on foot alone for Tyl's encanpnent. He wore a cloak over his grotesque
and m ghty body, but all who saw himin that regi on knew himand feared him Hi s hair was white,
his visage ugly, and there was no man to match himin the circle.

In fifteen days he arrived. A young staffer who had never seen the Master chall enged him
at the border of the canp. The Nanel ess One took that staff and tied a knot in it and handed it
back. "Show this to Tyl of Two Weapons," he said.

And Tyl cane hurriedly with his entourage. He ordered the guard with the pretzel-staff to
the fields to work anbng the wonen, as penalty for not recognizing the visitor. But the Waponl ess
said, "He was right to chall enge when in doubt; let the man who straightens that weapon chastise
him no other." So he was not punished, for no one except a smithy could have unbent that neta
rod. And no other man of that canmp failed to know the Namel ess One by sight thereafter

Next norning the Master took up a bow and a | ength of rope, for these were not weapons of
the circle, and set off on the trail of the raider. He took along a hound and a pack of supplies
doubly | oaded, but would tol erate the conpany of no other man. "I will bring the creature back,"
he sai d.

Tyl made no comment, thinking his own thoughts.

The trail passed fromthe open fields of corn and buckwheat to the birches fringing the
forestland, and on toward the dw ndling region of |ocal badland. The Master observed the narkers
that the crazies placed and periodically resurveyed. Unlike the average person, he had no
superstitions, no fear of these. He knew that it was radiation that nade these areas deadly-
Roentgen left fromthe fabled Blast. Every year there was less of it, and the country at the
fringe of the badl ands becane habitable for plant, animl and man. He knew that so |ong as the
native life was healthy, there was little danger fromradi ation

But there were other terrors in the fringe. Tiny shrews swarned periodically, consum ng
all animals in their path and devouring each other when nothing else offered. Large white noths
cane out at night, their stings deadly. And there were wild tales told by firelight, of strange
haunt ed buil di ngs, arnored bones, and living machi nes. The Master did not credit nuch of this and
sought sone reasonabl e expl anation for what he did credit. But he did know t he badl ands were
dangerous, and he entered themw th caution

The traces skirted the heart of the radioactive area, staying a mle or so within the
crazy boundary. This told the Master sonmething else inportant: that the creature he hunted was not
some- supernatural spook fromthe deep horror-region, but an animal of the fringe, leary of
radi ati on. That neant he could run it down in tine.

For two days he followed the trail the cheerful hound sniffed out. He fed the dog and
hi msel f from his pack, occasionally bringing down a rabbit with an arrow and cooking it whole as a
mutual treat. He slept on the open ground, well covered. This was |ate sumer, and the warm crazy
sl eepi ng-bag sufficed. He had a spare, in case. He rather enjoyed the trek, and did not push the
pace.

On the evening of the second day he found it. The hound bayed and raced ahead-then yel ped
and ran back, frightened.

The thing stood under a | arge oak about four feet tall, bipedal, hunched. WIld hair
radiated fromits head and curled about its muzzle. Mats of shaggy fur hung over its shoul ders,
Its skin, where it showed on head and linbs and torso, was nottled gray and yellow, and encrusted
with dirt.

But it was no animal. It was a mutant human boy.

The boy had nade a crude club. He nade as though to attack his pursuer, having naturally
been aware of the Master for sonme time. But the sheer size of the man daunted him and he fl ed,
running on the balls of his blunted, callused feet.

The Nanel ess One nade canp there. He had suspected that the raider was hunan or hunman-
derived, for no animal had the degree of cunning and dexterity this prow er had shown. But now
that he had nade the confirmation, he needed to reconsider nmeans. It would not do to kill the boy-
yet it would hardly be kind to bring himback prisoner for the torment the angry farmer-warriors
would inflict. Cvilization grew very thin in such a case. But one or the other had to be
acconpl i shed, for the Master had his own political expedi ence to consider
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He thought it out, slowy, powerfully. He decided to take the boy to his own canp, so that
the Iad could join human soci ety wi thout conpelling prejudice. This woul d nean nonths, perhaps
years of demandi ng attention

The white nmoths were coming out. He covered his head with netting, sealed his bag, and
settled for sleep. He knew of no reliable way to protect the dog, for the aninmal would not
conprehend the necessity for confinenent in the spare bag. He hoped the animal would not snap at a
nmot h and get stung. He' wondered how the boy survived in this region. He thought about Sola, the
wonan he once had | oved, the wife he now pretended to | ove. He thought of Sol, the friend he had
sent to the mountain-the man for whom he would trade all his enpire, - just to travel together
again and converse without trial of strength. And he thought lingeringly of the woman of Helicon
his true wife and the wonan he really |oved, but would never see again. Geat thoughts, petty
thoughts. He suffered. He slept.

Next norning the chase resuned. The dog was well; it seened that the noths did not attack
want onl y. Perhaps they di ed when delivered of their toxin, in the manner of bees. Probably a man
coul d expose hinself safely, if he only treated them deferentially. That m ght explain the boy's
survi val

The trail |ed deeper into the badl ands. Now they woul d di scover who had nore courage and
determ nation: pursuer or fugitive.

The boy had obviously haunted this area for some tine. If there were lethal radiation he
shoul d have died already. In any event, the Master could probably wthstand any dosage the boy
could. So if the lad hoped to escape by hiding in the hot region, he would be di sappoi nted.

Still, the Master could not entirely repress his apprehension as the trail led into a
| andscape of stunted and deforned trees. Surely these had been touched. And gane was scarce,
tokening the irregul ar ravages of the fringe shrews. If radiation were not present now, it had not
departed | ong since. -

He caught up to the boy again. The hunched conditlon of the youngster's body was nore
evident by full daylight and his piebald skin nore striking. And the way he ran-heels high, knees
bent, so that the whole foot never touched the ground-forelinbs dropping down periodically for
support-this was uncanny. Had this boy ever shared a human hone?

"Cone!" the Weaponless called. "Yield to ne and | will spare your life and give you food."

But as he had expected, the fugitive paid no attention. Probably this w | derness denizen
had never |earned to speak

The trees becane nmere shrubs, scabbed with discol ored woodrinds and sap- bl eedi ng
abrasions, and their |eaves were linp, sticky, asynetric efforts. Then only shrivel ed sticks
protruded fromthe burned soil, twisted grotesquely. Finally all life was gone, |eaving caked
ashes and greenish glass. The hound whined, afraid of the dead bare terrain, and the Master felt
rather like whining hinself, for this was grim

But still the boy ran ahead, bounding circuitously around invisible obstacles. At first
the Nanel ess One thought it was strategy, to confuse the pursuit. Then, as he perceived the
maneuvering to take forns that were by no neans evasive or concealing, he pondered denenti a.

Radi ati on m ght indeed make nmad before it destroyed. Finally he realized that the boy was actually
skirting pockets of radiation. He could tell where the roentgen remai ned!

Dangerous terrain indeed! The Nanel ess One followed the trail exactly, and kept the hound
to it, knowi ng that shortcuts would expose himto invisible msery. He was risking his health and
his Iife, but he would not relent.

"Are you ashaned because you are ugly?" he called. He took off his great cloak and showed
his own massive, scarred torso, and his neck so laced with gristle that it resenbled the trunk of
an aged yellow birch. "You are not nore ugly than |I!" But the boy ran on.

Then the Master paused, for ahead he saw a buil di ng.

Bui | di ngs were scarce in the nomad culture. There were hostels that the crazies
mai nt ai ned, where wandering warriors and their fanilies mght stay for a night or a fortnight
wi t hout obligation except to take due care with the premi ses. There were the houses of the crazies
t hensel ves, and the school buildings and offices they mmintai ned. And of course there were the
subterranean fortifications of the underworld, wherein were manufactured the weapons and cl ot hi ng
the nomads used-though only the crazies and the Master hinmself knew this. But the great expanse of
land was field and fern and forest, cleared by the Blast that had destroyed the marvel ous, warlike
culture of the Ancients. The wilderness had returned in the wake of the radiation, open and cl ean

Thi s building was tremendous and ni sshapen. He counted seven distinct levels within it,
one | ayered atop another, and above the last fiber-clothed story netal rods projected like the
ribs of a dead cow. Behind it was another structure, of simlar configuration, and beyond that a
third.
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He contenpl ated these, amazed. He had read about such a thing in the old books, but he had
hal f believed it was a nyth. This was a "city."

Bef ore the Blast, the texts had clai ned, nanki nd had grown phenonenal | y nunerous and
strong, and had resided in cities where every conceivable (and inconceivable) confort of life was
avai | abl e. Thea these fabul ously prosperous peoples had destroyed it all in arain of fire, a
smash of intolerable radiation, leaving only the scattered nonads and crazi es and underworl ders,
and the extensive badl ands.

He coul d poke a thousand | ogical holes in that fable. For one thing, it was obvious that
no cul ture approaching the technol ogi cal |evel described would be at the sane time so prinmitive as
to throwit away so pointlessly. And such a radically different culture as that of the nonads
could not- have sprung full-blown fromashes. But he was sure the ultimate truth did lie hidden
somewhere within the badlands, for their very presence seened to vindicate the reality of the
Bl ast, whatever its true cause.

Now, astonishingly, these badl ands were ready to yield sone of their secrets. For the
century since the cataclysmno man had penetrated far into the posted regions and |ived-but always
the proscribed area declined. He knew the time would come, though not in his lifetime, when the
entire territory would be open once nore to man. Meanwhile the fever of discovery was on him he
was so eager to learn the truth that he gladly risked the roentgen

The boy's tracks were clear in the dirt, that had been freshened by recent rainfall. The
gl ass had broken up and di sappeared, here; sprouts of pale grass rinmred the path. Nothing, not
even the radiation, was consistent about the badl ands.

The boy had gone into the building. Mdst nonmads were in awe of solid structures of any
size, and avoi ded even the conparativel y-nodest buildings of the crazies. But the Master had
travel ed widely and experienced as much as any man of his tinme, and he knew that there was nothing
supernatural about a giant edifice. There could be danger, yes-but the natural hazards of falling
tinbers and deep pits and radiati on and crazed aninmals, nothing nore sinister.

Still, he hesitated before entering that ancient tenple.

It would be easy to becone trapped inside, and perhaps the wily boy had sonething of the
sort in mnd. He had been known to place dead falls for unwary trackers, |aboriously scraped out
of the Earth by hand and nail and artfully covered. That was one of the things he had evidently
| earned fromthe neasures applied against him Too snmart for an aninmal-adding to the terror
surroundi ng hi mand not bad for a hunan.

The Master |ooked about. Wthin the shelter of the wi ndow arches there were fragnents of
dry wood. Most had rotted, but not all. There was bound to be nore wood inside. He could fire it
and drive the boy out. This seemed to be the safest course.

Yet there could be invaluable artifacts w thin-machines, books, supplies. Was he to
destroy it all so wantonly? Better to preserve the building intact, and assenble a task force to
explore it thoroughly at a |ater date.

So deciding, the Master entered at the w dest portal and began his final search for the
boy. The hound whined" and stayed so close that it was tricky to avoid tripping over it, but the
animal did sniff out the trail

There were stone steps | eading down, an avenue of splendid and wasteful breadth, and this
was where the boy had gone. And, so easily that it was suspicious, they had tracked the narauder
to his lair. There did not seemto be another exit apart fromthe stair. The boy had to be waiting
bel ow.

Wuld it be wise to check the upper floors first? The boy night actually be | eading him
into the final trap, while his real residence was above. No-best to follow closely, for otherw se
he ran too strong a risk of encountering radiation. Had he realized that the chase would end so
deep in the badl ands, he woul d have arranged to obtain a crazy geiger. As it was, he had tO
proceed with exceeding caution. That nmeant, in this case, to dispense with nuch of his caution in
the pursuit. Physical' attack by the boy was nuch |l ess to be feared than the radiation that m ght
be lurking on either side of the boy's trail.

As the Nanel ess One approached the final chanber an object flew out. The boy, unable to
flee again, was pelting his tornentor with any objects avail abl e.

The Master paused, contenplating the thing that had been thrown. He squatted to pick it
up, watching the door so that he would not be taken by surprise. Then he turned the object over in
hi s hands, studying it closely.

It was nmetal, but not a can or tool. A weapon, but no sword or staff or dagger. One end
was solid and curved around at right angles to the rest; the other end was hollow. The thing had
"a good solid heft to it, and there were assorted ni nor mechani sns attached.

The Master's hands shook as he recognized it. This, too, had been described in the books;
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this, too, was an artifact of the old tines.

It was a gun.

CHAPTER THREE

The boy stood astride the boxes and nmade ready to throw another netal rock, for the trenmendous man
and the tame ani mal had trapped himhere. Never before had pursuit been so relentless; never
before had he had to defend his lair. Had he anticipated this, he would have hi dden el sewhere.

But there were so many places here that burned his skin and drove hi mback! This building
was the only one conpletely safe.

The gi ant appeared again in the doorway. The boy threw his rock and reached for another
But this time the nman jerked aside, letting the nissile glance off his bulging thigh, and heaved a
| ength of rope forward. The boy found hinself entangled and, in a nonent, helpless. It was as
though that rope were alive, the way it twi sted and coil ed and jerked.

The man bound hi m and sl ung hi mover one trenmendous shoul der and carried himout of the
roomand up the stairs and fromthe building. The man's brute strength was appalling. The boy
tried to squirmand bite, but his teeth nmet flesh |ike baked | eather

H s skin burned as the man passed through a hot region. Was the nonster invulnerable to
this too? He had charged through several simlar areas on the way in-areas the boy had
meti cul ously avoi ded. How could one fight such a force?

In the forest the nman set himdown and | oosed the rope, maki ng man-sounds that were only
dimMy familiar. The boy bolted as soon as he was free.

The rope sailed out like a striking snake and wapped itself about his waist, hauling him
back. He was captive again. "No," the man said, and that sound was a cl ear negation

The gi ant renoved the rope again, and i medi ately the boy dashed away. Once nore he was
| assoed.

“"No!" the nman repeated, and this tine his huge hand cane across in a blow that seened
nearly to cave in the boy's chest. The boy fell to the ground, conscious of nothing but his pain
and the need for air.

Athird time the nman unwound the rope. This time the boy remai ned where he was. Lessons of
this nature were readily | earned.

They wal ked on toward the nain canp, still far distant. The boy led, for the eyes of the
man never |eft him The boy avoi ded the dininishing patches of radiation, and nman and ani na
foll owed. By evening they had come to the place they had seen each other the previous day.

The man opened his pack and brought out chunks of material that snelled good. He bit off
some, chewing with gusto, and passed sone along to the boy. The invitation did not have to be
repeated, for this was food.

After eating, the man urinated against a tree and covered his body again. The boy foll owed
the exanple, even imtating the upright stance. He had | earned |l ong ago to control his
elimnations, for carelessly deposited traces could interfere with hunting, but it had never
occurred to himto direct the flow with his hand.

"Here," the man said. He threw the boy down gently and shoved himfeet-first into a
constraining sack. The boy struggled as sonme kind of nesh covered his head. "Stay there tonight,
or. . ." And the ponderous fist cane down, to tap only lightly at the bruised chest. Another
war ni ng.

Then the man went apart a certain distance and clinbed into another bag, and the dog
settled down under the tree,

The boy lay there, needing to escape but hesitant to brace the dangers of the night, this
close to the hot region. He could see well enough, and usually foraged in the dark-but not here.
He had been stung once by a white noth and had nearly perished. It was possible to avoid them but
never with certainty, for they rested under |eaves and sonmetimes on the ground. Here beneath the
netting he was at |east protected,

But if he did not flee by night, he would not have the chance by day. The rope was too
swift and clever, the giant too strong.

He heard the man sl eeping, and deci ded. He sat up and began to claw his way out,

The man woke at the first sound. "No!" he call ed.

It was hazardous to defy the giant, who m ght run himdown agai n anyway. The boy |ay back
resigned. And sl ept.

In the nmorning they ate again. It had been a long tine since the boy had two such easy
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meal s in succession. It was a condition he could learn to IiKke.

The man then conveyed himto a stream and washed them both. He applied ointnments fromhis
pack to the assorted bruises and scratches on the boy's body, and replaced the uncured ani nal
skins with an oversize shirt and pantal oons. After this disgusting process they resuned the
journey toward the nancanp.

The boy shrugged and chafed under the awful clothing. He thought once nore of bolting for
freedom before being taken, entirely out of his home territory, but a grunted warning changed his
mnd. And the fact was that the man, apart fromhis peculiarities of dress and urination, was not
a harsh captor. He did not punish without provocation, and even showed gruff ki ndness.

About the middle of the day the man's pace slowed. He seened weary or sleepy, despite his
enor nous nuscl es and stami na. He began to stagger. He stopped and di sgorged his breakfast, and the
boy wondered whether this was another civilized ritual. Then he sat down on the ground and | ooked
unhappy.

The boy watched for a tinme, Wien the man did not rise, the boy began to wal k away.
Unchal | enged, he ran swiftly back the way they had cone. He was free!

About a mile away be stopped and threw off the fettering nman cl ot hing. Then be paused. He
knew what was wong with the giant. The man was not imune to the hot places; he sinply hadn't
been aware of them so had exposed hinmsel f reckl essly. Now he was com ng down with the sickness.

The boy had | earned about this, too, the hard way. He had been burned, and had becone
weak, and vonmited, and felt |like dying. But he had survived, and after that his skin had been
sensitized, and whenever he approached a hot area he felt the burn i mediately. Hi s brothers,
| acki ng the skin patches that set himapart, had had no such ability, and died gruesonely. He had
al so di scovered certain | eaves that cooled his skin sonewhat, and the juices of certain fringe-
pl ant stems eased his stonmach of such sickness. But he never ventured voluntarily into the hot
sections. His skin always warned himoff in tinme, and he took the other medicines purely as
precauti onary procedure.

The giant man woul d be very sick, and probably he would die. At night the noths woul d
come, and later the shrews, while he |ay hel pl ess. The man had been stupid to enter the badl ands
heart.

St upi d-yet brave and kind. No other stranger had ever extended a hel ping hand to the boy
or fed himsince his parents died, and he was oddly noved by it. Somewhere deep in his menory be
found a basic instruction: kindness nust be met with kindness. It was all that remained of the
teaching of his long | ost parents, whose skulls were whitening in a burn.

This giant man was like his dead father: strong, quiet, fierce in anger but gentle when
unprovoked. The boy had appreciated both the attention and the savage discipline. It was possible
to trust a man |like that.

He gathered sel ect herbs and came back, his notives uncertain but his actions sure. The
man was |ying Where he had originally settled to the ground, his body flushed. The boy placed a
conpress of |eaves against the fever-ridden torso and |inmbs and squeezed drops of stemjuice into
the grimacing nouth, but could do little else. The giant was too heavy for himto nove, and the
boy's cl ubbed hands coul d not grasp himproperly for such an effort. Not wi thout bruising the
flesh.

But as the cool ness of night cane, the nman revived sonewhat.

He cl eaned hinself up with agoni zed notions but did not eat. He clinbed into his bag and
| ost consci ousness.

In the norning the man seenmed alert, but stunbled when he attenpted to stand. He coul d not
wal k. The boy gave hima stemto chew on, and he chewed, not seeming to be aware of his action

The food in the pack ran out on the follow ng day, and the boy went foraging. Certain
fruits were ripening, certain wild tubers swelling. He plucked and dug these and bound themin the
jacket he no longer wore and | oped with the bpndle back to their enforced canp. In this manner he
sust ai ned t hem bot h.

On the fourth day the man began bl eeding fromthe skin. Some parts of his body were as
hard as wood and did not bleed; but where the skin was natural, it henorrhaged. The man touched
himsel f with dismay, but could not hold on to consciousness.

The boy took cloth fromthe pack and soaked it in water and bathed the bl ood away. But
when nore bl ood cam appearing as if magically on the surface though there was no abrasion, he |et
it collect and cake. This slowed the flow. He knew that bl ood had to be kept inside the body, for
he had bl ed copi ously once when wounded and had felt very weak for many days. And when ani nmals
bl ed too nmuch, they died.

Whenever the man revived, the boy gave himfruit and the special stens to eat, and
what ever water he could accept wi thout choki ng. When he sank again into stupor, the boy packed the
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nmoi st | eaves tightly about him Wen it grew cold, he covered the man with the bag he slept in,
and lay beside him shielding himfromthe worst of the night w nd.

The dog crawl ed away and di ed.

Days passed. The sick nan burned up his own flesh, becom ng gaunt, and the contours of his
body were bizarre. It was as though he wore stones and boards under the skin, so that no point
could penetrate; but with the supportive flesh nelting away, the arnor hung | oosely. It hanpered
his breathing, his elimnation. But perhaps it had al so stopped sone of the radiation, for the boy
knew t hat physi cal substance could do this to a certain extent.

The man was near death, but he refused to die. The boy watched, aware that he was
spectator to a greater courage battling a nmore horrible antagoni st than any nan could hope to
conquer. The boy's own father and brothers had yielded up their lives far nore readily. Blood and
sweat and urine matted the | eaves, and dirt and debris covered the nman, but still he fought.

And finally he began to nmend. His fever passed, the bl eeding stopped, sone of his strength
returned and he ate-at first tentatively, then with huge appetite. He | ooked at the boy wth
renewed conprehension, and he sm | ed.

There was a bond between them now. Man and boy were friends.

CHAPTER FOUR

The warriors gathered around the central circle. Tyl of Two Weapons supervi sed the cerenony. "Wo
is there would claimthe honor of manhood and take a name this day?" he inquired sonewhat
perfunctorily. He had been doing this every nonth for eight years, and it bored him

Several youths stepped up: gangling adol escents who seened hardly to know how to hang on
to their weapons. Every year the crop seemed younger and gawkier. Tyl longed for the old days,
when he had first served Sol of All-Wapons. Then nen had been nen, and the | eader had been a
| eader, and great things had been in the maki ng. Now weaklings and inerti a.

It was no effort to put the ritual scorn into his voice. "You will fight each other," he
told them "I will pair you off, man to man in the circle. He who retains the circle shall be
deermed warrior, and be entitled to nane and band and weapon with honor. The other.. ."

He did not bother to finish. No one could be called a warrior unless he won at |east once
inthe circle. Some hopefuls failed again and again, and some eventually gave up and went to the
crazies or the nountain. Mst went to other tribes and tried again.

"You, club,” Tyl said, picking out a chubby woul d-be clubber. "You, staff,” selecting an
angul ar hopeful staffer.

The two youths, visibly nervous, stepped gingerly into the circle. They began to fight,

t he cl ubber maki ng huge clumsy sw ngs, the staffer countering ineptly. By and by the club snashed
one of the staffer's nisplaced hands, and the staff fell to the ground.

That was enough for the staffer. He bounced out of the circle. It nmade Tyl sick-not for
the fact of victory and defeat, but for the sheer inconpetence of it. How could such dolts ever
becone proper warriors? Wiat good would a wi nner such as this clubber be for the tribe, whose
deci sive bl ow had been sheer fortune?

But it was never possible to be certain, he reflected. Some of the very poorest prospects
that he sent along to Sav the Staff's training canp energed as formidable warriors. The real nark
of a man was how he responded to training. That had been the | esson that earlier weaponl ess nan
had taught, the one that never fought in the circle. Wiat was his name-Sos. Sos had stayed with
the tribe a year and established the system then departed for ever. Except for sonme brief thing
about a rope. Not nuch of a man, but a good mind. Yes-it was best to incorporate the clubber into
the tribe and send himto Sav; good m ght even cone of it. If not-no | oss.

Next were a pair of daggers. This fight was bl oody, but at |east the victor |ooked Iike a
potential man.

Then a sworder took on a sticker. Tyl watched this contest with interest, for his own two
weapons were sword and sticks, and he wi shed he had nore of each in his tribe. The sticks were
useful for discipline, the sword for conquest.

The sticker-novice seemed to have sonme pronmise. H's hands were swift, his aimsure. The
sworder was strong but slow, he |aid about hinmself crudely.

The sticker caught his opponent on the side of the head, and followed up the telling bl ow
with a series to the neck and shoul ders. So doing, he let slip his guard-and the keen bl ade- edge
caught himat the throat, and he was dead.

Tyl closed his eyes in pain. Such folly! The one youngster with token pronmise had let his
enthusiasmrun away with him and had wal ked into a slash that any idiot could have avoi ded. Was
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there any hope for this generation?
One youth remai ned-a rare Monmingstar. It took courage to sel ect such a weapon, and a

certain norbidity, for it was devastating and unstable. Tyl had left himuntil |ast because he
wanted to match hi m agai nst an experienced warrior. That would greatly decrease the star's chance
of success, but woul d correspondingly increase his chance of survival. If he | ooked good, Tyl

woul d arrange to nmatch himnext nmonth with an easy mark, and take himinto the tribe as soon as he
had hi s band and nane.

One of the perineter sentries cane up. "Strangers, Chief-nan and woman. He's ugly as hell
she nust be, too."

Still irritated by the loss of the prom sing sticker, Tyl snapped back: "Is your bracel et
SO worn you can't tell an ugly wonman by sight?"

"She's veiled."

Tyl becane interested. 'Wat wonan woul d cover her face?"

The sentry shrugged. "Do you want ne to bring them here?

Tyl nodded.
As the man departed, he returned to the problemof the star. A veteran staffer would be
best, for the Morningstar could maimor kill the w elders of other weapons, even in the hands of a

novi ce. He sunmoned a man who bad had experience with the star in the circle, and began giving him
i nstructions.

Bef ore the test commenced, the strangers arrived. The man was indeed ugly: sonewhat
hunchbacked, wi th hands grossly gnarled, and | arge patches of discolored skin on linbs and torso
Because of his stoop, his eyes peered out from bel ow shaggy brows, oddly inpressive. He noved
gracefully despite sone peculiarity of gait; there was something wong with his féet. H s aspect
was feral

The woman was shrouded in a long cloak that conceal ed her figure as the veil conceal ed her
face. But he could tell fromthe way she stepped that she was neither young nor fat. That, unless
she gave him sone pretext to have her stripped, was as much as he was likely to know.

"I am Tyl, chief of this canp in the nane of the Naneless One," he said to the nman. "Wat
i s your business here?'

The man di splayed his left wist. It was naked.

"You cane to earn a bracelet?" Tyl was surprised that a man as nuscul ar and scarred and
al t oget her formi dable as this one should not already be a warrior. But another |ook at the al npst
usel ess hands seenmed to clarify that. How could he fight well, unless he could grasp his weapon?

O could he be another weaponl ess warrior? Tyl knew of only one in the enpire-but that one
was the Weaponl ess |less, the Master. It could, indeed, be done; Tyl hinself had gone down to
defeat in the circle before that juggernaut.

"What is your chosen weapon?" he asked.

The man reached to his belt and reveal ed, hangi ng be neath the | oose folds of his jacket,
a pair of singlesticks.

Tyl was both relieved and di sappoi nted. A novi ce weaponl ess warrior woul d have been
intriguing. Then he had another notion. "WII| you go against the star?"

The man, still not speaking, nodded.

Tyl gestured to the circle. "Star, here is your match" he call ed.

The size of the audi ence seened to double as he spoke. This contest pronised to be
i nteresting!

The star stepped into the circle, hefting his spiked ball. The stranger renoved his Jacket
and | eggings to stand in conventional pantal oons that still |ooked odd on him H chest, though
turned under by his posture, was massive. Across it the flesh was yellowi sh. The | egs were
extremely stout, ridged with nuscle, and the short feet were bare. The toenails curled around the
toes thickly, alnmost |ike hoofs. Strange nan!

The arns were not proportionately devel oped, though on a man with slighter chest and
shoul ders they woul d have been inpressive enough. But the hands, as they closed about the sticks,
resenbl ed pincers. The grip was square unsophisticated, - awkward-but tight. This novice was
either very bad or very good

The veiled woman settled near the circle to watch. She was as strange In her conceal nent
as the young hunchback was in his physique.

The sticker entered the circle circumspectly, like an animal skirting a deadfall, but his
guard was up. The star whirled his chained nace above his head so that the spike whistled in the
air. For a nonent the two faced each other at the ready. Then the star advanced, the wheel of his
revol ving sl edge coning to intersect the body of his opponent.

The sticker ducked, as he had to; no flesh could withstand the strike of that arnored
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ball. H's powerful legs carried himalong bent over, and his natural hunch facilitated this; half
his normal height, he raced across the circle and cane up behind the star.

That one ploy told half the story. Tyl knew that if the sticker could junp as well as he
could stoop, the star would never catch him And the star had to catch himsoon, for the whirling
ball was quickly fatiguing to the elevated arm

But it never, came to that. Before the star could reorient, the sticks had clipped him
about the business arm and he was unable to nmaintain his pose. The notion of the ball slowed; the
man st aggered.

Seeing that he was too stupid to realize he had already lost and to step out of the
circle, Tyl spoke for the man

"Star yields."

The star | ooked about, confused. "But rmstill in the circle!"

Tyl had no patience with folly. "Stay, then."

The man started to wheel his ball again, unsteadily. The sticker stepped cl ose and rapped
himon the skull. As man and ball fell, the sticker put one of his sticks between his own teeth
and used that hand to clanp on to the chain. This was an interesting maneuver, because the typica
star chain was spi ked agai nst just such contact-tiny, needl epointed barbs. But the sticker seened
not to notice. He dragged the unconscious nman to the edge of the ring, then let go and bent to
roll himout.

Wth sonet hing akin to genuine pleasure, Tyl presented the grotesque sticker with the
gol den band of nanhood. He noticed that the man's hands wore enornously callused. No wonder he did
not fear barbs! "Henceforth, warrior, be called-" Tyl paused. "Wat name have you chosen?”

The nman tried to speak, but his voice was rasping. It was as though he had calluses in his
| arynx, too. The word that cane out sounded |ike a growL

Tyl took it in stride. "Henceforth be called Var-Var the Stick." Then: "Wo is your
conpani on?"

Var shook his shaggy | eaning head, not answering. But the woman cane forth of her own
accord, renoving her veil and cl oak.

"Sola!" Tyl exclained, recognizing the wife of the Master. She was still a handsone woman,
though it had been al nbst ten years since he had first seen her. She had stayed about four years
with Sol, then gone to the new Master of Enpire. Because the conqueror was weaponl ess and wore no
bracel et and used no nanme, she had kept the band and nane she had. This was tantanount to
adul tery, openly advertised-but the Master had won her fairly. He was the mightiest man ever to
enter the circle, armed or not. If he didn't care about appearances, no one else could afford to
coment .

But Sola had at |east been faithful to her chosen husbands, except for a little funny
busi ness at the very beginning with that Sos fellow. Wat was she doing now, wandering about with
a (hitherto) nanel ess youth?

"The Master trained him" she said. "He wanted himto take his nane by hinmsel f, w thout
prej udice. "

A prot égé of the Weaponl ess! That nade several things fall into place. Wll trained-
natural ly; the Master knew all weapons as adversaries. Strong-yes, that followed. Ugly-of course
This was exactly the sort of man - the Nanel ess One woul d |ike. Perhaps this was what the Master
hi nsel f had been |ike as a youth.

And then he made anot her connection. "That wild boy that ravaged the crops, five years ago-

"Yes. A man, now.

Tyl's hands went to his own sticks. "He bit me, then. | wll have vengeance on hi mnow. "

"No," she said. "That is why | canme. You shall not take Var to the circle."

"I's he afraid to neet me by day? I will waive terns."

"Var is afraid of nothing. But he is novice yet, and you the second ranked of the empire
He returns with ne.”

"He requires a wonan to protect hin? | should have naned him Var the Schtick!"

She stood up straight, her figure bloonming |ike that of a freshly nubile girL "Do you w sh
to answer to ny husband?"

And Tyl, because he was bonded to the man she termed her husband, and was hinself a nman of
honor, had to stifle his fury and answer, "No."

She turned to Var. "W'||l stay the night here, then begin the journey back tonorrow. You
will want to take your bracelet to the nain tent."

Tyl smiled to hinself. The new warrior, with his grotesqueries, would find no takers for
his band. Let himcel ebrate al one!
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And per haps one day, one year, they would neet again, when the protection of the Nanel ess
One did not apply.

CHAPTER FI VE

Var knew wel | enough the significance of the golden bracelet. It was the product of crazy

wor kmanshi p and di stribution, costing the wearer nothing, indistinguishable physically from

t housands of others. But not only did it identify himas a man, it served as a |license to have a
wonman-for a night or a year or a lifetinme. He had but to put the bracelet on the slender wist of
the girl of his choice and she was his, provided she agreed. Mst girls were said to be flattered
to be offered such attention, and sought to retain the bracelet as |ong as possible. They were
particul arly pleased to bear sons by the bracelet, for as a nan proved hinself in the circle, so a
woman proved herself in fertility. The land al ways needed nore peopl e.

The big tent was standard. Each canp had one, where the unattached warriors resided, and
where single girls made thensel ves available. In winter a great fire heated the central chanber,
whil e the coupl es occupying the fringe conpartnents trusted to sl eeping bags and nutual warnth for
their confort.

Var was sure he would get by nicely on the latter system In any event, it was sunmer.

Dusk, and the lanps were already |ighted inside. The collective banquet was just
finishing. Var, flush with his achi evenrent of a nane, had not been hungry, so that was no | oss.

The girls were there, |ounging on home-nmade furniture. The crazies provided everything a
warrior mght need, but it was considered gauche to use such unearned nerchandi se. The nonads
preferred, generally, to do for thensel ves.

He wal ked up to the nearest girl. She wore a | ovely one-piece wap-around fastened in
front with a silver brooch-the costune signifying her availability. Her hair was a | anguorous
wavi ng brown. Her figure was excellent: high-breasted, |owthighed. Yes, she would do.

He | ooked the question at her, putting his right hand on the bracel et and beginning to
twist it off. This was approved techni que; he had seen warriors do it at the Master's canp.

"No, " she said.

Var stopped, hand on wist. Had he misunderstood? He was tenpted to query her again, but
preferred not to speak. Wrds were not supposed to be necessary. He had only | earned, or perhaps
rel earned, the | anguage since joining the Master and though he understood it well enough, his
mout h and tongue did not formthe syllables well.

He went on to the next, somewhat disgruntled. He had not considered refusal, and didn't
know how to handle it.

This adjacent girl was slightly younger, fair-haired and in pink. Now that he thought
about it, she really | ooked better than the first. He tapped his bracelet.

She | ooked at himcasually. "Can't you tal k?"

Enbarrassed, he grunted the word. "Brach-rit." Bracelet. It was clear in his mnd

"Get lost, stupid.”

Var did not know how to deal with this either, so he nodded and went on

None of the girls were interested. Sone showed their contenpt with disconcerting candor

Finally an ol der wonan, wearing a bracelet, cane up to him

"You obviously don't understand, Warrior, so I'Il explain it to you. | saw you fight
today, so don't think I"'mtrying to insult you."

Var was glad to have anyone treat himwith respect. Gatefully, he listened to her

"These girls are young," she said. "They have never had to work, they have never borne
children, they have little experience. They're out for a good tinme. You-well, you're a stranger
so they're cautious. And you're a fledgling warrior, so they're contenptuous. Unjustly so. But as
| said, they're young. And | have to tell you-you're not pretty to look at. That doesn't nmatter in
the circle, but it does here. An experienced woman ni ght understand-but not these good-tine
juniors. Don't blame them They need tenpering by tinme, just as a warrior does. They nake m stakes
too."

Var nodded, frustrated but thankful for her advice, though he did not conpletely
understand it. "Wo-"

"I''mTyla, the chiefs wife. | just wanted you to understand."

He had nmeant to ask what girl to solicit next, but was glad to know the identity of this
hel pful woman.

"Go back to your home-canp, where they know you," she said. "Tyl doesn't |ike you, and
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that al so prejudices your case here. I'"'msorry to spoil your big night, but that's the way it is."

Now he understoodc He wasn't wanted here. "Thanks," he said

"Good luck, Warrior. You'll find one who's right for you, and she'll be worth the wait.
You have | ost nothing here."

Var wal ked out of the tent.

Only as the cooling night air brushed himdid the reaction conme. He war not wanted. At the
Master's canp he had been kindly treated, and no one had told himhe was ugly. He had seened to
fit in with human life, despite his childhood in the wilderness. Now he knew that he had been
shel tered-not physically, but socially. Today, with his formal. achievemrent of manhood, he was
al so exposed to the truth. He was still a wild boy, unfit to mingle with human bei ngs.

First he was enbarrassed, so that his head was hot, his hands shaki ng. He had been
blithely offering his shiny virgin bracelet....

Then he was furious. Wiy had he been subjected to this? Wiat right had these tane pretty
peopl e to pass judgnent on hin? He tried to accompdate hinself to their rules, and they rejected
him None of themwould survive in the badl ands!

He took out his shiny netal sticks and hefted themfondly. He was good with these. He was
a warrior now He needed to accept insults fromno one. He stepped into the circle, the sane one
in which he had won his manhood earlier in the day. He waved his weapon

"Cone fight nme!" he cried, knowing the words cane out as gi bberish but not caring. "I
chal I enge you all!"

A man enmerged froma snall tent. "Wat's the noise?" he denanded; It was Tyl, the canp
chief, dressed in a rough woollen nightshirt. The man who, for sone reason, did not |ike Var. Var
had never seen him before, that he recall ed-though the man coul d have been anbng the crowds of
peopl e that had gawked at hi mwhen the Master first brought himfromthe badl ands.

"What are you doi ng?" Tyl denmanded, coning close. A yellow topknot dangled agai nst the
side of his head.

"Come fight nme!" Var shouted, waving his sticks threateningly. Hi s words m ght be
i ncoherent, but his neaning could not be m staken

Tyl | ooked angry, but he did not enter the circle. "There is no fighting after dark," he
said. "And if there were, | would not neet you, nuch as it would give nme pleasure to bl oody your
ugly head and send you how ing back through the cornfields. Stop naking a fool of yourself."

Cornfields? Al nost, Var made a connection

O her peopl e gathered, nmen and wonen and excited children. They peered through the gl oom
at Var, and he realized that he was now a far nore ludicrous figure than he had been in the tent.

"Leave him alone," Tyl said, and returned to his residence with an al nost com cal flirt of
his topknot. The others dispersed, and soon Var was standing by hinself again. He had only nade
things worse by his belligerence.

Dej ected, he went to the only place he knew where he could find sone understandi ng,
however cynical. The isolated tent of his traveling conpanion: the Master's wife.

"I was afraid it would come to this," Sola said, her voice oddly soft. "I will go to Tyl
and have himfetch you a dansel. You shall not be deprived, this night."

"No!" Var cried, horrified that he should have to be satisfied by the intercession of a
wonman going to his eneny. Hunman nores were not natural to him but this was too obviously a thing
of shane.

"That, too, | anticipated," she said philosophically. "That's why | had nmy tent set up
away fromthe main canmp.”

Var did not understand.

"Cone in, lie down," she said. "lIt'd not- as bad as you think. A nman doesn't prove hinself
in one day or one night; it's the years that show the truth."

Var crawm ed into the tent and |lay down beside her. He really did not know this wonan well.
She had renmined al oof all the years the Master trained him only instructing himcurtly in
conmput ati ons. Thanks to her, he could count to one hundred, and tell whether six handfuls of four
ears of corn were nore than two baskets with fifteen ears each. (They were not.) Such cal cul ati ons
were difficult and pointless, and he had not enjoyed the | essons, and Sol a had made him f eel
particularly stupid, but the Master had insisted. Thus his chief association with her had been
negati ve.

He had been surprised when she was del egat ed-or had vol unteered-to acconpany himhere for
hi s manhood test. A woman! But as it had turned out, she was quite conmpetent. She wal ked well, so
that they made good di stance each day and knew the route, and when they encountered strangers she
had done the tal king. They had spent the nights in the hostels, she in one bunk, he in another
though he woul d have preferred even nowto sleep in a famliar tree. Al oof she remai ned, but she
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did not entirely conceal her body as she showered and changed for the night, and the glinpses he
bad had, had given himpainful erections. H's nature was aninal; any fenale, even one as old as
this, provoked him And she did know his origin and understand his linitations.

Now, in this strange unfriendly canp, hurt by his own failures, he had come to her-his
only contact with his only friend, the Mster

"So you asked the young girls, and they ridiculed you," she said. "I had hoped better for
you-but | was young once nyself, and just as narrow. | thought power was nobst inportant-to marry a
chief. And so | lost the man | |oved, and now | amsorry."

She had never talked like this before. Var lay silent, satisfied for the nonment to listen
It was better than thinking of his own humliations. She referred, of course, to her forner
husband- Sol of Al Wapons, who had | ost his enpire to the Master, and had gone to the nountain
with his baby girl. The epi sode had becone | egend already; everyone knew of that nomentous
transfer of power and that tragic father-daughter suicide.

If Sola had | oved power so rmuch that she had given up the nan she | oved and the daughter
she had borne to him and taken the victor to her bed-no wonder she suffered!

"Woul d you understand,"” she asked, "if | told you that when I thought 1'd lost ny love for
ever, he returned to ne-and | found that it was only his body, not his heart, that was nine, and
even that body naimed and unfamliar?"”

"No," Var said honestly. It was easier to voice the words for her, for she understood him
whet her or not his wilderness mouth cooperat ed.

"Not everything is what it seenms," she nmurrmured. "You, too, will find that friendship can
make hard requirements of you, and those you m ght deem eneny are nen to be trusted. Life is |ike
that. Conme, let's get this done with."

He recogni zed a di sm ssal and began to crawl out of the tent.

"No," she said gently, holding himback. "This is your night, and you shall have it in

full neasure. | will be your wonan."
Var made a guttural sound, dunbfounded. Could he have-understood her correctly?
"Sorry, Var," she said. "I hit you with that too abruptly. Lie down."

He |ay down again.
"WI!ld boy," she continued, "you are not a man until you have taken a wonan. So it is

witten in our unwitten code. | cane to make sure you acconplished it all | have"-here she paused-
"done this before. Long ago. My husband knows. Believe ne, Var, though this appears to be a
violation of the standards we have taught you, this is the way it rmust be. | cannot explain it

further. But you nust understand one thing, and proni se nme another."

He had to speak. "The Master-"

"Var, he knows!" she whispered fiercely. "But he will never speak of it. This was deci ded
al nost ten years ago. And you nust know this, too: | amolder than you, but | am not past bearing
age. The Naneless One is sterile. Tonight, and the nights that followit ends when we reach hone
canp. |f you should beget a child on ne, it will be the child of the Waponless. | will never wear
your bracelet. | wll never touch you again, after this journey. I will never speak of what
happened here between us, and neither will you. If |I am pregnant, you will be sent away. You have
no claimupon ne. It will be as though it never happened-except that you will be a nan. Do you
under st and! "

“"No, no-" he nunbled, already sick with lust for her

"You understand." She reached out suddenly and put her hand upon his |oin. "You
under stand. "

He understood that she was offering her body to him and that he had no stami na to refuse.
He was wil derness bred; the willingness of the female was the nale's command.

"But you nust pronise,” she said, as she took his clubbed hand, only recently capabl e of
any gentleness, and brought it to her tender breast. She was already nude within her bag. "You
must promni se-"

The heat was rising in him abolishing any scruples he night have had. Var knew he woul d
do it. Perhaps the Master would kill him but tonight- "You nmust pronise-to kill the man who harns

my child."

Var went child "You have no child!"™ he blurted. "None that can be harnmed-" And becane
aware again of his crudity and cruelty of word and concept. He was still wld.

"Prom se."

"How can | promnise when your child is |ong dead?" She silenced himwith the first fully
fermal e ki ss he had ever experienced. His body accelerated in response, know ng what to do despite
hi s confusion and what seened |ike nadness on her part. She tal ked of her dead child while
preparing to make | ove, but her breasts remmi ned soft, her |egs open. "If ever the situation
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arises, you will know, " she said.

"l promise." Wat else could he do?

She said no nore, but her body spoke for her. This supposedly al oof, cold wonman-novice
that he was, Var still recognized in her a sexual fury of unprecedented proportion. She was hot,
she was lithe, she was savage. She was at |east twenty-five years old, but in the dark she seened
a buxom eager fifteen. It was not hard to forget for the nonent that she was in fact m ddl e- aged.

As the connection was nmade and the explosion formed within him - he realized that it
nm ght be his own future child he had just sworn to avenge.. . anonynously.

CHAPTER SI X

The Master was waiting for them He used one of the crazy hostels as a business office, and had
entire drawers of papers with witing on them Var had never conprehended the reason for such
records, but did not question the wi sdomof his mentor. The Master was literate: he was able to
| ook at the things called books and repeat speeches that nen | ong dead had said. This was an
awesone yet useless ability. -

"Here is your warrior," Sola said. "Var the Stick-a man in every sense of the word." And
with an obscure snile she departed for her own tent.

The Master stood in the glassy rotating door of the cylindrical hostel and studied Var for
a | ong nonent.

"Yes, you are changed. Do you know now what it is to keep a secret? To know and not
speak?"

Var nodded affirmatively, thinking of what had passed between himand the Master's
phenonmenal wife on the way hone. Even if he had not been forbidden to talk of that, he would have
bal ked at this point.

"I have another secret for you. Come." And with no further question or explanation the
Nanel ess One led the way away fromthe cabin, letting the door spin about behind him Var gl anced
once nore at the sparkling transparent cone that topped the hostel and its nysterious nechanisns,
and turned to follow

They wal ked a mile, passing warriors and their fanmlies busy at sundry tasks practising
wi t h weapons, nending clothing, cleaning neat and exchanged routine greetings. The Master seened
to be in no hurry. "Sonetines," he said, "a man can find hinmself in a situation not of his nmaking
or choosing, where he nust keep silence even though he prefers to speak, and though others nay
deem hima coward. But his preference is not always w se, and the opinion of others does not nmke
a supposition true. There is courage of other types than that of the circle."

Var realized that his friend was telling himsonething inportant, but he wasn't sure how
it applied. He sensed the Master's secret was going to be as inportant to his life as Sola's had
been to his manhood. Strange things seenmed to be devel oping; the situation was changed from his
pri or experience.

When they were well beyond the sight or hearing of any other person, the Master cut away
fromthe beaten trail and began to run. He gall oped ponderously, shaking the ground, and his
breath energed noisily, but he nmaintained a good pace. Var ran with him far nore easily,
nystified. The Master, as he well knew, was tireless but where was he goi ng?

Their route led toward the | ocal badl ands markers, then along them then through them.
Var had thought the Waponl ess was afraid of such regions, since his severe radiation sickness of
the tine the two had net. It had taken the man nonths to regain his full strength; and fromtine
to time, in the privacy of tent or office, he had bled again or been sick or reeled from surges of
weakness. Var knew this well, and Sola was aware of it, but it had been hidden fromothers of the
enpire. Much of the early battle training Var had received had been as nuch to exercise the Master
gradually as to profit the wild boy. And it had been commobn know edge that the Master avoided the
badl ands with al nrost cowardly care

Qobviously he was not afraid. Wy had he let nmen think he was? Was this what he had
referred to just now that other kind of courage? But what reason could there be for it?

Deep in the badlands, but in a place where there was no radiation, there was a canp.
Strange warriors nmanned it men Var had never seen before. They wore funny green clothing riddled
wi th knobs and pockets, and on their heads were inverted pots. They carried netal rocks.

The | eader of this odd tribe cane up pronptly. He was short, stout, old, and bad curly
yellow hair. Qobviously unfit to fight in the circle. "This is Jim" the Master said. "Var the
Stick," he added, conpleting the introduction
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The two nmen eyed each ot her suspiciously.

"Jimand Var," the Master said, smling grimy, "you don't know each other, but | want you
to accept ny word on this: you can trust each. other. You both have had simlar m sfortunes. Jim
whose brother of the sane nane went to the nountain twenty years ago, Var whose whole famly was
lost in the badl ands."

Var still was not inpressed, and the other man seemed to share his sentinment. To be
without fam ly was no signal of nerit.

"Var is a warrior | have personally trained. His skin is imrediately sensitive to
radi ati on, so that he cannot accidentally be burned, no matter where he goes."

Ji m becane intensely, interested.

"And JimJimthe @Qun, if you want his weapon-is literate. He and | nade contact by letter
years ago, when the the need devel oped. He has studied the old texts, and knows as nuch as any man
anong t he nonmads about expl osive weapons. He is training this group in the ancient techni ques of
war f are. "

Var recogni zed the man's weapon now. It was one of the nmetal stones that were stored in
certain badlands buildings. But it hardly seened suitable for use in the circle. It had no cutting
edge, and was far too small and clunsy to serve as a club. And once thrown, it would be |ost.

“"Var will be liaison nan between this group and the outside," the Master said. "Assum ng

he is willing. Later he'll be an advance scout, but | want himto know how to shoot, too."
Jimand Var still nerely | ooked at each other. "I'Il break the ice," the Master said
"Then i'll have to go back before someone m sses me. Var, fetch that jug over there, if you

pl ease.” He pointed across a field to a brown ceramic jar perched on an old stunp.

Jimstarted to say sonmething, but the Master held up his hand. Var |oped toward it. About
hal f the way he skidded to a stop. H's skin was burning, He retreated a few paces and circled to
the side, | ooking for a way around the radiation

It took himseveral ninutes, but finally he found a channel and reached the jug. He
brought it back, retracing his devious route. The Master and Ji m had been joined by a dozen ot her
men, all watching silently.

Var handed over the jug.

"It's true! Aliving geiger!" Jimexclainmed, amazed. "W can use him all right."

The Master returned the jug to Var. "Set it on the ground about fifty feet away, if you
pl ease. "

Var conpli ed.

"Denonstrate your shotgun,” the Master said to Jim

The nan went into a tent and brought out an object |ike a sheathed sword. He held it up
pointing the narrow end toward the jug.

"There will be noise," the Master warned Var. "It will not harmyou. | suggest you watch
the jug."

Var did so. Suddenly a blast of thunder occurred beside him naking himjunp and grab for
hi s weapon. The distant jug shattered as though smashed by a club. No one had touched it or thrown
anything at it.

"Pieces of nmetal fromthis long gun did that," the Master said. "Jimw Il show you how it
works. Stay with him as you choose; | will return another day." And he left, cantering as before.

Jimturned to Var. "How is it that you are not bonded, since he trained you hinself and
trusts you with this secret?"

Var did not answer inmediately. He had not realized it before, but it was true he was not
bonded. He was not a nenber of the Naneless One's enpire or any of its subject tribes, for he had
never been defeated in the circle. H's only battle had been the fornmal achievenent of his manhood.
Odinarily a warrior joined a tribe of his choosing by ritually challenging its chief. Wen he
| ost-as was inevitable, for no novice could match a chief-he was according to nomad convention
bonded, subject to the will of that |eader, or the |leader's |leader. If he fought a man from
anot her tribe and lost, his allegiance changed; if he won, the other nman joined his own tribe.
Once Var had taken nane and bracel et, he had beconme a free agent- until such tine as he | ost that
freedomin the circle.

Wiy had the Weaponl ess never nade arrangement for Var? And how had Ji m known about this
omi ssi on?

"He was scrupul ous about saying 'if you please' to you," Jimsaid. "That meant he could
not order you."

"I don't know why," Var said. Then, seeing the perplexity on the nan's face, he repeated
it nore carefully, forcing his tongue to get it right. "Don't-know."

"Wll, it's none of nmy business," Jimsaid easily, affecting not to notice Var's
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clunmsiness with the [anguage. "I won't bother with the formality of address; if | tell you to do
sonething, it's not an order, only advice. OK?"

"OK," Var said, able to pronounce these syllables well enough

"And 1'lIl have to tell you a |ot, because guns are dangerous. They can kill just as
readily as a sword can, and do it froma distance. You saw the jug."

Var had seen the jug. What could shatter it at fifty feetshould be able to hurt a man at
t he sane di stance.

Jimput his hand on the metal at his hip. "Here-first lesson. This is a pistol a small
handgun. One of the hundreds we found stored in boxes in a badlands buil ding, W had to use the

click-boxes to chart a route in; | don't know how the boss knew about it. |'ve been running this
canp for the past three years, training the nen he sends... but that's beside the point." He. did
sonet hing and the netal opened. "It's hollow, see. This is the barrel and this is a bullet. You

put the bullet in here, close it up, and when you press this trigger-blam The bullet explodes,
and part of it shoots out here, very fast. It's like a thrown dagger. Watch."

He set up a piece of wood, pointed the hollow end of the pistol at it and shoved his
forefinger against the spike he called the trigger. "Noise," he warned, and there was a burst of
sound. Snoke shot out of the gun and the wood j unped.

Ji m broke open the weapon, that now seened to be hot, and showed Var the interior. "See-
bullet's gone. And if you'll look at the target-that piece of wood-you'll see where it hit." He
of fered the weapon to Var "Now you try it"

Var accepted the gun, and after sone struggle got a bullet in. But his hand would not fit
around the base properly, and his finger was too thick and warped to maneuver the trigger. Jim
perceiving the difficulty as quickly as Var did, quickly produced a |arger gun. This one he
managed to fire.

The shock traveled up his arm but it was slight conpared to the tap of a stick in the
circle. Hs bullet plowed into the ground. "We'Ill show you how - to aim" Jimsaid. "Renenber, the
gun is a weapon, but unlike the instruments you are fanmliar with, it can kill- by accident. Treat
it as you would a sword in notion. Wth respect.”

Var | earned a great deal in the follow ng days. He had thought there was little nore to
di scover, after Sola had shown himthe marvel ous social intricacies of generating Ilife. Now he
wondered that anything at all remmined, as Ji mshowed himthe devastating unsocial devices for
termnating life.

The Master came for him "Now you know part of nmy secret,” he said. "And | will tell you
anot her part. This is an invasion force-and we shall invade the nountain.”

"The nmountain!"

"The nountain of death, yes. It is not what you have supposed-what all nonmads suppose. Not

every man who goes there dies. There are people- living beneath it-simlar to the crazies, but
with guns. They hold hostages-" But here he changed his nmind. "W nust stormthat nountain and
drive out these men. Only then will the enpire be secure.”

"I don't understand."” Actually, it was a questioning grunt.

"I have held the enpire in check for six years, because | feared the power of the
underworld. Now | amready to nove against it. | do not say that these are evil nen, but they nust
be displaced. Once the eneny is gone, the enpire will expand rapidly, and we shall bring
civilization to all the continent."

So the nurnurings of discontent had been wong there too! The Waponl ess was not stifling
the enpire-not pernanently.

"I have a dangerous assignnent for you. | have left you a free agent so that you nmay
choose for yourself. It will require working alone, going into extremely unpl easant places, and
telling no one of your nission or your adventures except nme. | told Jimyou were to be liaison man

and scout, but this is dangerous scouting he doesn't know about. You may die violently, but not in
the circle. You may be tortured. You may be trapped in lethal radiation. You may have to violate
the code of the circle in order to succeed, for we are dealing with unscrupul ous nmen. The | eader
of the underworld has only contenpt for our nores and our honor." -

The Master waited, but Var did not reply.

"You may ask what you want in return. | mean to deal fairly with you." - -

"After | do this," Var enunciated carefully, "then can | join the enpire?"

The Nanel ess One | ooked at him astonished. Then he began to | augh. Var |aughed too, not
certain what was funny.

CHAPTER SEVEN
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The beginning was only a hole in a pit in a cavity in the ground, where water disappeared
during storns. But underneath it expanded into a cavern he could al nost stand in. Var remained
there for a tine, notionless, getting his full night vision and absorbing the snells.

He knew in which direction the nountain lay. This sense, like that of smell and his sharp
ni ght sight and his ability to run al nost doubl ed over, had remained with himafter he left the
wild life. He was still quite at home in the w | derness.

He shook off his shoes. He had never been confortable in them and for this work his
hoofl i ke toes were best.

Sone water still seeped down, but the nain section of the cave was clear. The base was
caked with gravel; the sides were sliny with nosslike fungus. On a hunch abetted by observation
Var took a singlestick and scraped the wall. As the plant life and grime gave way, netal touched

et al

This cave - was not conpletely natural. The Master had suggested that this m ght be the
case. The entire mountain, he had said, was unnatural -t hough he did not know how it had cone
about .

The chances of an unnatural cave connecting to a natural nountain seemed good.

Var, eye, ear and nose now adjusted to this environment, noved on. His mission was to
chart a route into the dread nountain-a route that bypassed the surface defenses, and that nen
could follow. If he found the route, and kept it secret fromthe underworiders, the enpire could
have an al nost bl oodl ess victory.

If there were no route, there would be a much worse battle on the surface. Lives depended
on his nission perhaps the life of the Master hinself.

The tunnel branched. The pipe going toward the nmountain was clogged with rubble; the other
was wi de and clear. Var knew, why: when rainfall was heavy, water coursed this way, renoving al
obstructions. He would have to follow the water, to be sure of getting anywhere but he would al so
have to pay close attention to the weather, lest the water follow him Was it possible to
antici pate a storm underground?

The passage widened as it descended. Its walls were alnost vertical and netallic;
over head, netal beans now showed regularly. It debouched into an extrenely |arge concorse with a
long pit down the center. He peered down, noting how the delta of rubble tipped into that chasm
He did not venture into it himself. The bottom was packed with slick-1ooking mud, and there were
dark nmotions within that nud: worns, maggots or worse. There had been a time when he had eaten
such with gusto, but civilization had affected his appetite.

He tapped the | evel surface of the upper platform Under the crusted grime there was tile
very like that of a hostel

The footing was sound.

The Master had told himthat there were many artifacts in this region reninining fromthe
time before the Blast. The Ancients had nmade buil dings and tunnel s and mraculious machi nes, and
some of these renmi ned, though no one knew their function. Certainly Var could not fathomthe use
of such a large, long conpartnent with a tiled floor and a pit dividing it conpletely.

He followed it down, listening to distant rustles and sniffing the stale drifts of air
Though his eyes were fully adapted to the gl oom he could not see clearly for any di stance. There
was not enough light for any proper human vision, this deep in the bowel.

Soon the platformnarrowed, and finally the wall slanted into the pit, and there was
nowhere to go but down. The Ancients could not have used this for wal king then, since it went
nowher e. They had been, the Master said, |ike the crazies and |ike the underworlders, only
nore so; there was no fathoming their notives. This passage proved it. To put such astonishing
| abors into so useless a structure...

He clinbed down carefully. The drop was only a few feet, not hazardous in itself. It was
the life in that |ower rmuck that he was wary of. Familiar, it might be harnless, as faniliar
poi son-berries were harm ess-no one would eat them Unfamliar, it was potentially deadly.

But the nud was harder than he had supposed; the gl oom had changed its seem ng properti es.
Rising fromit were two narrow netal rails, side by side but several feet apart. They were quite
firm refusing to bend or nove no matter what pressure be applied, and they extended as far as he
could discern along the pit. He found that by bal anci ng on one, he could wal k al ong wi t hout
touching the nmud at all, and that was worthwhile.

He noved. Hi s hoof-toes, softened sone by the shoes he had had to wear anong nen but stil
sturdy, pounded rapidly on the netal as he got the feel of it, and his bal ance becane sure despite

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers...Battle%20Circle%202%20-%20Var%20the%20Stick.txt (17 of 79) [1/19/03 8:03:53 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Battl €9620Circl €%6202%20- %20V ar%20the%620Sti ck.txt

t he darkness and the sl ender support. The pit-tunnel was interninable, and did not go toward the
mountain. He hesitated to go too far, lest a rainstormdevel op above and send its savage waters
down to drown him before he could escape. Then he realized that this tunnel was too large to fill
readi ly, and saw the dusky watermarks on its cold walls: only two or three feet above the |evel of
the rails. He could wade or swm if it came to that.

Even so, it was pointless to follow this passage indefinitely. It was now curving farther
away fromthe nmountain, so could hardly serve the Master's purpose.

He would follow it another five mnutes or so, then turn back

But in one mnute he was stopped. The tunnel ended.

Rat her, sonething was blocking it. A trenendous netal plug, with spurs and gaps and rungs.

Var tapped it with his stick. The thing was hollow, but firm It seemed to rest on the
rails, humping up sonmewhat between them so as not to touch the floor

Coul d there be a branching or turning~ beyond this obstacle? Var grabbed hold and haul ed
hi nsel f up the face of the plug, curling his fingers stiffly around what offered. He was searching
to learn whether there were a way through it.

There was. He poked his head into the nmusty interior, inhaling the stale air. He knocked
on the side of the square aperture and it clanged. He could tell the surroundi ng configuration of
metal by the sound and echo. He clinbed inside. -

The floor here was higher than outside. It was mired in a thick layer of dirt and
droppi ngs. This was |like a badlands building, with places that could be seats, and other places
that coul d be wi ndows, except that there was only a brief space between the apertures and the
bl ank tunnel wall. And all of it was dark. Eyes usel ess, ears becom ng confused by the confinenment
of sound, Var finally had to use the crazy flashlight the Master had given him For there was life
her e.

Sonething stirred. Var suppressed a reflexive junp and put the beamof light on it,
shi el ding his eyes sonewhat fromthe intol erable glare. Then he got smart and cl apped his hand
over the plastic lens, holding in the light so that only red welts gl owed through. He ained, |et
digits relax, let the beam shove out to spear its prey.

It was a rat-a blotched, small-eyed creature that shied away fromthe brilliance with a
squeal of pain.

This Var knew rats did not travel alone. \Were one could live, a hundred could live. And
where rats resided, so did predators. Probably small ones-weasels, m nk, nobngoose-but possibly
nunerous. And the rats thensel ves coul d be vicious, and sonetinmes rabid, as he knew from badl ands
bui | di ngs.

He wal ked qui ckly down the |ong, narrow room seeing a doorway at its end outlined by the
finger illum nated beam He had to nove al ong before too many creatures gathered. Rats did not
stay frightened | ong w thout reason

Beyond the door was a kind of chanber and another door. Mre nysterious construction by
the Anci ents!

Corning down the hail beyond that was a snake. A |arge one, several feet |ong. Not
poi sonous, he judged-but unfamliar and possibly nutant. He retreated.

The rats were already massed in the other room Var strode through them shining his Iight
where he intended to step, and they skittered back. But they closed in behind, little teeth
showi ng threateningly. Too aggressive for his confort. He had stirred up an ugly nest, and they
were bold in their own territory.

He scranbl ed out the wi ndow and dropped to the dank floor of the tunnel Hs feet sank in
the mud; it was softer here, or he had broken through a crust. He turned off the flash, waited a
monent to recover sight, and found a rail to follow back down the tunnel

Sone other way would have to be found. It was not that the rats and snakes stopped hi m but
there were sure to be other aninals, and a troop of men would stir themall up. In any event, the
directi on was w ong.

But he could not escape the angry stir so easily. Something silent cane down the tunnel
He felt the noving air and ducked nervously. It was a bat-the first of nmany.

What did all these creatures feed on? There seened to be no green plants, only nold and
fungus.

And insects. Now he heard themstirring, rising into the foul air fromtheir nyriad
burrows.

Appr ehensi vely, he flashed his light.

Some were white noths.

Var's heart thudded. There was no way he could be sure of avoiding these deadly stingers
here except by standing still-and that had its own dangers. He had to nove, and if he brushed into
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one-wel I, he would have a couple of hours to reach the surface and seek hel p before the poison
brought himto a full and possibly fatal coma. Certainly fatal if be succunbed to it here in the
tunnel s, where nmen Whuld never find him Even if he received only a mnor sting, that weakened
him and then it rained...or if the rats and snakes becane nore bold, and ventured al ong the
rail....

But not all white noths were badl ands nutants. These seened snaller. Maybe they were
i nnocuous.

If these were of the deadly variety, this route was dooned. Men could not use it, however
directly it mght lead to the mountain. That woul d nake further exploration useless.

Best to know i mmedi ately. Var ran along the track until he saw the high platfornms. He
clinmbed up and oriented hinself, identifying his original point of entry. Then he ran after a
white noth and swooped with his two hands, trapping it. It was his fingers that were awkward, not
his wists or hands.

He held the insect cupped clunsily between his palns, terrified yet determned. For thirty
seconds he stood there, controlling his quivering, sweating digits.

The noth fluttered in its prison, but Var felt no sting.

He squeezed it gently and it struggled softly.

At | ast he opened his hands and let the creature go. It was harmnl ess.

Then he rested for five minutes, regaining his equilibrium He would much rather have
stepped into the circle with | ame hands agai nst a master sworder, than against a badl ands noth
like this. But he had made the trial and won. The way was still clear

He crossed the double-rail pit and mounted to the far platform There were tunnels |eading
away in the proper direction. He chided hinself for not observing thembefore. He sel ected one and
ran down it.

And halted. Hi s skin was burning.

There was radi ati on here. Intense.

He backed off and tried another branch. Even sooner he encountered it. |npassable.

He tried a third. This went farther, but eventually ran into the sane wall of radiation
It was as though the nmountain were ringed by roentgen...

That left the railed tunnel, going in the other direction. This night circle around the
flesh-rotting rays. He had to know.

Var dropped down and ran along the track. He went faster than before, because tine had
been consuned in the prior explorations, and he had greater confidence -in the narrow footing.
Probably a man with normal, soft, wide feet could not have stayed on the track so readily. O have
felt its continuing solidity by the tap of nail on netal-an inportant reassurance, in this gloom

On and on it went, for mles. He passed another series of platforns, and felt the barest
tinge of radiation; just before he stopped on the track, it faded, and he went on. Such a |evel of
the invisible death was not good to stay in, but was harnless for a rapid passage.

The rubbl e between the tracks becane greater, the walls nore ragged, as though sone
tremendous pressure had pressed and shaken this region. He bad seen such coll apsed structures
during his wld-boy years; now he wondered whet her the rubble and the radiation could be connected
in any way. But this was idle speculation

He was very near the nountain now. He canme to a third widening of the tunnel and platform
but this one was in very bad condition. Tunbl ed stone was everywhere, and sone radiation. He ran
on by, nervous about the durability of this section. A badlands building in such disrepair was
prone to coll apse on small provocation, and here the falling rock woul d be devastating.

But the track stopped. It twi sted about, unsettling hi munexpectedly (he should have paid
attention to its changing beat under his tonails), and terminated in a ragged spire, and beyond
that the rubble filled in the tunnel until there was no roomto pass.

Var went back to the third set of platforms. He craw ed up on the nountain-side, avoiding
rubble and alert to any sensation in his skin. Wien he felt the radiation, even so slight as to be
harm ess, he shied away. The Master had stressed that a route entirely clear nust be found, for
ordinary nen mght be nore sensitive to the rays than Var, despite their inability to detect it
wi t hout click-boxes.

Two passages were invisibly sealed off. The third was clear, barely. There were | arge
droppings in it, showing that the aninals had already discovered its availability. This in turn
suggested that it went somewhere-perhaps to the surface-for the animals would not travel so
frequently in and out of a dead end.

It branched-the Ancients nust have had trouble nmaking up their mnds!-and again he took
the fork | eading toward the nountain. And again he ran into trouble.

For this was the lair of an animal-a | arge one. The droppi ngs here were ponderous and
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fresh-the fruit of a carnivore. Now he snelled its rank body effusions, and now he heard its
tread.

But the tunnel was high and clear and he could run swiftly along it. It was narrow enough
so that any creature could cone at himonly fromfront or back. So he waited for it inpelled by
curiosity, if it were something that could be killed to clear the passage for human infiltration
of the nountain, he would nake the report. He cupped the Iight and ainmed it ahead.

Rats scuttled around a bend, squinted in the glare, and nmilled in confusion. Then a gross
head appeared: frog-like, |arge-eyed, horny-beaked. The nmouth opened toothlessly. There was a
flash of pink. A rat squeal ed and bounced up-then was drawn by a pink strand into that orifice. It
was an extensive, sticky tongue that did the hauling.

The beam pl ayed over one bul gi ng eye, and the creature blinked and tw sted aside. It
seermed to be a nonstrous sal anander. As Var stepped back, sonme fifteen feet of its body came into
sight. The skin was flexible, glistening; the legs were squat, the tail was stout.

Var wasn't certain he could kill it with his sticks, but he was sure he could hurt it and
drive it back. This was an anphi bian nutant. The noist skin and flipper-like extremties suggested
that it spent nuch tinme in water. And his skin reacted to its presence: the creature was slightly
radi o-acti ve.

That neant that there was water-probably a flooded tunnel. Water that extended into
radi ati on, and was contam nated by it. And there would be other such nmutants, for no creature
exi sted alone. This was not a suitable route for man.

Var turned and ran, not fearing the creature but not caring to stay near it either. It was
a rat eater, and probably beneficial to man in that sense. He had no reason to fight it.

That left the other fork of the passage. He turned into it and trotted along, feeling the
press of time nore acutely. He was hungry, too. He wi shed he could unroll his tongue and spear
sonet hing tasty, many feet away, and suck it in. Man didn't have all the advantages.

There was another cave-in, but he was able to scranble through. And on the far side there
was |ight.

Not daylight. The yellow gl ow of an electric bulb. He had reached the nountain.

The passage was clean here, and wide. Solid boxes were stacked in piles, providing cover.
This had to be a storeroom

Near the opening through which he had entered there was food: several chunks of bread, a
di sh of water.

Poi son! his mind screaned. He had avoi ded such traps many tines in the wild state.

Anyt hing set out so invitingly and inexplicably was suspect. This would be how the underworl ders
kept the rats down.

He had acconplished his nmission. He could return and | ead the troops here, with their
guns. This chanmber surely opened into the nmain areas of the mountain, and there was room here for
the men to mass before attacking.

Still he had better make quite sure, for it would be very bad if by some fluke the route
were cl osed beyond this point. He noved deeper into the room hiding behind the boxes though there
was no one to see him At the far end he discovered a closed door. He approached it cautiously. He
touched the strange knob- and heard f oot steps.

Var started for the tunnel, but realized al nost inmediately that he could not get through
the snmal | aperture unobserved in the time he had. He ducked behind the boxes again as the knob
rotated and the door opened. He could wait, and if discovered he could kill the man and be on his
way. He hefted his two sticks, afraid to peek around | est he expose hinself.

The steps cane toward him oddly light and quick. To check the poison, he realized
suddenly. The food would have to be replaced every few hours, or the rats would foul it and ignore
it. As the person passed him Var poked his head over between shielding flaps and | ooked.

It was a wonan.

His grip tightened on the sticks. How could he kill a woman? Only nen fought in the
circle. Wren were not barred fromit, specifically; they nmerely lacked the intelligence and skil
required for such activity, and of course their basic function was to support and entertain the
men. And if he did kill her what would he do with the body? A corpse was hard to conceal for |ong,
begause it began to snell. It would betray his presence, if not imediately certainly within
hours. Far too soon for the nomadS to enter secretly.

She was mi ddl e- aged, though of smaller build than the similarly advanced worman he had
known, Sols. Her hair was short, brown and curly, but her face retained an elfin quality and she
nmoved with grace. She wore a snock that conceal ed her figure; had her face and poi se not given her
away, Var night have nistaken her for a child because of her dimnutive stature. Was this what al
underworiders were like? Small and ol d and snocked? No need to worry about the conquest, then
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She gl anced at the bread, then beyond-and stopped.

There, in the scant dust, was Vat's footprint. The round, callused ball, the substantial
protective, curled-under toenails. She m ght not recognize it as human, but she had to realize
that sonet hing much larger than a rat had passed.

Var charged her, both sticks lifted. He had no choice now.

She whirled to face him raising her small hands. Somehow his sticks missed her head and
he was wenched about, half-lifted, stunbling into the wall, tw sting, falling.

He caught his footing again and oriented on her. He saw her fling off her smock and stand
waiting for him hands poised, body bal anced, expression alert. She wore a brief skirt and briefer
halter and was astonishingly femnine in contour for her age. Again-like Sola.

He had seen that wary, conpetent attitude before. Wen the Master had captured himin the
badl ands. When nmen faced each other in the circle. It was incredible that a wonman, one past her
prine and hardly larger than a child, should show such readi ness. But he had [earned to deal with
oddities, and to read the portents rapidly and accurately.

He turned again and scranbled into the tunnel

On the dark side he rolled over and waited with the sticks for her head to poke through
the narrow aperture.

But she was clever: she did not follow him He risked one | ook back through and saw her
standing still, watching.

Quickly be retreated. Wien he deened it safe, he began to run, retracing his route. He had
a report to nake.

CHAPTER El GHT

The Master- listened with conplete passivity to the report. Var was afraid he had failed, but did
not know quite how, for he had found a route into the mountain. "So if she tells the nountain
master, they will seal up the passage. But we could reopen it-"

"Not against a flamethrower,” the Nanel ess One said norosely. Then, aneingly, he bent his

head into his hands. "Had | known! Had | known! She, of all people! I would have gone mnysel f!"
Var stared at him not conprehendi ng. "You recogni ze the woman?"
"Sosa. "

He waited, but the Master did not clarify the matter. The nane neant nothing to Var

After a long time, the Weaponl ess spoke: "W shall have to nmount a direct frontal attack
Bring Tyl to ne."

Var left without replying. Tyl was no friend of his, and Tyl was in his own canp severa
hundred nil es away, and Var did not have to follow any enpire directive. But he would go for TyL

Jimthe Gun intercepted himas he departed. "Show himthis,"” he said. "No one else."

And he gave Var a handgun and a box of ammunition. And a witten note.

Tyl was inpressed by power and therefore fascinated by the gun. In sonme fashion Var did
not follow, but which he suspected was influenced by the note Tyl's wife read, the chief set aside
his standi ng grudge and cultivated Var for his know edge of firearns.

Var had good nmenmory for any person who had ever threatened his well-being and he had not
at all forgotten his enbarrassnments of the first neeting with this nan. But Tyl was one of those
who, though~naddeni ng when antipathetic, could be absolutely charm ng when friendly. As surely as
he mi ght have courted a lovely girl, Tyl courted Var

And by the tinme Tyl and his vast tribe reached the nmountain, he and Var were friends. They
entered the circle together nmany tinmes, but never for ternms or blood, and under Tyl's expert
gui dance Var becanme far nore proficient with the sticks. He saw that he had been a preposterous
fool ever to challenge Tyl with this weapon; the man had never had cause to fear himin the
circle.

A dozen tines in practice Tyl disarned him each time showing himthe m stake he had nmade
and drilling himin the proper counternoves.

Tyl naned hima score of names, stickers of the enpire, that were his marks to excel, and
war ned himof the other warriors to be wary of. "You are strong and tough," he said, "and
cour ageous-but you still lack sufficient experience. In a year, two"

Var, in those evenings when the tribe settled for the night and went about the processes
even a travelling tribe nmust go about, also had a regular practise against other weapons. The
Master had instructed himin the basictechni ques, but that was not at all the sane as actua
conbat. The stick had to learn to blunt the sword, thwart -the club, and to navigate the staff-or
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the stick was useless. Here with Tyl's disciplined, conbat-ready tribe, Var's stick mastered these
things. - - -

More of a warrior than be had been, he returned to the Nanel ess One's hidden canp near the
nmount ai n. Now he understood why Tyl was second in conmand. The nan was honorabl e and sensi bl e and
capabl e and a expert warrior-and not given to letting mnor grudges override his judgnment. The
feud between them had been a nonentary thing that Var bad m staken once for malice. The Master
nmust have known, and shown himthe truth by sending himon this m ssion

Var was present when the Weaponl ess conferred with the Two Wapons.

"You have seen the gun," the Master said. "Wat it can do."

Tyl nodded. The truth was that he had fired it many tines and becone fairly proficient. He
had even brought down a rabbit with it-sonmething Var, with his clunmsy grip, could not do.

"The men we face have guns-and worse weapons. They do not honor the code of the circle.”

Tyl nodded again. Var knew he was fascinated by the tactical problens inherent in gun
conbat .

"For six years | have held the enpire in check-for fear of the killers of the underworl d.
Their guns-when we had none."

Tyl looked surprised, realizing that this was not just a staging area. "The nen who trave
to the mountain-"

"Do not always die there." -

Var did not conprehend the expression that crossed Tyl's face. "Sol of Al Wapons-"

"There-alive. Hostage."

"And you-" -

"l came fromthe nmountain. | returned."”

Now Tyl's mouth fell open. "Sos! Sos the Rope! And the bird-"

"Narel ess, weaponl ess, hel pless. Stupid dead. Bound to dismantle the empire.”

Tyl | ooked as though sonething astoni shing and profound and not entirely pleasing had
passed between them nore than the information about the nountain. Var could not quite grasp what,
though he did recognize the nane. "Sos" as connected to "Sosa." He suspected that Tyl's nost
basic loyalty lay with Sol of Al Wapons, the forner Master of the enpire; perhaps the know edge
that that man |lived made Tyl excited

"Now ?' Tyl inquired. "Now we al so have guns." "The enpire-"

"WII expand. Perhaps under Sol, as before. After this conquest of the nountain."

"But these-guns-are not circle weapons,"” Tyl protested. Var could see how eager he was.

"This is not a circle matter. It is war."

Var was shocked. He knew what war was. The Master had told himnpmany tines. War was the
cause of the Bl ast.

The Master glanced at him fathom ng his disturbance.

"l have told you war is evil, that it nust never cone to our society. It very nearly
destroyed the world, once. But we are faced here with a problemthat cannot be allowed to stand.
The mountain nust be reduced. This is the war to end wars."

What the Master said seened reasonabl e, but Var knew that sonething was wong. There was
evil in this project, and not the evil of war itself. For the first time be questioned the w sdom
of the Weaponl ess. But he could not decide what it was that bothered him so he said nothing,

Tyl did not |ook confortable either, but he did not argue. "How are we to acconplish
t hi s?"

The Master brought out a sketch he must have nmade during the nonths of his encanpnent
her e. "This is what the crazies call a contour map. | have nmde sightings of the nountain from
all sides, and the |and about It. See- here is our present canp, well beyond its defensive
perimeter. Here is the hostel where the suicides stop before making the ascent. Here is the subway
tunnel Var explored."

"Subway?" Evidently the word was as newto Tyl as it was to Var

"The Ancients used it for travelling, Metal vehicles sonething |ike crazy tractors, except
- that they roiled on tracks and noved nmuch faster. The ones on the ground were called 'trains
and the ones below, 'subways.' Var tells ne he discovered an actual train down there, too."

Var had told himno such thing, He had only reported on what he found-tunnels, platforns,
rails, a plug, a cave-in, radiation, a nonster. He had seen nothing like a crazy tractor. Wy
shoul d the Master |ie?

"I had hoped to use such a route to make a surprise foray. But the underworld knows of it
now knows that we knowthat the radiation is dowmn. So they will have it booby-trapped. W nust
make an overland attack."

Tyl looked relieved. "My tribe will take it for you."
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The Master smiled. "I do not question the conpetence of your tribe. But your men are
warriors of the circle.

What woul d they do agai nst guns? Guns fired fromcover, froma distance, w thout warning
And fl amet hr oner s?"

" Fl amet hr ower s?"

"Jets of fire that consume a nman in nonents."

Tyl nodded, but Var could see that he did not believe such a thing was possible, despite
the ot her wonders they had | earned about. Var didn't either. If fire were shot out in a jet, the
wi nd woul d put it out.

"Do you renenber when soneone told you about white npths whose sting was deadl y? About
tiny creatures who could overrun arned warriors? Fire that would float on water?"

"l remenber," Tyl said, and was sober

Var did not see what relevance such - rhetorical questions had to the problem since
everyone knew about the moths and the swarm ng shrews of the badl ands. Floating fire was
ridicul ous. But now Tyl seened to believe in flamethrowers.

"This will be ugly fighting," the Waponless said. "Men will die outside the circle, never
seeing the nmen who kill them W are |ike the shrews-we nust swanp a prepared canp, and we shal
die in nultitudes. But if we persevere, we shall take the mountain despite all the horrors there

"Speak to your subcbiefs. Tell themto seek volunteers- true volunteers, not coerced nen-

for a battle where half of themw Il die. They will not be using their natural weapons. Those that
enlist will be issued guns and shown how to use them™
Tyl stood up, smling. "I have longed for the old days. Now they return.”

Three thousand nen of Tyl's nonster tribe put aside their given weapons and took
instruction in guns. Day and night, Jimis small tribe spread out over the firing range, each nan
supervising one warror at a tinme. Wien the gun had been mastered, the trainee was given the pisto
or rifle and twenty rounds of amunition and told to report back to the main canp. And not to fire
it before the battle.

Var was kept busy relaying nmessages fromthe Master to Tyl and the subchiefs. The
Weaponl ess pored over his map of the nountain and nade notations for strategy and depl oynent. "W
are shrews," he said nysteriously. "W nust utilize shrew tactics. They know we're here, but they

don't know exactly when or how we'll attack. They won't kill their hostages until they' re sure
they can't be used for bargaining purposes. W shall try to overwhel mthem before they realize it
Even so, | do not expect to |eave this canpaign a happy nan."

The only hostage Var knew of was Sol, the prior Master of the enpire. Wiy should his
wel fare | oom so inportant now? The Master could hardly care for conpetition again.

They were ready. The men were trained and deployed in a ring entirely around the nountain.
Speci al troops guarded the subway and its connected tunnels, and no strangers were permtted
anywhere in the vicinity. Wves and children had no place in this effort; they were renoved to a
canp of their own a day's wal k distant, and married non-vol unteers guarded that region

They were ready. But no attack was | aunched. Men chafed at the delay, eager to test their
new weapons, eager to probe the dread defenses of the underworld. The nmountain had a norbid
fascination for them They had guns and believed they could capture any fortress but to take the
mountain woul d be Iike conquering death itself!

Then, on the very worse day for such an effort, the Master put the troops in notion. He
ignored Tyl's dismay and Var's perplexity. At the height of a blinding thunderstorm they charged
t he mount ai n.

Var and Tyl stood beside the Naneless One, at his direction, each privately wondering what
manner of man the | eader had beconme. They wat ched the proceedings froman el evated and careful ly
protected blind. It was difficult to see anything Jn the rain, but they knew what to watch for

"The lightning will knock out sone of their television, tenporarily," the Master
explained. "It always does. The thunder will nask the noise of our firing. The rain wll
canmouf | age our physical advance and nmaybe suppress the effect of their flamethrowers. That, plus
the masses of nen involved, should do it." - -

The ol d canpai gner was not so confused after all, Var realized. The nountai neers would
assume that no attack could occur in rain, and would not be ready.

The Master gave them field gl asses-anot her sal vaged device of the Ancients-and briefly
denonstrated their use. Wth these, they were able to see distant sections of the nountain as
t hough they were close. The rain blurred the image sone, but the effect was still striking.

Var watched a troop of men, bedraggled in the rain, follow - a line toward the first
projecting nmetal beans at the base of the nmountain. The nmountain was actually a norbid nass of
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gray, with stunted trees approaching the base and a few weeds sprouting here and there on its
surface. Buzzards perched on the ugly projections, looking well fed. Even in the rain they waited-
and surely they would feast today!

But there were paths up through the tw sted netal, and these had been charted froma
di stance. The troops were prepared with cleats and hooks, and would pass in ninutes an obstruction
that mght take a naive nman half a day to navigate. Already the colum he watched was begi nning to
splay, rushing for cover adjacent to the nountain.

Then the earth rose up and snmote them down. Men were hurled through the air, to | and
broken. Snoke erupted, obscuring the view.

"M nes," the Master said. "I was afraid of that."

"M nes," Tyl repeated, and Var was sure he was narki ng down one nore thing to be well wary
of in future.

"They are buried explosives. W have no way to anticipate their |ocation. Probably the

weight of a single man is insufficient to trigger thenm but when a full colum passes ..." He
paused neaningfully. "The area should be safe for other troops now, because the m nes have been
expended. "

The sound of nore di stant expl osi ons suggested that other regions around the nountain were
being made sinilarly safe. How did he know so nuch, Var wondered. The Master seemed to spend nost
of his time reading old tones, yet it was as though he had traveled the world and plunbed its
secrets.

A second wave of nen charged through the steani ng basin where the mnes had expl oded. They
reached the foot of the nmountain, taking cover as they had been drilled to do. But there seenmed to
be no fire fromthe defenders.

The warriors clinbed through and under the tw sted beans, follow ng the pathways they
knew. Fromthis distance the colum resenbled a | ashing snake, appearing and di sappearing in
partial cover. Then men ran out on the first plateau above.

And fire spurted from pipes rising fromthe ground.

Now Var believed. He fancied he could snell the scorching flesh as nmen spun about,
snoki ng, and di ed.

Many di ed, but already nore were com ng up. They charged the pipes fromthe sides, for the
fire flicked out in only one direction at a time. They fired bullets into the apertures, and those
who retained clubs and staffs battered at the projections and bent them down, and finally the
fires died. The rain continued, drenching everything.

"Your men are courageous and skilled,"” the Master said to TyL.
Tyl was immune to the conplinent. "On a sunny day, none would have survived. | know that
now. "

Then the return fire began. The thinned troops nmoved up the nountainsi de-but they were
exposed to the conceal ed enpl acenents of the underworld, and the weapons nounted there were nore
than pistols.

"Machi ne- guns,

the Nanel ess One said, and flinched. "W cannot stormthose. Sound the
retreat.
But it was already too late. Few, very few, returned fromthe nountain.
When they totaled up the | osses, known and presuned, they |earned that al nost a thousand
men had perished in that | one engagenent. Not one defender had been kill ed.

"Have we | ost?" Var asked hesitantly in the privacy of the Master's comand tent. He felt
guilty for not finding and keepi ng properly secret a subterranean route into the nountain. Al
t hose brave nmen night have Iived.

"The first battle. Not the canpaign. W will guard the territory we have cl eared; they
can't plant new mnes or flamethrowers while we watch. Now we know where their nachi ne-guns are,

too. W will lay siege. W will build catapults to bonbard those nests. W will drop grenades on
them In tine the victory will be ours."
A warrior approached the entrance~ "A paper with witing," he said. "It was in a nmetal box

that flewinto our canp. It's addressed to you."

The Master accepted it. "Your literacy may have turned the course of battle,"’
Flattered, the man |eft.

Var knew that nany of the wonen practised reading, and sone few of the nmen. Was it
worthwhile after all?

The Master opened the paper and studied it. He smled grimy. "W inpressed them They
want to negotiate."

"They will yield without fighting?" Var didn't bother with all the awkward words, but that

he sai d.
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was his gist.

"Not exactly."

Var | ooked at him again not conprehending. The Master read fromthe paper: "W propose,
in the interests of avoiding sensel ess deci mati on of nmanpower and destruction of equi pment, to
settle the issue by contest of chanpions.

Pl ace: the nmesa on top of M. Mise, twelve mles south of Helicon. Date: August 6, Bl 18. Your
choice of other terns of conmbat. - - -

"Shoul d our chanpion prevail, you will desist hostilities and depart this region for ever,
and pernmit no other attack on Helicon. Should your chanpion prevail we will surrender Helicon to
you i ntact.

"Speak to the television set in the near hostel™"

After a pause, the Master asked him "How would you call it, Var?"

Var didn't know how to respond, so he didn't.

"Sound sensible to you? You think our chanpion could defeat theirs in single conbat?"

Var had no doubt of the Master's ability to defeat any man the underworld coul d send
against him particularly if he specified weaponl ess conbat. He nodded.

The Master drew out his map. "Here is the nountain he nanes. See how the contours crowd

t oget her ?"

Var nodded again. But he realized that this was only part of the story.

"That means it is very steep. When | surveyed it, | sawthat | could not clinmb it. Not
rapidly, anyway. | amtoo heavy, too clunmsy in that fashion. And there are boul ders perched on the
top."

Var visualized rocks crashing down, pushed by a fast clinber on to the head of a slow
clinmber. The Nanel ess One was matchl ess in conbat-but rolled boulders could prevent himfrom ever
reaching it. Perhaps the site had been selected to prevent himfrom participating, forcing the
choice of a | esser man.

"Then-some ot her? W have many good warriors.'
a part of the enpire.

"I't would be a test of clinbing as well as fighting. And we have only two days to prepare,
for today is August 4, by the underworld cal endar."

"Tonorrow norning a clinbing tournament!" Var said, knowi ng his speech had becone
i nconmprehensible in his excitenent, but that the other would get the gist.

The Weaponl ess smiled tiredly. "You don't suspect betrayal ?"

He hadn't, until then. But he realized the nomads could still take the mountain by force,
just as originally planned, if the nountain master did not honor the decision of the chanpions. So
it seemed wort hwhil e.

The Weaponl ess fathoned his thinking. "All right. Tell Tyl to select fifty top warriors
for a clinbing tournanent. Tonight | talk to the nountain; tonorrow we practise on M. Mise."

But he still did n |ook optimstic.

Var said "we" though he knew he was not yet

At dawn on the day of the tournanent, Var stood at the base of M. Mise, waiting for
sufficient light to clinb. Rather, for sufficient light for others to clinb, for their eyes were
| ess sensitive in the dark than his own. He had known he would be here the nonent the Master
agreed to hold the tournanment. Var, with his horny hands and hooflike feet, and his years in the
wi | derness, was the nost agile clinber in the canp, and he had chosen to conpete. Since he was not
a menber of the Master's enpire, no one could tell himno.

Tyl had seen him though, and sniled, and said nothing.

And by noon Var was wi nner of the tournanent.

"But he is yet a novice in the circle!" the Master protested, astonished by this
devel opnent.

Tyl smled. "Here are the next three winners of the clinb. Test himagainst them™

The Weaponl ess, worried, agreed. So Var, tired fromhis norning effort but ready, faced
the man who had reached the top ten mnutes after he had. Had it been the contest of chanpions, on
the mesa of Muse, Var would have had anple tine to cripple the man by dropping rocks on him That
was the point of the clinbing exercise: the best warrior in the enpire would lose if he were too
much sl ower than the one the nmountain naster sent. But when it canme to the actual battle, the
chanpion had to be nore skilled than the other, too.

The second finisher was a staffer, ninble and | anky, who had used his weapon cleverly to
assist his clinmbing. Var entered the circle, running through in his mnd the advice the Master and
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Tyl had given himin the past: stick against staff. The sticks were faster, the staff stronger
The sticks were aggressive, the staff nore passive. The sticks could | aunch a dual offence, but it
was hard to penetrate a good staff defense. And If the sticks did not break through early,
eventual ly the staff would di scover an opportunity and score.

The staffer was as well aware of the factors as was Var, and nore experienced. His
advant age was tine, and he obviously neant to use it. He bl ocked conservatively, nmaking no
ni st akes, challenging Var to come to him

Var obliged. He rapped at the weapon, not the man, creating a diversion, while he searched
for an opening. He feinted at the head, at the feet, at the knuckles holding the staff, until the
man becane a trifle slowin his responses, bored with the harassnent.

Then Var directed fierce blows at head and body sinmultaneously. The staff spun to counter
bot h-but not quite rapidly enough, because of the prior chilling byplay. The head shot m ssed, but
the body attack was successful. One rib at |east had been fractured.

As the man wi nced and brought his weapon over to catch Var's exposed arm Tyle stepped up
to the circle. "First blood!" he said. "Wthdraw. "

So Var had won. The advantage he had achi eved woul d normal |y have been sufficient to bring
hi m eventual victory, and that was all he had needed to denpbnstrate. There was no point in wearing
hinself out. Hs victory on that basis would only nilitate against himin the real contest
t onor r ow.

The next man was a dagger. Var quailed inwardly when he saw that, for the knives were as
swift as the sticks, and their contact nore deadly. The sword and the club were inpressive
weapons; but the dagger, conpetently w el ded, was nore devastating in the confines of the circle

But the knives had to be properly oriented. A thrust with the flat of the bl ade was
usel ess in many instances. And the daggers were not apt instruments for bl ocking. Though nore
effective offensively, they were less efficient overall than the dual - purpose sticks.

Var had no choice. He had to fence with the blades, paying first attention to his defense.
If he could succeed in making an opening for hinself w thout sacrificing personal protection, he
could score. If not- Now the dagger feinted at him and Var had to react conservatively, just as
the staffer had against him And the result would be the same, with himthe victim unless he
coul d break the pattern.

But the dagger was tired. He was an older man, as old as the Master. No doubt experience
had made hima skilled clinmber, but his age had made himpay for the effort. Not much, not
noti ceabl y-except that Var did have a slight and increasing advantage in speed.

VWhen he realized that, he knew he had won. Wth renewed confidence he beat back the bl ade
thrusts, using his greater vigor to intercept every stroke and jar the hand that nade it.
Gradual ly he forced the nan back, intercepting the thrust sooner, and finally the hard-pressed
dagger nade an error, was bruised on the wist, and ruled the | oser

The third man was another sticker. "I amHul," he said.

Var, fatigued fromtwo circle encounters as well as the norning clinb, knew then that he
had I ost his bid to be the enpire’'s chanpion. For the sticker was one of the nen Tyl had warned
hi m about -one of the top fighters. Stick against stick, Var could have no advant age except
superior skill-and against this nman he didn't have that.

Hal stood just outside the circle. "Var the Stick," he said, his voice resonant. "I have
studi ed you and assessed you, and | can take you in the circle. Perhaps not next year but today,
yes. But you would bruise nme before you went down, for you are strong and determ ned. This would
meke ne | ess able tonmorrow on the nmesa, and prejudice the case of the enpire. WIIl you yield your
pl ace to ne w thout conbat?"

The request was reasonable. Hul was fresh, for he was young and strong too, and he had
rested while Var fought. And if he had been tired he still could have won, for he was a master
sticker, Tyl did not nmake errors about such rankings, for it was Tyl's business to rank the
| eadi ng weapons of all the enpire. And Var was not of the enpire, so was answerable to no one but
hi msel f. OQtherw se no subsidiary contest woul d have been necessary; the Master or Tyl coul d have
selected the warrior with the best overall prospects and settled it. Var could step down with
honor, having proven hinself twi ce and now acting for the best interest of the enpire.

But Var was not reasonable. The notion of losing the privilege of fighting for the Master
of being his chanpion he thought he had won this in the clinb and held it in the circle, Such a
late sacrifice filled himwith fury. "No!" he cried. It came out a grow. He would not give it up
it would have to be taken from him

Unperturbed, Hul turned to Tyl. "Then, if the Waponless permts, | shall yield to Var
One of us nust conserve his strength; if we fight, neither will. He needs the respite; he has the
spirit.”
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Tyl nodded, granting the Master's acqui escence. Var was to reflect on that act of Hul's
many tines in the years following, and to |l earn sonething nmore each time he did so.

CHAPTER NI NE

Dawn again. This tinme he knew the best route-one that could cut as nmuch as half an hour
fromhis prior tine. And he did not have to wait on any other nman. But it was strenuous and
dangerous, and he did not dare attenpt it without suitable light. Natural light, if he used a
flashlight, the other clinber mght spot himby it.

On the far side of Muse the nountain's chanpi on woul d be ascending simlarly. He would be
naked, except perhaps for shoes, for the Master had stipulated that. Var was naked now. This was
to ensure that no gun or other illicit weapon could be carried along secretly. The weapon the
Mast er had specified was any of the recognized circle instrunents: club, staff, stick, sword,
dagger or star. Not rope or net or whip. Men of both groups would be watching fromthe fringes to
see that neither clinber was cheating on the ternms in any other way.

O course the fight on the nesa would not be very clear, because the watchers would be far
bel ow. But only the victor would descend alive, so there could be no doubt about that.

It was |ight enough. Var noved out, sticks anchored to his waist by a m ni num harness. The
chill of the norning pricked his skin. He was eager for the warm ng exercise and, privately, to
get away fromthe too curious stares of the nmen at his exposed body. He knew he was not pretty.

He clinmbed. At first it was easy, for the slope was gentle and he avoi ded the crevices
that might have trapped a foot in the dark. Then he struck the boul der strewn wastes. This was
where he gained time over his prior ascent, because of the superior route he had worked out. One
man, the day before, had led himat this point, and he had been careful to note the particul ar
path that man had happened on. He knew the nountain's chanpion woul d have to be a remarkabl e
athlete to better Var's own tine, for the other nman woul d not have had this practice.

Not recently, anyway. O course he could have clinbed Mise every day before the nonad
si ege began. That mnight be why such terms had been specified. Still, Var knew he was as fast as
anyone, here.

And he was sure that the other side was no better than his own. He had checked that out
fromthe sunmmt. There was nothing in the agreenent to stop himfromcircling to that side in
order to ascend nore rapidly or intercept the other man. And he had verified that there was no
secret ancient built tunnel there either. So the ternms were fair.

The last portion was the nost difficult. Here the sl ope becane so steep as to seem al nost
vertical. It wasn't; that was an illiusion of perspective. But he did not peer down as he nounted
it.

There were steplike terraces and crevices, ranging fromnere lines in the wall to
pl atforns several feet wide. Here Var's stubby, callused fingers and hard bare toes were inportant
assets, for he could find | odging on a mni num basis. Up, across, and around he went, traversing
the open face of the mountain, keeping a nervous eye for falling rocks. If the other chanpi on had
sonehow reached the summit first. But Var triunphed. No boul ders were | oosed on him and when he
poked his head over the brim alert for attack, he found it bare. Now it would be up to his
ability with the sticks.

He trotted to the far side of the little nesa. The platformwas only about ten paces in
diameter-twice that of the battle circle, but hardly seem ng so because of the frightening drop-
of f all around. He peered over

The underworl d's warrior was clinbing. Var observed his bare back, his round head, his
movi ng |inbs, but was unable to make out nuch detail. He judged the nman to be about five m nutes
fromthe summt. That was a kind of relief, for it nmeant that Var's selection as the enpire
chanpi on had been valid. The slower warriors would have reached the top too late. Particularly
what good would Hul's skill and courage have done him if his head was bashed in while he stil
cli nbed?

Var gl anced at the available stones. Some were small, suitable for throwi ng. Sone were
good for athurate dropping. A few were |arge enough for rolling-and woe betide what lay in their
crushi ng pat hs!

He picked up a throwing rock, nestling it in his palm Hs grip was awkward, but he could
throw well enough. He peered down at the warrior. The man was clinging to the rimof the shelf,
inching fromone narrow step to another. He was helpless; if be tried to dodge a falling object,
he woul d fall hinself. And he wasn't even | ooking up. It was as though the notion of such a
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premature attack had not occurred to him

Var set the stone down, disgusted with hinmself for being tenpted, and recrossed the nesa
The Master had invariably stressed the inportance of honor outside the circle, until this present
adventure. Wthin the circle there was no |law at all except death and victory; outside there was
no victory w thout honor. This plateau was the effective circle. The nmen of the underworld m ght
not practise honor in the fashion of the nonmads, but this one circunscribed case was plainly an
exception. He had to let the warrior enter before naking any hostile nove.

Var was sitting crosslegged at his own side of the mesa as the other warrior clanbered to
the |l evel section. The first thing Var saw was the sticks, slung froma neck | oop. He was natched
agai nst his own weapon! The second thing he saw was that the other warrior was snmall in fact,
dimnutive to the point of dwarfism H's head woul d barely reach Var's shoul der-and Var, though
| arge, was no giant. The third thing he did not see. The naked warrior was either castrated O
femal e.

"I am ready,'
over the edge.

It was a girl, definitely. Her voice was high, sweet. She had thick black hair cut short
beneath the ears, delicate facial features, a |lithe slender body, and tightly bound sandals on her
feet. She could not be nore than nine years old. Half his own age, by the Master's reckoning.
There could be no mistake. She was here, she was arnmed, she was not shy or suprised. The
underworl d had sent a child to represent its interests.

VWhy? Surely they were not dependi ng on sone chival rous di spensation to give the little
girl the technical victory? Not when the fate of nobuntain and enpire was at stake. Not when a
thousand nen had died already in the larger conbat. Yet if they wanted to lose, it had hardly been
necessary to nake such an el aborate arrangenent, or to sacrifice a child.

Var got up and di sposed of his own harness, nainly to have sonething to do while he tried
to think. It occurred to himthat he should be enbarrassed to be naked in the presence of a girl
but his social conditioning dated only fromhis contact with civilization, and was not universally
deep. The codes of honor were nore i medi ate than personal nodesty. And this was not a wonan but a
child. Except for her peeking cleft, she could be a young boy. Her hair was no | onger, her chest
no nore devel oped.

He thought irrelevantly of Sol a.

He cane to neet the child cautiously, doubting that she could wield the full-sized sticks
adequatel y.

Her slender arns noved rapidly. Her two sticks countered his own with expertise. She did
know what she was doi ng.

So they fought. Var had size and strength, but the child had speed and skill. The natch
astoni shingly, was even.

Gradual |y Var realized that this outré situation was not at all a game. He had been
prepared to battle a vicious man to the death, and bad trouble coping with a female child. Yet if
he did not defeat her (he could not, now, bring hinself to think "kill"), he would be defeated
hi msel f and the Master's cause woul d be | ost

Better to do it quickly. He attacked with fury, using his brute strength to beat the girl
back toward the brink. She stepped back, and back again, but could not do so indefinitely. Stick
met stick, no blow landing on flesh directly but Var applied pressure as he had done wi th dagger
the day before, and inmproved his position.

She was two steps fromthe edge, one. Then she spun about w thout seenming to | ook, knocked
one of his sticks up, ducked under it, scooted past him and caught his wist with a backhand
swing that conpletely surprised him

Var wat ched incredulously as one of his sticks flew fromhis nunbed hand, to rattle down
t he nmount ai nsi de. The maneuver had been so swiftly and neatly executed that he had not bad the
chance to defend against it. Now, half disarmed, he was virtually lost. One stick could not
prevail against two.

Hi s inexperience in the circle had after all cost himthe match. Hul woul d not have been
caught so sinply, and certainly not Tyl. Yet who woul d have expected such skill froma nere child?
Var waited for the attack that had to cone. He was doomed, but he would not give up
Perhaps a | unge woul d catch her unaware in turn, or nmaybe he could throw them both off the nesa
maki ng the battle a tie in nutual death. She | ooked at hima nmonent. Then, casually, she tossed

one of her own sticks after his over the brink

Dunbf ounded, Var saw it clatter out of play. She could have tapped himon the skull in
that nmonment without opposition, but she kept her distance.. "You"

"So you owe nme one," she said. "Fair fight." And she came at himwi th the single stick

the mountai n chanpi on said, grasping the two sticks and dropping the harness
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Var had to fight, but he was-shaken. She had di sarmed herself to make the nmatch even
agai n. When she coul d have had easy victory. He had never imagined such a thing in the circle.

There was no doubt that she neant business, however. She pressed himhard with her half
weapon, and scored repeatedly on his unarnmed side. It was a strange, off bal ance contest,
requi ri ng unusual contortions and reflexes to conpensate for the mssing stick, and the finesse of
t he dual weapons was | argely gone.

Thus, clunsily, they fought. And Var, because the reduction of finesse brought her skil
closer to his own level without correspondi ngly upgradi ng her strength, gradually gained the
initiative. But he pursued it with restraint, for he did not need a second such | esson as the one
that had cost himone stick. The child was npbst dangerous when she seenmed nost bel eaguered. And he
still wasn't certain what her sacrifice of her own stick nmeant. Surely she could not have been so
confident of victory that she disarmed herself for the joy of enhanced conpetition! And surely she
could not desire to lose...

Var had not survived his childhood in the badl ands w thout being alert to the dangers of
the unknown. Not all unknowns were physi cal

She was tiring, and he slacked off sone nore, supercautious. The height of the sun showed
they had been at it for sonme three hours, and now the afternoon was passing.

But how would it end, with their |ife-and-death battle reduced to nere sparring. Only one
of them could descend the nountainside. Only one team could prevail. Delay could not change that
harsh reality.

If the contest did not end soon, the victor would not have enough tinme remining before
dusk to make a safe descent. M. Miuse was challenging at any tinme, and seened inpossible in the
dar k. -

It did not end soon. The battle had becone a nockery, for neither person was really trying
to win. Not imediately, anyway. Both were hol di ng back, conserving strength, waiting for sone
more crucial nove by the other that did not cone. Stick still beat against stick; but the force
was perfunctory, the notions routine.

Dusk did conme. The girl stepped back, dropping her weapon. "W shouldn't fight at night,"
she sai d.

Var | owered his own weapon, agreeing, but alert for betriyal

She wal ked to the edge, |eaving her stick behind. "Don't |ook," she said. She squatted.

Var realized that she had to urinate. But if he turned his back she could run up behind
hi mand push. Still, if he could not trust her during this period of truce, he had had no busi ness
agreeing to it. And there had been that matter of the extra stick. Her codes were different than
his, but they seened consi stent.

He faced outward and relieved his own bladder into the gl oom bel ow

Their toilets done, the two returned to the center of the plateau. Darkness filled the
| andscape |ike a great ocean, but their island remained clear. And | onely.

“I''"'m hungry," she said.

So was he. But there was nothing to eat. Al concerned had assuned that the battle would
be of short duration, so no provision for a prolonged stay had been nade.

Perhaps this had been intentional: if the chanpions did not fight with sufficient vigor
thirst and hunger woul d pronpt them

“You don't talk nuch, do you," she said.

"I don't talk well," Var explained. The nmangl ed syl |l abl es conveyed the nessage nore
clearly than the | anguage did.

ddly, she smiled, a flash of white in shadow. "My father doesn't talk at all. He got hurt
in the throat, years ago. Before | can renenber. But | understand himwell enough."

Var just nodded.

"Why don't you take that side, and I'll take this side, and we'll sleep," she said,
gesturing. "Tonorrow we'll finish this."

He agreed. He took his stick and skuffed it across the center of the plateau, naking a
line that divided the area in halves. He lay down in his territory.

The girl sat up for a while, looking very small. "What is your nanme?"

"Var."

"Grow ?

"Var."

"I don't see any bad scar on your throat. Wiy can't you tal k?"

Var tried to figure out a sinple way to answer that, but failed.

"What's it like, outside?" she asked.

He realized that he did not need to reply sensibly to her questions. She was nore
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interested in talking than in Iistening.

"It's cold," she said.

Var hadn't thought about it, but she was right. A hard chill was settling on the nesa, and
they were both naked and wi thout sleeping bags. He could endure it, of course; he had sl ept
exposed nmany tines in youth. But she was smaller then be, and thinner, and her skin was soft.

In fact, the cold would be nore than an inconvenience to her. She could die from exposure.
Al ready her hunched hairless torso was shaking so violently he felt the trenors in the ground.

Var sat up. "That favour | owe you, for the stick" he called.

Her head turned toward him He could see the notion, but nothing else in the fading Iight.
"l don't understand."

"For the stick ny return favor." He tried to enunciate clearly.

"Stick," she said. "Favor." She was beginning to pick up his clunmsy words, but not his
nmeani ng. Her teeth chattered as she spoke.

"The warnth of ny body, tonight."

"War n? Ni ght ?" She renai ned perpl exed.

Var got up abruptly and crossed over to her. He lay down on his side, took hold of her
and pulled her to him "Sleep warm" he said as clearly as he coul d.

For a monent her body was tense, and her hands flew to his neck in a gesture he recogni zed
from denmonstrati ons the Nanel ess One had made. She knew weaponl ess conbat! Then she rel axed.

"Ch you nmean to share warnth! Oh, thank you, Val"

And she turned about, curled up, and lay with her shivering back nestled against his
front, his arns and legs falling about her. H's chin, sprouting its sparse beard, cane to nestle
in her fluffy hair. Hs forearmsettled on her folded thigh, his hand cl asped her knee to gain the
purchase necessary to keep them cl ose together

Var renmenbered the first tine he had held a woman, not so nany nonths before. But of
course this was not the sane. Sola had been buxom and hot, while this child was bony and cold. And
the relationship was entirely different.

Yet he found this chaste camaraderie against the cold to be as meani ngful as that prior
sexual connection. To stand even on the favors that was part of the circle code, as he understood
it, and there was no shanme in it.

Yet in the norning they woul d do battle again.

"Who are you?" he asked now. For once the words came out succinctly.

"Soil. My father is sol of all weapons."”

Sol of Al Wapons! The forner naster of the enpire, and the nan who had built it up from
not hi ng. No wonder she was so proficient!

Then a terrible thought struck him "Your nother, who is your nother?"

"Ch, ny nother knows even nore about fighting than Sol does but she does it without
weapons. She's very small hardly bigger than | am and |I'mnot full grown but any nman who cones
at her lands on his head!" She tittered. "It's funny."

Relief, until sonething else occurred to him "She your nother brown curly hair, very good
figure, snock"

"Yes, that's her! But how could you know? She's never been out of the underworld not since
|'ve been there."

Once again Var found hinself at a loss to explain. Certainly he did not want to tell her
he had tried to kill her nother

"Of course Sosa isn't my natural nother,"” Soil remarked. "I was born outside. My father
brought nme in, when | was snall."

Var's earlier shock returned. "You're you're Sola's dead daughter?"

“"Well, we're not really dead in the underworld. W just |let the nomads think that, because
I don't know exactly why. Sol was married to Sol a outside, though, and I'mtheir child. They say
Sola married the Nanel ess One, after that."

"Yes. But she kept her nane."

"Sosa kept her nane, too. That's funny."

But Var was renenbering Sola's charge to him "Kill the man who harns ny child."

Var the Stick was that nan, for he was pledged to save the enmpire by killing the
nmount ai n' s chanpi on.

CHAPTER TEN
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Var woke several tines in the night, beset by the chill of this height. A w nd came up, winging
the precious warnth fromhis back. Only in front, where he touched Soli, was he warm He could
have survived alone but it was better this way.

Every so often the girl stirred but when her |inbs stretched out and net the cold, they
contracted again quickly. Even so, her hands were icy. Had she slept by herself she would hardly
have been able to wield a stick in the norning. Var put his coarse hand over her fine one,
shielding it.

Dawn finally came. They stood up shivering and junped vigorously to restore circulation
and attended to natural calls again, but it was sone tinme before they both felt better. Fog
shrouded the pl ateau, making the drop off unreal, the sky disnal

"What's that?" Soli inquired, pointing.

Once nore, Var was at a loss to answer. He knew what it was, but not what wormen called it.

"My father Sol doesn't have one," she said.

Var knew she was nistaken, for had that been the case, she herself would never have been
bor n.

“I'"'mhungry," she said. "And thirsty too."

So was Var but they were no closer to a solution to that problemthan they had been the
ni ght before. They had to fight. The wi nner would descend and feast as royally as he or she
wi shed. The other woul d not need food again, ever. He | ooked at the two singlesticks |ying across
the centerline. A pair but one his, the other hers.

She saw his glance. "Do we have to fight?"

Var never seemed to be able to answer her questions. On the one hand he represented the
enpire; on the other he had his oath to Sola to uphold. He shrugged.

"I't's foggy," she said wistfully. "Nobody can see us."

Meani ng that they should not fight w thout witnesses? Well, it would do for an excuse. The
m st showed no sign of dissipating, and no sound rose fromits depths. The world was a whiteness,
as was their contest.

"Why don't we go down and get sone food?" she asked. "And conme back before they see us."

The sinplicity and directness of her m nd were astonishing! Yet why not? He was glad to
have a pretext to postpone hostilities, since he could not see his way clear either to wi nning or
| osi ng.

"Truce until the fog lifts?" he asked.

"Truce until the fog lifts. That tine | understood you very well."

And Var was pl eased.

They descended on Var's side of the nmountain, after retrieving the stick harnesses. The
third and fourth sticks thensel ves had bounced and roll ed and been lost entirely, but the
har nesses had stayed where they fell. Soli had feared that the underworld had ways to spot anyone
who traversed her own slope of M. Mise. "Television pickups can't tell where they're hidden."

"You nmean sets are just sitting around outside?" Var knew what television was; he had seen
the strange silent pictures on the boxes in hostels.

"Sets outside," she repeated, Interpreting. "No, silly. Pickups little boxes |ike eyes,
set into stones and things, operated by renote controlL"

Var |l et the subject drop. He had never seen a stone with an eye in it, but there had been
stranger things in the badl ands.

The fog was even thicker at the base. They held hands and sneaked up to the Master's canp.
Then Var hesitated. "They'll know ne," he whi spered.

"Ch." She was taken aback. "Could | go in, then?"

“You don't know the layout."

“I'"m hungry!" she wail ed.

"Sh.." He jerked her back out of auditory range. A warrior sentry could cone on them at
any tinme.

"Tell me the layout,"” she whispered desperately. "I'lIl go in and steal sone food for us."

"Stealing isn't honest!"

“I't"s all right in war. Froman eneny canp."

"But that's ny canp!"

"Ch." She thought a noment. "I could still go. And ask for some. They don't know ne."

"Wthout any cl ot hes?"

"But |'m hungry!"

Var was getting disgusted, and didn't answer. Hi s own hunger becane intense.

She began to cry.

"Here," Var said, feeling painfully guilty. "The hostel has clothes."

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers...Battle%20Circle%202%20-%20Var%20the%20Stick.txt (31 of 79) [1/19/03 8:03:53 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Battl €9620Circl €%6202%20- %20V ar%20the%620Sti ck.txt

They ran to the hostel, one nile. Before Var could protest, Soli handed hi m her harness
and stick and wal ked inside. She energed a few mnutes later wearing a junior snock and a hair
ri bbon and new sandal s, | ooking clean and fresh

"You're lucky no one was there!" Var said, exasperated. "Someone was there. Sonebody's
wife, waiting to neet her warrior. | guess they're keeping the wonmen out of your nain canp. She
junped a mle when | walked in. |I told her I was lost, and she hel ped ne."

So neatly acconplished! He woul d never have thought of that, or had the nerve to do it.
Was she bold, or naive?

"Here," she said. She handed hima bundle of clothing. Dressed, they reappraised the nain
canp. It occurred to Var that there should have been food at the hostel, but then he renenbered
that the nomads cleaned it out regularly. It took a lot of food to feed an arnmed canp, and the
hostel food was superior to the enpire nmess. therw se they m ght have sol ved their problem
readily. Their food problem

“I"1l have to go to the main tent," she said. Var agreed, hunger naking himurgent, now
that their nakedness had been abated. "I'Il pretend |I'm sonebody's daughter, and that |'m bringing
food out to ny famly."

Var was fearful of this audacity, but could offer nothing better. "Be careful," he said.

He lurked in the forest near the tent, not daring to nove for fear she would not be able
to find himagain. She disappeared into the mst.

Then lie remenbered what her notel- onment should have jogged into his head before: the
entird canp was not only masculine, it was on a recognition only basis. No stranger could pass the
guards particularly not a fermale child.

And it was too late to stop her

Soli noved toward the huge tent, fascinated by its tenuous configuration though her heart
beat nervously. She would have felt nore confident with a pair of sticks, but had left themwth
Var because children especially girl children did not carry weapons here.

A guard stood at the tent entrance. She tried to brush past himas if she bel onged, but
his staff came down to bar her inmrediately. "Wo are you?" he demanded.

She knew better than to give her real nane. Hastily she invented one: "I'm Sem . M father
is tired. I have to fetch some food for"

"No Samin this canp, girl. Id know a strange nanme |i ke that, sure. Wat gane are you
pl ayi ng?"

"Samthe Sword. He just arrived. Here"

"You're lying, child. No warrior brings his family into this canp. |'mtaking you to the

Master." He nudged her with the staff.

No one else was in sight at the monment. Soil vaulted the pole, shot spoked fingers at his
eyeballs, and when his head jerked back in the warrior's reflex she sliced himacross the throat
with the rigid side of her hand. She clipped himagain as he gasped for breath, and he coll apsed
silently.

He was too heavy for her to nove, so she left himthere and stepped inside, straightening
her runpled snock and retying her hair. She could still get the food if she acted quickly enough

But the norning ness was over and she did not dare pester the cook directly.

"Kol has been attacked!" soneone shouted, back at the entrance. "Search the grounds!"”

Ch oh. She hadn't gotten out in time. But her hunger still drove her. She would have to
make up for her vulnerability by sheer audacity, as Sosa put it. Sosa knew how to nake the best of
bad situations.

She retreated to just shy of the entrance, knowi ng what nust happen there.

Warriors rushed up, haul ed the unconscious Kol to his feet, exclained. "Didn't see it
happen.” "Clubbed in the throat." "Spread a net he can't have gotten far."

Then a huge man cane. Soil recognized himat once: the Nanel ess One, naster of the eneny
enpire. He noved like a rolling nachine, shaking the ground with the force of his tread, and he
was ugly. H's voice was al nbost as bad as Var's:

"That was a weaponl ess attack. The nountain has sent a spy."

Soil didn't wait for nore. She ran out of the tent and threw herself at the nonster, hands
out st ret ched.

Sur prised, he caught her by the shoulder and |ifted her high, his strength appalling.
"What have we here?"

"Sir!" she cried. "Help me! A man is chasing ne!"

"Achild!'" he said. "Agirl-child. Wat famly?

"No famly. Iman orphan. | cane here for food."
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The Master set her down, but one hand gripped her thin shoulder with vicelike power. "The
hand that struck Kol's neck would have been about the size of your hand, child. | saw the nark.
You are a stranger, and | know the ways of the-nountain. You"

She reacted even before she fully conprehended his inport. Her pointed knuckles ramred
into his cloak, aimng for the solar plexus as she tw sted away.

It was like hitting a wall. His belly was nade of steel. "Try again, little spy,
| aughi ng.

She tried again. Her knee came up to ramhard into his crotch, and one hand struck at his

he said,

neck.
The Nanel ess One just stood there chuckling. H's grip on her shoul der never | oosened. Wth
his free hand be tore open his own cl oak
His torso was a grotesque nmass of nuscle that did not flex properly with his breathing.
Hi s neck was solid gristle.
"Child, | know your leader's tricks. What are you doi ng here? Qur contest was supposed to
be settled by conbat of chanpions on the plateau
"Sir, I-1 thought he was attacking ne. He noved his shaft" She searched for a suitable
story. "I'mfromTribe Pan." That was Sosa's tribe, before she cane to the nountain, that trained
its wonmen in weaponless conmbat. "I ran away. Al | wanted was food."
"Tribe Pan." He pondered. Sonething strangely soft crossed his brutal face. "Cone with
He et go of her and marched out of the crowd.
No ot her warrior spoke. She knew better than to attenpt any break now. Docilely, she
foll onwed the Weaponl ess.
He entered a large private tent. There was food there; her enpty stonmach yeained to its

nme.

ar oma.

"You are hungry eat," he said, setting the bow of porridge before her, and a cup of nilk.

Eagerly she reached for both then fathonmed the trap. Nonad table manners differed from
underworl d practice. Her every manneri smwould betray her origin. In fact, she wasn't sure the
nonads used utensils at all

She plunged one fist into the porridge and brought up a dripping gob. She sneared this
into her nmouth, wincing at its heat. She ignored the nmlk.

The Nanel ess One did not coment.

"I"'mthirsty, "she saidafter a bit.

Wordl essly he brought her a w nebag.

She put the nozzle to her nmouth and sucked. She gagged. It was sone bitter, bubbling
concoction. "That isn't water!" she cried, her anguish real

"At Pan they have neither hostels nor home-brew?" he inquired.

Then she realized that she had overdone it. Mst nomads woul d know the civilized node of
eating, for the hostels had plates and forks and spoons and cups. And the truly uncivilized tribes
must drink brew

Soi|l began to cry, sensing beneath this brute visage a gentle personality. It was her only
recour se.

He brought her water.

"It doesn't nmke sense," he said as she drank. "Bob would not send an unversed child into
the eneny heartland. That woul d be stupid-particularly at this tinme."

Soli wondered how he had | earned her chief's name. Ch they had communi cated, to arrange
the fight on Miuse pl ateau

"Yet no ordinary child would know weaponl ess conbat, " he conti nued.

She realized that sonmehow her very nistakes bad hel ped put himoff. "Can |I take sone back
to nmy friend?" she asked, renenbering Var

The Nanel ess One | ooked as though he were about to ask a question, then exploded into
| aughter. "Take all you can carry, you ganin! My your friend feast for many days, and energe from
his orgy a happier man than I!"

"I really do have a friend," she said, nettled at his tone. She realized that he was
nmocki ng her, supposing that she wanted it all for herself.

He brought a bag and tossed assorted solids into it, as well as two wi neskins. "Take this
and get out of ny canp, child. Far out. Go back to Pan they produce good wonen, even the barren
ones. Especially those. W're at war here, and it isn't safe for you, even with your defensive
skills.™

She slung the heavy sack over her shoul der and went to the exit.

"Grl!" he called suddenly, and she junped, afraid he had seen through her after all. Bob
the master of Helicon, was |like that; he would toy with a person, seenming to agree, then take him
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down unexpectedly and savagely. "If you ever grow tired of wandering, seek ne out again. | would
take you for ny daughter.”

She understood with relief that this was a fundamental conplinent. And she liked this
enornous, terrible man

"Thank you," she said. "Maybe sone day you'll neet ny real father. | think you would I|ike
each other."

"You were not an orphan long, then," he nurnured, chuckling again. He was horribly
intelligent under that ruscle. "Who is your father?"

Suddenly she renenbered that the two nen had net for the Nanel ess One had taken the enpire
and her true nother fromher father. She dared not give Sol's nanme now, for they had to be norta
eneni es.

"Thank you," she said quickly, pretending not to have heard him "Good-bye, sir." And she
ducked out of the tent.

He I et her go. No hue and cry followed, and no secret tracker either.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Var's body felt weak as he saw Soil cone out of the thinning mst, alone. No one was
followi ng her; he let her pass him and waited, just to be sure.

Yet he had heard the outcry and seen the nmen rushing to the main tent. Its entrance was
hi dden fromhimin the fog, but he had thought he heard her voice, and the Master's. Sonething had
happened, and he had been powerless to act or even to know. He had had to wait, clasping and
uncl aspi ng his rough fingers about the two sticks his and hers nervously. If she were prisoner
what woul d happen next?

She circled back silently, searching for him Sonehow she had tal ked her way out of it if
he had not inmagi ned the whole thing, converting other voices to those he knew. "Here," he
whi spered. She ran at himand shoved a heavy bag into his hands. Together they hurried away from
the canp. He knew no one would trace themin this fog, and the terrain was too rough for their
traces to show | ater

At the base of Mise they paused while he fished in the sack for the food he snelled. He
found a wineskin and gul ped greedily, squirting it into his nouth It was good, sturdy nomad beer
the kind of beverage the crazies never provided. Then he got hold of a |oaf of dark bread, and
gnawed on it as they clinbed.

The edge of his hunger assuaged, Var worried about the fog. If it let up before they
reached the top, their secret would be out. Then what would they do?

But it held. Wth nutual relief they flopped on the nesa, panting. Then they enptied the
bag on the ground and feasted.

There was bread, of course. There was roasted nmeat. There were baked potatoes. There were
appl es and nuts and even some crazy chocolate. One wineskin held nilk, the other the beer

"How, " Var demanded around a nouthful, "did you get all this?"

Soli, not really hungry because of the porridge she had al ready had, experinmented again
with the beer. She had never had any before today, and it intriged her by its very foul ness. "I
asked the Nanel ess One for it."

Var choked, spewing potato crunbs out wastefully. "How why?"

She gul ped down anot her abrasive nmouthful of beer repressing its determined urge to cone
up again, and she told himthe story. "And | wish they weren't enemes," she finished. "Sol and
t he Nanel ess One-they would |ike each other, otherwi se. Your Master is sort of nice, even though
he's terrible.”

"Yes," Var nurmured, thinking of his own intinate five year experience with the man. "But
they aren't really enemies. The Master told me once. They were friends, but they had to fight for
some reason. Sol gave the Wapon to his wife, with his bracelet and all. Because she didn't want
to die, and she didn't |ove Sol anyway."

She | ooked confused through nost of that speech, having top out his inflections, but she
reacted imediately to the last of it. "She did too love him" she flared. "She was ny nother!"

Be backed away fromthat aspect, disturbed. "She's a good woman,"” he said after a noment.
That seermed to nollify Soli, though he was thinking of the journey he had made with Sola. He could
see the resenbl ance, now, between nmother and daughter. But could Sol a have | oved anyone, to have
done what she did? Junping fromnan to man, and putting her body to secret service for Var him
sel f? Surely the Master knew she had said he knew yet he allowed it. How could such a thing be
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expl ai ned?

And once nore he canme up against the problemof his oath to Sola: to kill the nman who
harmed her child. Wiat sort of a wonman Sol a was, or why she should be so concerned now for a child
she deserted then these things had no mtigating rel evance. He had sworn. How could he fight Soli
now?

"Friends," Soli said forlornly. "I could have told him"
She gul ped nore beer and let out a nomhdlike belch. "Var, if we fight and | kill you then
the Weaponl ess will go away, and she will never see him Again." She began to cry once nore.

"W can't fight," Var said, relieved to make it official

The fog lifted.

"They can see us!" Soli cried, junping up. This was not true, for the ground renai ned
shrouded, but the nether nists were thinning too. "They'll know The sticks!" And she fell down
agai n.

"What's the matter?" Var asked, scranmbling to help her.

She rolled her head. "I feel funny." Then she vomted.

"The beer!" Var said, angry with hinself for not thinking what it would do to her. He had
been sick hinself, the first tinme he had been exposed to it. "You nust have drunk a quart while we
tal ked. "

But the bag was not down nearly that nuch. Soli just hung on himand heaved.

Var grabbed a soft sugared roll and sponged off her face and front with it. "Soli, you
can't be sick now. They're watching your people and mne. If we don't fight"

"Where's ny stick?" she cried hysterically. "I'll bash your hunmpy head in. Leave ne

al one!" She tried anot her heave, but nothing canme up.

Var held her erect, not knowi ng what else to do. He was afraid that if he let her go she
woul d ei ther collapse on the ground or stunble over the brink. Either way, it wouldn't be rmuch of
a show, and the watchers on either side would becone suspi cious.

A show To the distant spectators, it nust appear that the two were in a termna
struggl e, staggering about the nesa after an all night conbat. This was the fight!

"Wanna sl eep," Soil munbled. "Lie down. Sick. Keep the cold off nme, Var, there's a good
." Her knees fol ded.

Var hooked his arms under her shoulders and held her up. "W can't sleep. Not while
they're watching."

"I don't care. Let me go.

Var had to set her down.

"It's that beer, isn't it?" she said, suddenly w de awake. "Im drunk. They never let ne
have any, Sol and Sosa. Awful stuff. Hold ne, Var. | feel all weak. I'mfrightened." Var decided
that any further show of battle was hopel ess. He lay down and put his arns about her, and she
cried and cri ed.

After a time she regained self-control. "What'll we do, Var?"

He didn't know.

"Could we both go honme and say it didn't work?" she asked plaintively. Then, before he
coul d answer, she did:

nonad. . .

She | apsed i nto sobbi ng agai n.

"No. Bob would kill ne as a traitor. And the war would go on."

They sat side by side and | ooked out over the world.

"Why don't we tell them sonmebody won?" she asked suddenly. "Then it'll be settled.”

Var was dubi ous, but as he considered it the proposal seenmed sound. "Who w ns?"

"W'l | have to choose. If | win, you nonads will go away. If you win, they'll take over
the underworld. Wiich is better?"

"There'll be a lot of killing if we go down there," he said. "Mybe your maybe Sol and

Sosa. "

"No," she said. "Not if Helicon surrenders. And you said they were friends Sol and the
Nanel ess One. They could be together again. And | could neet Sola, nmy true nother." Then, after a
nmonent: "She couldn't be better than Sosa, though."” He thought about that, and it seened
reasonable. "I win, then?"

"You win, Var." She gave hima wan snmile and reached for the bread.

"But what about you?"

“I"1l hide. You tell themIm dead."

"But Soli!"
"After it's over, I'll find Sol and tell himI'mnot dead. By then it won't nake any
di fference. "
Var still felt uneasy, but Soli seenmed so certain that he couldn't protest. "Go now, " she
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urged. "Tell himit was a hard battle, and you fell down too, but you finally won."

"But |'m unmarked!"

She giggled. "Look at your arm"”

He | ooked at both arns. His right was clean, but his left, the weaponl ess one, was | aced
with brui ses. She had been scoring, that serious part of the fight. Soil herself was al npost
wi t hout bl emi sh.

"I could bash you in the face a couple of tinmes," she said mschievously. "To make it | ook
better.” She tried to suppress a titter and failed. "I think | said that wong. The fight, | nean.
It isn't that ugly. Your face, | nean."

Var | eft her there and began his descent. She would play dead until dusk, then make her
way down the safest route as well as she cQuld. He worried, but she told himthat she knew t he way

and anyhow woul d have plenty of time to be careful Certainly he couldn't wait for her. "I'Il start
down before it's all the way dark," she said. "So i'll be past the killer slope before | can't see
any nore."

He halted a few feet down and called up to her: "If anything happens where can | find
you?" He could not get rid of his norbid concern

"Near the hostel, dumy," she called back. "hurry up. | nmean down.

He obliged, not avoiding abrasions since they would nake his supposed fight to the death
seem nore authentic. He would be telling a lie but at |east he was doing the right thing, and he
had al so preserved his oath. He had | earned the final |esson the Master had taught him

"Var! Va-a-ar!" Soil was calling him her dark head poked over the edge.

"What ?"

“Your clothing!"

He had forgotten! He was wearing the stolen clothing. If he returned in that, everything
woul d be exposed; ironically.

Enbarrassed, he returned to the mesa and stripped to the skin. The material would help
keep her warm anyway.

There was jubilation that night at the Master's base canp, and Var was feted in a manner
he was wholly unaccustoned to. He had to eat prodigiously, not daring to adnit he was not hungry
for the first time the wonen of the nei ghbouring canmp, suspiciously quick to appear afterword of
the victory had spread, found himattractive. But all he could think of was little Soil
struggling down the treacherous cliffs in the dark, carrying her bundle of food and clothing. If
she fell, their ruse would becorme real. Pity....

The warriors assuned that he had fought a nale sticker, and Var chose to avoid
clarification of the matter. "I killed," he said, and stopped there. And fended off nale
congratul ations and fermale attentions until finally Tyl saw the way of it and found hima private
tent for the night.

In the norning the Master went to the hostel to talk to the television set, taking Var
al ong. The Master had not questioned him and seened apprehensive. "If Bob pulls a doubl ecross,
this is when it will happen,” he muttered. "He is not the type to yield readily, ever."

Soli's own assessnent of the underworld master seemed to concur. That nust be a devil of a
man, Var thought.

They entered the elegant cylindrical building, with its racks of clothing and sanitary
facilities and its several machineries, and the Master turned on the set. As it warned up, Var
realized that once again they had blundered safely past disaster for if that set had been on when
Soli cane, the underworld woul d have known what was happeni ng.

The picture that canme on was not the random vapid collection of costuned posturings Var
had observed fromtime to tinme before. Nor was it silent. It was a roomnot |ike the hostel room
but certainly the work of crazy machines. It was square, with diagranms on the opposite wall, and
airvents, and a ponderous netal desk in the center

In fact, it was rather Iike a roomin a building such as he had prowl ed through in the
badl ands. But clean and new, not filthy and ancient.

A man sat in a padded, bendable chair behind the desk. He was ol d, older than the Master
at least thirty and possibly nore. Var did not know how long a man could live if he suffered no
m shap in the circle. Perhaps even as long as forty years. This one had sparse gray-brown hair
(actually, the picture was colorless, but that was the way it |ooked) and stern lines in his face.

"Hell o, Bob," the Master said griny.

"Hel | o again, Sos. What's the word?" The man's tones were brisk, assured, and he noved his
tong thin armas though directing subordinates. A |leader of nmen: yes. Var did not |ike him

"Your champion did not return?"
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The man nerely stared coldly at him

"This is Var the Stick our chanpion,” the Master said. "He infornms nme that he killed your
chanpi on on the nmesa of Mise yesterday."

"I npossible. Surely you realize no | esser man than yourself could have defeated Sol of A
Weapons in honest conbat."

The Master seemed stricken. "Sol! You sent Sol ?

"Ask your supposed chanpion," Bob said.

The Master turned slowy to Var. "Sol would not have gone. But if he had"

"No," Var said. "It wasn't Sol." He didn't understand why the underworld | eader should
pl ay such a gane.

"Perhaps, then, his mate, if the termis not unkindly euphem stic," Bob said, his glance
possessing a peculiar Intensity. "She of the deadly hands and barren wonb."

"No!" Var cried, knowi ng now that he was being baited, but reacting to it, anyway. The
Mast er, astonishingly, was sweating. It was as though the real battle was taking place here,
rather than on the nesa. A strange contest of deadly words and savage inplications. And Bob was
winning it.

Bob | ooked at his fingernails during the pause. "Wo, then?"

"Hi s-daughter. Soil. She had sticks."

The Master opened his nmouth but did not speak. He stared at Var as though pierced by a
bul | et.

"l apol ogi ze," Bob said smoothly. "Var was there, after all. He did kill our designated
chanpi on. Her parents were too wary to cooperate, so are in our bad graces; but she was, shall we
say, cooperatively naive. O course she was only eight years old-eight and a half or better
technically and | think we'll have to delay further action on this natter in favor of a
rematch...."

Var realized that the man's over el aborate words signified his intent to renign. But the
Mast er was not protesting. The Master conthued to stare dunbly at Var. There was another wait.
"You killed Soli?" the Master said at last, so hoarsely as to be hardly conprehensible.

Var did not dare tell the full truth, here before the underworld | eader. "Yes."

The Master's whol e body shook as though he were cold. Var could not understand what was
the matter. Soil was no relation to him the Master had not even known her when She begged food
fromhim True, it was unkind to kill a girl but he had had to neet the nmountain's chainpion, in
what ever guise. Had it been a mutant lizard, he still would have fought. Wiy was the Master so
upset now, and why was Bob | ooking so snug? They were acting as though he had | ost the battle.

"So | was correct about her," Bob said. "Sol never |et on. But obviously"

"Var the Stick," the Master said fornmally, his voice quivering with enotion. "The
friendship between us is ended. Wiere we neet next, there is the circle. No ternms but death. In
def erence to your ignorance and to what is past, | give you one day and one night to flee.
Tonmorrow | come for you."

Then he whirled and snote the television set with his massive fist. The glass on the face
of it shattered and the box toppled over. "And after that, you!" he shouted at the dead nmachi ne.
"Not one chanber will escape the flamethrower, and you shall roast on the pyre, alivel"

Var had never seen such fury in any nman. He understood none of it, except that the Master
intended to kill both himand the underworld |l eader. His friend had |ost his sanity.

Var fled fromthe hostel, and kept on running, confused and ashanmed and afraid.

CHAPTER TWELVE

He whirled, grabbing for his new set of sticks. Then he relaxed. "Soil!"

"I saw you run fromthe hostel So | cane, too. Var, what happened?"

"The Master" Var was stopped by an nisery.

"He Wasn't he happy that you won?"

"The Bob reniged."

"Ch." She took his hand solicitously. "So it was for nothing. No wonder the Waponless is
mad. But that isn't your fault, is it?"

"He says he'll kill ne."

"Kill you? The Nanel ess One? Wy?

"I don't know. " It was as though she were the inquiring adult, he the child.

"But he's nice. Underneath. He wouldn't do that. Not just because it didn't work."

Var shrugged. He had seen the Master run anuck. He believed.
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“"What are you going to do, Var?"

"Leave. He's giving ne a day and a night."

"But what will | do? I can't go back to the nountain now. Bob would kill ne and he'd kil
Sol and Sosa too. For losing. He told ne he'd kill themboth if | didn't fight, and if he finds
out™

Var stood there having no answer.

"W weren't very smart, | guess," Soil said, beginning to cry.

He put his armaround her, feeling the sane.

"I don't know enough about the nonads,"” she said. "I don't |ike being alone."

“"Neither do I," Var said, realizing that it was exile he faced. Once he had been a | oner

and satisfied, but he had changed.

"Let's go together," Soli said.

Var though about that, and it seenmed good.

"Come on!" she cried, suddenly jubilant. "W can raid some other hostel for traveling
gear, and and run right out of the country! Just you and ne! And we can fight in the circle!"

"I don't want to fight you any nore," he said. "Silly! Not each other! Oher people! And
we can nmake a big tribe with all the ones we capture, and then cone back and"

"No! | won't fight the Master!"

"But if he's chasing you"

“I"1l keep running."

"But, Var!"

"No!" He shook her off.

Soli began to cry, as she always did when thwarted, and he was i Mmediately sorry. But as
usual he didn't know what to say.

"l guess it's like fighting your father," she said after a bit. That seemed to be the end
of it.

"But we can still do everything el se?" she asked wistfully, after a bit nore

He smled. "Everything!"

Reconci |l ed, they began their flight.

By dusk they were ensconced in an unoccupi ed hostel twenty miles distant. "This is al nost
like hone," Soli said. "Except that it's round. And everything's here | guess the nonads haven't
raided it this week."

Var shrugged. He was not at hone in a hostel, but this had seemed better than foraging
outside for supper. Al one, he would have stayed in deep forest; but with Soli "I can fix us a rea
underworl d neal ," she said. "Uh, you do known how to use knives and forks? | saw how the cooks did
it. Sosa says | should always be able to do for nyself, 'cause sonetinme | night have to. Let's
see, this is a 'lectric range, and this button nakes it hot"

One word stuck in his mind as he watched her busily hauling out utensils and supplies.
Sosa. That was the nane of her stepnmother, he knew. The little wonan he had encountered
under ground, who had thrown hi m down so easily. The Master had spoken the name too. But there was
sonet hing el so Sos! Bob of the mobuntain had called the Master Sos! And so had Tyl, earlier, he-
remenbered that now. As though the Nanel ess One had a nane! And Sos woul d be the original husband
of Sosa!

But Sol was married to Sosa, there in the mountain. And Sos was narried to Sol a. How had
such a transposition cone about?

And if Soil were the child of Sol and Sola was there also a Sosi, born of Sos and Sosa? If
so, where?

Var's head whirled with the conplexity of such thinking.

Sonewhere in this confusion was the answer to the Master's strange wath, be was sure. But
how was be to untangle it?

Soli was having difficulties with the repast. "I need a can opener,'
a seal ed can.

Var didn't know what a can opener was.

"To get these tonatoes open."

"How do you know what's in there?"

"It says on the label. TOVATO The crazies |abel everything. That is what you call them
isn't it?"

"You nean you can read? The way the Master does?"

"Well, not very well," she admitted. "Jimthe Librarian taught ne. He says all the
children of Helicon should learn to read, for the time when civilization comes back. How can
open this can?

she said, holding up
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She called the mountain Helicon, too. So many little things were different! And she knew
Jimthe Gun's nountain brother, not the real Jim

Var took the can and brought it to the weapons rack. He sel ected a dagger and plunged it
into the flat end of the cylinder. Red juice squirted out, as though froma wound.

He took the dripping object back to her. It was tonatoes.

"You're smart," Soil said adnmiringly. It was ridiculous, but he felt proud,

Eventual | y she served up the meal. Var, accustoned in childhood to scavenging for edibles
in ancient buildings and in the garbage dunps of human canps, was not particularly dismayed. He
crunched on the burned neat and drank the tomatoes and gnawed on the fibrous rolls and sliced the
rock-hard ice-creamw th the dagger. "Very good," he said, for the Master had al ways stressed the
i mportance of courtesy.

"You don't have to be sarcastic!"

Var didn't understand the word, so he said nothing. Wiy was it that people so often got
angry for no reason?

After the neal Var went outside to urinate, not used to the hostel's crockery sanitary
facilities. Soil took a shower and pulled down a bunk fromthe wall.

"Don't turn on the television," she called as he reentered. "It's probably bugged."
Var hadn't intended to, but he wondered at her concern
" Bugged?"

"You know. The underworld has a tap so they know when soneone's wat chi ng. Maybe the
crazies do, too. To keep track of the nonads. W don't want anyone to know where we are."

He renenbered the Master's conversation with the nountain | eader Bob, and thought he
understood. Tel evision didn't have to be neaningless. He pulled down an adjacent bunk and fl opped
on it.

After a while he rolled over and | ooked at the television set. "Why is it so stupid?" he
asked thetorically.

"That's the way the Ancients were before the Blast,"” she said. "They did stupid things,
and they're all on tape, and we just run it through the "mtter and that's what's on tel evision
Jimsays it all means sonething, but we don't have the sound systemso we can't tell for sure.”

"R 2"

"The underworld. Helicon. Jimsays we have to naintain 'nology. W don't know how to nake
television, but we can maintain it. Until all the replacenment parts wear out, anyway. The crazies
know nore about 'lectricity than we do. They even have conputers. But we do nore work."

Var was becom ng interested. "Wat do you do?'

"Manufacturing. We nmake the weapons and the pieces for the hostels. The crazies are
Service they put up the hostels and fill themwi th food and things. The nomads are 'suners they
don't do anything."

This was too deep for Var, who had never heard of the underworld before this canpai gn and
still had only the vaguest notion what the crazies were or did. "Wy does the Master have to
conquer the nmountain, if it does so nuch?"

"Bob says he's denented. Bob says he's a doubl ecrosser. He was supposed to end the enpire,
but he attacked the mountain instead. Bob's real mad."

"The Master said the nmountain was bad. He said he couldn't nake the enpire great until he
conquered the mountain. And now he says he'll burn it all, after he kills ne."

"Maybe he is denented," she whi spered.

Var wonder ed, hinself.

"I"'mfrightened," Soil said after a pause. "Bob says |If the nomads nmake an enpire there'l
be another Blast, and no one will escape. He says they're the violent 'lenment of our society, and
they can't have 'nology or they'll nmake the Blast. Again. But now

Var couldn't follow that either. "Wio made the nountai n?" he asked her

"Jimsays he thinks it was nade by post-Blast civilization," she said uncertainly. "There
was radi ation everywhere and they were dying, but they took their big machines and scooped a whol e
city into a pile and dug it out and put in 'lectricity and saved their finest scientists and fixed
it so no one else could get inside. But they needed food and things, so they had to trade and sone
of the smart men outside had sone civilization too, fromsonewhere, and they were the crazies, and
so they traded. And everyone else, the stupid ones, just drifted and fought each other, and they
were the nomads. And after a while too nany nmen in Helicon got old and died, and 'nol ogy was bei ng
|l ost, so they had to take in sone others, but they had to keep it secret and the crazies wouldn't
conme, so they only took in the ones that cane to die."

"l don't think the Master woul d make another Blast," Var said. But he renmenbered the man's
mysterious fury, his threat to destroy all the nountain, and he wasn't sure.
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Soli was discreet enough not to conment. After a tine they slept.

Twenty niles away, the Nanel ess One, known by sone as Sos, did not sleep. He paced his
tent, sick with rage at the nurder of his natural child, the girl called Soil conceived in
adultery but still flesh of his flesh. Since his tine within the nountain he had been sterile,
per haps because of the operations the Helicon surgeon had perforned on his body to nake himthe
strongest man of the world. He carried nmetal under his skin and in his crotch, and hornones had
made his body expand, but he could no |longer sire a child. Thus Soli, legally the issue of the
castrate Sol, was the only daughter he woul d ever beget, and though he had not seen her in six
years she was nore precious to himthan ever. Any girl her age was precious, synpathetically. He
had dreanmed of reuniting with her, and with his true friend Sol, and with his own |ove, Sosa, the
four together, sone how But now such hopes were ashes. It was not a girl but an entire foundation
of anbition that had been abolished. Now the things of this world were w thout flavor

Sol i perhaps she woul d have been |ike that gamin fromPan tribe, alert and bold yet
tearful artfully so when bal ked. But he woul d never know, for Var had killed her

Var would surely die. And Heicon would be | evel ed, for Bob had engineered that ironic
murder. No party to the event woul d survive-not even Sos the Weaponl ess, the nost guilty of al
concer ned.

So he paced, ruled by his despairing fury, awaiting only the dawn to begin his nission of
revenge. Tyl woul d supervise the siege of Helicon until his own return, Tyl, at |east, would enjoy
being in charge

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

In a nonth they were far beyond the Master's domai ns, but Var dared not rest. The Nanel ess
One was slow but very determ ned, as Var had | earned when they first net. He knew the | oca
tribesnmen would informthe Master of the route taken by the fugitive, so there was no escape
except continued notion

At first Soli had hidden whenever hunman beings were encountered, for she was officially
dead. Then they realized that she could nmasquerade as a boy, and even carry the sticks, and no one
woul d know. So they travel ed openly together, an ugly nman and a fair boy, and no one chall enged
t hem

They went west, for the Master's enpire was east and Soil had heard that ocean lay to the
sout h. Extensive desert badl ands forced them north. They avoi ded trouble, but when it cane at them
relentl essly, they fought. Once a foul nouthed sworder challenged Var, calling hima pederast. Var
didn't understand the word, but he got the gist and realized that it was supposed to be an insult.
He nmet the sworder in the circle and flattened his nose and cracked his head with the sticks, and
it was not pretty. Another tine a small tribe sought to deny them access to a hostel; Var bl oodied
one, Soil a second, and the rest fled. The warriors beyond the enpire were inept fighters.

In the second nonth they encountered so extensive a desert that they had to turn back
Fearing the Master, they took to the wlderness, avoiding the established trails.

But foraging while traveling these bleak hills was difficult. There was not tinme to set
snares or to wait patiently for gane. Soli had to turn girl child again to enter occupied hostels
for supplies, while Var skul ked al one. She returned with word that the Waponl ess had passed this
area two or three days behind them He was outside his enpire now, but no one could m stake the
whitehaired brute of a nan. He spoke only to describe Var and verify his transit, and did not
enter the circle. He did not seemto be concerned about Var's boy conpanion

So it was true. The Master was on his trail, |eaving everything el se behind. Var felt fear
and regret. He had hoped that this murderous passion would fade, that the needs of the nountain
canpai gn woul d sunmon the Nanel ess One back before very long. A minion mght be dispatched to
finish the chore, of course; but Var woul d have no conpunction about destroying such a man in the
circle. It was only the Master hinself be could not bring hinself to oppose not from fear, though
he knew the Master would Kill himbut because this was, or had been, his only true friend.

Now he knew it was not to be. The Master would never give up the pursuit..

They veered north, noving rapidly and sleeping in the forest, the open plain, the tundra
Soil fetched supplies fromthe hostels, sonetinmes as girl, sonetines as boy.

Yet the word spread ahead of them Wen they encountered strangers accidentally they drew
stares of semirecognition. "You with the nottled skin aren't you the one the juggernaut is after?"
But such acquai ntances usually did not interfere, for Var was said to be devastating with the
sticks. And, in this region of haphazardly trained warriors, this was a true description. The few
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who chose to challenge himin the circle soon becane |inmping testinony to this.

And few suspected that his boy conpani on was even better at such fighting, possessing both
sophi sticated stick technique and weaponl ess ability. Only when they had to fight as a pair,
agai nst aggressive doubles, did this becone evident. Soli, adept at avoiding bl ows, fenced around
and behind Var, and the opposition was soon denoli shed.

In two nore nonths of circuitous traveling they cane to the end of the crazy denesnes. The
hostel s stopped, and the easy trails made by the crazy tractors term nated, and the w | derness
becanme total. And it was w nter

Undaunt ed, they plunged into the snowbound unknown. It was an unkenpt jungle of bareboned
trees, fraught with gullies and stunbling stones hidden under the even bl anket of white. At dusk
the snow began to fall again, gently at first, then solidly. Soli becane grimand silent, for she
was unused to this. Never before had she dealt wi th snow, she had never energed fromthe nountain
above the snowine. To her it had been sonething white but not necessarily cold or unconfortable
Var knew the reality exasperated her and frightened her, catching at her feet and flying in her
face.

Var excavated a pit, baring the unfrozen turf and naking a circular wall of packed snow.
He spread a groundsheet and pegged a | ow sturdy tent, letting the snow accunul ate on top. He
sealed it in except for a breathing tunnel and brought her Inside, where he took off her boots,
poured out the accunul ated water, and sl apped at her feet until they began to warm She no | onger
cried as freely as she had at their first meeting, and he rather w shed she would, for now her
m sery just sat upon her and woul d not depart.

That night, after they had eaten, he held her closely and tried to confort her, and
gradual |y she rel axed and sl ept.

In the norning she woul d not awaken. Nervously he stripped her despite the cold, and dried
her, and found the puncture mark: on the blue ankle just above the |evel of her unbooted foot.
Sonet hing |i ke a badl ands nmoth had stung her, unobserved. They nust have canped near a radiation
fringe zone, far enough out so that his skin did not detect it, near enough for some of the
typi cal fauna to appear. He m ght have recogni zed the area by sight, had it not been snow ng.
Probably there were hi bernating grubs, and one had been warned into activity by her body, and

crawl ed and bit when disturbed.. . she was in cona.
There was no herb he knew, in this region, in this season, that would ease her condition.
She was small; if she had taken in too nuch of the venom she would sleep until she died. If she

had a small dose, she would recover if kept warm and dry.

The snowst orm had abated, but he knew it would return. At night it would be really cold
again. This was no suitable place for illness, regardless. He had to get her to a heated hostel

He struck tent, packed up everything hastily, and carried her dangling over his shoul der
swat hed i n bag and canvas. He stunbled through the knee deep snow, the hip deep drifts, never
pawi ng for a rest, though his arnms grew nunb with the weight and his | egs | eaden

After an hour he stepped into a snow canoufl aged burrow hol e, stunbled, caught hinself,
caught Soil as she slid oil his shoul der and al nbst col |l apsed as the pain shot up his thigh. Then
be went on as before, ignoring it. Until the slower pain of his swelling ankle forced himto stop
and renove his boot and rub snow on it. Then, barefooted, he continued.

After a tinme he had to stop again, to dispose of all superfluous weight. He hoisted Soi
agai n and wal ked because he had to, no other reason. And before day was done he laid her |inp body
in the warm hostel, the |ast they had passed.

Soil's breathing was shall ow, but she had neither the fever nor the chill of a serious
illness. Var began to hope that he had acted in tine, and that the siege was |ight.

He rested beside her, the sensation in his leg comng through with appalling intensity.
The wrench woul d not have been serious, had he not continued to aggravate it, wal ki ng | oaded. Now
he heard sonet hi ng.

A man was conming up the walk to the hostel, treading the frozen path the crazies had
cleared. Obviously intending to night inside.

Var had had perhaps hal f an hour hardly enough for strength to creep back into his |inbs,
nore than enough to nmake his ankle a tornment. But he dragged hinself up, hastily wi nding a section
of crazy sheet around his leg so that he could stand on it nore firmy. He and Soli had remained
hi dden until this time, but he knew their secrecy would be gone if anyone saw her now. They had
| ost a day of travel, and the Master would be very close; any exposure could bring himhere within
hours.

The approaching steps were not those of the Waponless. They were too |ight, too. quick
But Var could tolerate no nman inside this hostel not while Soil lay ill, not while they both were
vul ner abl e.
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He scranbled into his heavy winter coat, pulled its hood tight around his face to concea
the di scoloration above his beard, lifted his sticks, fought off the agony that threatened to
col l apse his leg, and pushed through the spinning door to neet the stranger outside.

It was bright, though the day was wani ng; the snow anplified the angled sunlight and
bounced it back and forth and across his squinting eyes. It took a nonent to nake out the
i ntruder.

The man was of nedi um hei ght, fair-skinned under the parka, and well proportioned. He wore
a long, large knapsack that projected behind his head. H s facial features were refined, al nost
fem nine, and his notions were oddly snooth. He seenmed harm ess a tourist wandering the country,
broadening his mind, a loner. Var knew it was wong to deny himlodging at the warm hostel
especially this late in the day, but with Soli's welfare at stake there was no choice. The Master
could get the word and cone before she recovered, and they would be doonmed. He barred the way.

The man did not speak. He nerely | ooked questioningly at Var

"My ny sister is ill," Var said, aware that his words, as always with strangers, were
hardly conprehensi bl e. Wen he knew a person, tal king becane easier, partly because he was rel axed
and partly.. because the other picked up his verbal distortions and | earned to conpensate. "I nust
keep her isolated."

The traveler still was silent. He nade a notion to pass Var

Var bl ocked, himagain. "Sister sick. Miust be alone," he enunciated carefully.

Still mute, the man tried to pass again.

Var lifted one stick

The stranger reached one hand over his shoul der and drew out a stick of his own.

So it was to be the circle.

Var did not want to fight this nman at this tine, for the other's position was reasonabl e.
Var and Soil had fought together for their right to occupy any hostel at any tine. Lacking an
expl anation, the other man had a right to be annoyed. And Var was in poor condition for the
circle; only with difficulty did he conceal the liability of his leg. And he was quite tired
generally fromhis day's labor. But he could not tell the whole truth, and could not risk
exposure. The man woul d have to | odge el sewhere

If the stranger were typical of these outland warriors, Var would be able to defeat him
despite his handi caps. Particularly stick against stick. Certainly he had to try.

The man preceded himdown the path to the circle. This was a relief, for it neant Var
could conceal his linp while wal king. The man kicked the circle free of |oose snow, drew out his
second stick, renoved his tall backpack and his parka, and took his stance. Suddenly he | ooked
nore capabl e; there was sonething highly professional about the way he handl ed hinsel f.

Var, afraid to reveal his nmottled skin, had to remain fully dressed, though it inhibited
his nobility he entered the circle.

They sparred, and 'imediately Var's worst fears were realized. He faced a master sticker
The man's notions were exceptionally snmooth and efficient, his blows precise.

Var had never seen such absolute control before. And speed those hands were phenonenal,
even in this cold.

Knowi ng that the had to win quickly if at all, Var laid on with fury. He was slightly
| arger than his opponent, and probably stronger, and desperation gave hi munusual skill despite
his injury and fatigue. In fact, he was fighting better than ever before in his life, tbough he
knew he woul d | ose that edge in a few ninutes as his resources, gave out. At this nonent, Tyl
hi msel f woul d have had to back off, reassess his strategy, and |look to his defenses.

Yet the stranger net every pass with seening ease, anticipating Var's strategy and
neutralizing his force. Surely this was the finest slicker ever to enter the circle!

Then, abruptly, the man took the of fense and penetrated Var's own guard as though it were
nonexi stent and laid himout with a blow agai nst the head. Half conscious, Var fell backwards
across the circle. He was finished.

H s face sidewise in the snow, Var heard sonething. It was a noise, a shudder in the
ground, as of ponderous feet com ng down: crunch, crunch, crunch, crunch. An earless attuned to
the wi | derness could not have picked it up, and Var hinself would have mssed it, had his ear not
been jamed to the land, It was the distant tread of the Master

The victor stood above him |ooking down curiously. "Stranger!" Var cried, half delirious
"Never have | met your like. | beg a boon of you" He was incoherent again, and had to sl ow down.
"Let no man enter that hostel tonight! Guard her, give her tine"

The nman squatted to peer: at him Had he understood any of it? it was unprecedented for
the |l oser to beseech ternms fromthe winner but what el se could he do now?

"A badl ands grub she will die if disturbed" And Var hinmself would die if he didn't drag
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hi rsel f away i mredi ately. Then who woul d take care of Soli? Wuld the Master linger to help her?
Not while the vengeance trail was warm No it had to be this stranger, if only he would. Such
exceeding skill in the circle bad to be conpl enented by neticul ous courtesy.

The man reached out to touch Var's injured | eg. The sheet had cone | oose and a section of
swol | en skin showed.

He nodded. This nman woul d have won anyway but he could not be pleased to discover he had
fought a | ane opponent. He stood and stepped out of the circle, |eaving Var where he lay. He
donned his parka, then his pack, putting the sticks away. He wal ked down the trail 'in the
direction the Master was conming from

He was | eaving the cabin to Var

Var did not question the stranger's act of generosity. He clinbed to his feet and |inped
back to the cabin, turning several tinmes to watch the man's departure. At |ast he entered and shut
t he door.

The' stranger would neet the Master. Var was at his mercy now. Who was this silent one,
and how had he cone by such fabulous fighting skill? Var knew that no sticker in all the enpire
could match this warrior.

But the Master was not a sticker. Wiat woul d pass between them when' they net? Wuld they
fight? Talk? Conme to this cabin together? Or pass each other, and the Master would cone to find
the fugitives here?

Soil stirred and he forgot all else. "Var.. . Var," she cried weakly, and he rushed to
her side. She was recovering! If only they were granted the night, They were. Though Var |i stened
apprehensively for footsteps outside, no nman cane to the hostel, in the norning Soil was well,

t hough weak. "What happened?" she asked.

"You were stung by a badlands noth its winter grub," Var said, though this was only
conjecture. "It canme alive when we warned the ground, and got on you. | brought you here."

"What are those marks on you?"

"I fought a man who would intrude." And that was all he told her, lest she worry.

This tinme they picked up extra sheeting, so as to make possible a double |ayer on the
ground and keep noisture and grubs out entirely. Var explained that they had | ost tine and had
nove; he did not clarify how close he knew the Master to be, but she caught his urgency.

So they resuned their desperate trek. Soli was weak, but she could walk. In her residua
di sorientation she was not aware of Var's linp.

As they left the hostel, Var | ooked down the path once nore, nystified. W was the noble,
dazzling, silent man who had nade their escape possible? Wuld he ever know?

to

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

They marched northward t hrough wi nter and energed at last in spring far beyond the crazy donai ns.
Here they found conpl ete strangers: men and wonen who carried some guns and bows but not true
weapons, and who did not fight in the circle, and who lived in structures resenbling prinitive,

di | api dated hostels. They burned wood to warmthese "houses" because there was no electricity, and
Illum nated themw th smoky oil lanterns. They spoke an unpl easantly nodul ated dial ect, and were
not especially friendly. It was as though every famly were an island, cultivating its own fields,
hunting its own preserve, neither attacking nor assisting strangers.

Still the Master followed, falling behind as much as a nonth, then catching up alnost to
within sight, forcing themto nove out quickly. Now the silent man Var had fought acconpanied the
Nanel ess One. The scattered news reports and runors described himwell enough for Var to identify,
t hough he said nothing to Soil about this. If she knew that a warrior of that quality had chosen
to accompany the Master..

Had those two fought, and the Master had nade the stranger part of the enpire? O had they
joined forces for convenience, in the dangerous hinterlands?

Sunmer, and the country remai ned rugged and the pursuit continued. Soil was taller and
stronger now, growing rapidly, and was quite capable. She |earned from himhow to nmake vine traps
in the forest and capture small aninmals, and to skin themand gut them How to strike fire and
cook the neat. She learned to make a deadfall, and to sleep confortably in a tree. Her hair grew
out, black and fine, so that she resenbled her natural nother nore than ever

Soli taught him in return, the rudiments of the weaponless conbat she had | earned from
Sosa, and the strategies denonstrated by her father Sol. For they both knew that eventually the
Master woul d catch up, and that Var, despite his reservations, would have to fight. The Nanel ess
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One woul d force the conbat.

"But it's better to run as long as we can," she said, seening to have changed her attitude
over the nonths. "The Waponl ess defeated Sol in the circle, long ago when | was small, and So
was the finest warrior of the age."

Var wonder ed whet her Sol could have been as good as the sticker now traveling with the
Mast er, but he kept that thought to hinself.

"It was the Weaponl ess who struck ny father on the throat so hard he could not speak
again," she said, as though just renenbering. "Yet you say they were friends."

"Sol does not speak?" Var's whole body tingled with an appalling suspicion

"He can't. The underworld surgeon offered to operate, but Sol wouldn't tolerate the knife.
Not that way. It was as though he felt he had to carry that wound. That's what Sosa said, but she
told ne not to talk about it."

Var thought again of the fair stranger, the naster sticker, now alnbost certain that he
knew the man's identity. "What would your father do, if he thought you were dead?"

"I don't know," she said. "I don't like to think about it, so |l don't. I mss him and |I'm
really sorry" But she cut off that thought. "Bob probably wouldn't tell him | think Bob pretended
| was being sent on an exploratory mission and didn't return. Bob al nost never tells the truth."

"But if Sol found out"

"l guess he would kill Bob, and" Her nouth opened. "Var, | never thought of that! He woul d
break out of the underworld and”
"I met him" Var said abruptly. "Wen you were ill. We did not know each other. Now he

travels with the Master."

"Sol is the Nanel ess One's conpani on? | should have realized! But that's wonderful, Var!
They are together again. They nmust really be friends."

Var told her the rest of the story: how he had fought Sol, and tried to send himback to
oppose the Master. About the strange generosity of the other man. "I did not know, " he finished.
"I kept himfromyou."

She ki ssed his cheek-a disconcertingly fem nine gesture.

"You did not know. And you fought for ne!"

"You can go back to him"

"More than anything else," she said, "I would |ike that.
But what of you, Var?"
"The Master has sworn to kill nme. | must go on."

"If Sol travels with the Waponl ess, he nust agree with him They nust both want to kil
you now. "

Var nodded mi serably.

"I love ny father nore than anything," she said slowy. "But | would not have himkill
you, Var. You are ny friend. You gave nme warmh on the mesa, you saved nme fromillness and snow. "

He had not realized that she attached such inportance to such things. "You hel ped ne,
he said gruffly.

"Let me travel with you a while longer. Maybe I'lIl find a way to talk to ny father, and
maybe then he can make the Nanel ess One stop chasing you."

Var was immensely gratified by this decision of hers, but he could not analyse his
feeling. Perhaps it was this glinmer of a prom se of some node of reconciliation with his mentor
the Master. Perhaps it was nerely that he no longer felt inclined to. travel alone. But nostly, it
could be the loyalty she showed for himthat filled an obscure but powerful need that had made him
m serabl e since the Master's turn about to have a friend that was the npbst inportant thing there
was.

t oo,

The sea cane north and fenced themin. with its salty expanse. The pursuit closed in
behi nd. The unfriendly natives informed themw th cynical satisfaction that they were trapped: the
ocean was west and south, the perpetual snows north, and two determined warriors east.

"Except," one surly storekeeper murnured smugly, "the tunnel."

"Tunnel ?" Var renenbered the subway tunnel near the nountain. He might hide in such a
tube. "Radiation?"

"Who knows? No one ever |eaves it."

"But where does it go?" Soil demanded.

"Across to China, maybe" And that was all he would tell them and probably all he knew

"There's another Helicon in China," Soli said later

"That's not its nane, but that's what it is. Sonetines we exchanged nessages with them By
radio."

"But we are fighting the nopuntain!"

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers...Battle%20Circle%202%20-%20Var%20the%20Stick.txt (44 of 79) [1/19/03 8:03:53 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Battl €9620Circl €%6202%20- %20V ar%20the%620Sti ck.txt

"The Naneless One is fighting it. O was. Sol isn't. W aren't. And this is a different
one. It might help us at |least enough so | could talk to Sol If we can find it. | don't know where
it isin China."

Var renai ned uncertain, but had no better alternative. If there was any way to escape the
Master, he had to try it.

The entrance to the tunnel was huge-big enough to accommpdate the |argest crazy tractor
or even several abreast. The ceiling was arched, the walls gently bowed whether from design or
i nci pient collapse. Var was uncertain at first, but closer inspection revealed its conplete
sturdi ness. There was solid dirt on the floor, but no netal rails. It was a dark hole.

"Just like the underworld," Soli said, undi smayed. "There's an old subway beyond the back
storage room Wth rats init. | used to play there, but Sosa said there m ght be radiation."

"There was," Var said.

"How do you know?"

He summarized his foray to Helicon, before the first battle. "But the Master said she
would tell them so it would be booby trapped. So we didn't use it."

"She never did. Bob knew it was there, but he said the geigers proved it was inpassable,
so he didn't worry about it. | guess the radiation was down when you canme but Sosa didn't say a
word. "

So they coul d have invaded that way! Wiy hadn't Sosa given the route away?

Then he remenbered: Sos-Sosa. Sonetime in the past she had been his wife, and she nust

still have loved him So she hadn't told. But he had thought she had, and so the surface battle
had begun. Just one nore irony of many.
Soli Iit one of their two lanterns and marched in. Var, perforce, foll owed.

Could this great tube actually cross under the entire ocean? What kept the water out, he
wonder ed.

And why did no one energe fromit, if other men had entered? If the problemwere
radi ati on, he woul d discover it. But he feared that was not the case. There could ne other dangers
in fringe radiation zones, as he knew saw mutant wildlife, fromdeadly noths to giant anphibi ans,
as well as harmess forns |ike the nock sparrow. And what el se, here?

Deep in the tunnel the walls developed a tiled surface, clean and nuch nore attractive
that the bare netal and concrete. Var knew what had happened: the natives had pulled off the
nearest tiles for their own use, but had not dared to penetrate too far. The mud on the bottom
al so sl acked off, so that they wal ked on a fine gray surface, of a coarse texture in detail but
mar vel ously even as a whol e.

It was ideal for running; their feet had excellent traction

But how far could this continue? After an hour's brisk wal k, he asked Soil: "How wi de is
t he ocean?"

"Jimshowed me a map once. He said this way was the Pacific, and it's about ten thousand
mles wde."

"Ten thousand mlesi It will take years to cross!”

"No," she said. "You know better than that, Var. You can figure. If we walk four mles an
hour, twelve hours a day, that's alnmost fifty mles."”

"Twenty days to cover a thousand niles," he said, after a monent's difficult conputation
"To cover ten thousand over six months to cross it all. W have supplies for hardly a week!"

She | aughed. "It isn't so wide up here. Maybe less than a hundred mles. |I'mnot sure.
think the tunnel must cone up for air every so often, on the little, islands. So we won't have to
wal k it all at one stretch!"

Var hoped she was right. The tunnel was unnatural, and his nose picked up the dryness of
it, the deadness. If danger fell upon them here, how could they escape?

They wal ked anot her hour, Soil swinging her lantern to nake the grotesque shadows caper
and Var realized what it was that disturbed himnost. The other tunnel, the subway passage, had
teemed with |ife, though touched by radiation. This one had neither. Var knew that life intruded
wherever it could, and should be found in a protected place like this. Wat kept it clean? There
had to be a reason and not any swarm of shrews, for there were no droppings.

They rested briefly to eat and drink and | eave the substance of their natural processes on
the floor, since there was nowhere to bury it. They went on

Then down the tunnel cane a nonster. It runbled and hissed as it noved, and shot water
fromits torso, and it was bathed in steam A trenmendous eye speared |ight ahead.

Var froze for a nonent, terrified. Then his instincts took over. He backed and turned and
started to run

"No!" Soli cried, but he hardly paid attention
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As he plunged down the tunnel, she plunged too and tackled him Both fell and the rushing
gl are played over them

"Machi ne!" she cried. "Man-nade. It won't hurt nen!" Now the thing was bearing down on
them faster than they could run, and the clank of its sparkling treads was deafening. It filled
t he passage.

"Stand up!" Soil screaned. "Show you're a man!" She nmeant it literally.

Var obeyed, unable to think for hinself. Men sel dom daunted him but he had never
experienced anything like this before.

Soli took his hand and stood by him facing the machi ne.

"Stop!" she cried at it, and waved her other hand in the blinding Iight, but it did not
st op.

"I'ts recognition receptor nust be broken!" she shouted, barely audi bl e above the din
t hough her nmouth was inches fromhis ear. "It doesn't know us!"

Var no | onger had any doubts about what kept the passage clean. The water spouted out was
probably a chemical spray such as the crazies used to clear pathways, that killed and di ssol ved
anything organic. And nen were organic.

They coul d not escape. The nonster filled the tunnel, blasting its chem cals against the
sides and ceiling, and he saw its front sweepers scooping dust into a hopper and wetting it down
too. They could not get around it and could not outrun it. They had to fight.

Then it was upon them

Var picked up Soli and heaved her into the air. As her weight left his arnms, he | eaped
hi nsel f.

The machi ne struck.

Var clung to consciousness. He spread his arns, and when one banged agai nst sonethi ng
soft, he grasped it and fetched it in. ,He found a netal rod with the other hand and hung on to

it. He held Soli in his arms, and they were riding the machi ne-bodi es spread agai nst the warm
headl i ght, feet braced agai nst the upper rimof the hopper. Once he was sure of his position, he
checked Soil. She was |inp. He haul ed her about so that her head was against his and put his ear

to her mouth, and felt the slight gout of air that proved she was breathing. He studied her head
and body as well as he could, alternately blinded and shadowed by the cutting edge of |ight, and
found no bl ood. She was alive and whol e-and if the concussion were not severe, she woul d awaken in
time. All he had to do was hold her securely until the machine stopped.

He shifted about, hunkering down agai nst the hopper rim The brushes whirled in front,
highlighted in the spillage of light, and the water poured down from nozzles, but still the air
was foul with dust. Sonething not quite visible whirred and ground inside the yard-deep hopper
rem ndi ng himof gnashing teeth. He kept his feet out of it, certain that he perched precariously
over an ugly death. He westled Soil around again and draped her over his thighs, supporting her
shoul ders with his free armand her feet with one leg. He did not want any part of her to dangle
into that dark maw.

H s nmuscles grew tired, then knotted, but he did not shift position again. He knew it
could not be long, at this speed, before the nmachine reached the end of the tunnel and he knew by
the packed dirt where it had tO stop. It only cleaned so far, for sone reason. Once it did stop
they could junp free. They would be the first to escape fromthis farocious tunnel

In less than half an hour |ight showed, a dimoval beyond the focus of the machine's beam
The vehicle ground to a halt, steamrising thickly about the wedged passengers. Var nmade his
effort and discovered that his | egs had gone to sl eep

Soil was still unconscious; there was no help there. |If he dislodged hinself now, be was
likely' to drop themboth into the dread hopper.

Tha machi ne shuddered. The blasting water jets cut off.

The grinder beneath Var ceasea its notion, and he saw that his fear had been Wl | -founded.
But at |east now he could step down on those gears without losing his feet, and that would nake it
possible to recover his circulation and |l ever Soli out.

The |ight doused, leaving only the pale cast fromthe entrance. The nmachine jolted into
noti on again the other way. Soil rolled off and Var had to grab for her. By the tine he had her
safe again, the notion was too swift. If he junped with his prickling | egs and her unconsci ous
wei ght they would both be hurt.

But the grinder remained inert. Apparently it had been di sconnected for the return trip
along with the spray and headlight Var worked one foot down, then let Soil slide.

Ret urni ng sensation nade his | egs painful, but now they were securely ensconced within the
hopper, riding back along the tunnel at a good clip.

But why didn't she revive? Now, increasingly, he feared that she had struck her head too
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hard against the light, and suffered brain damage. He had seen warriors who bad becone

di sorgani zed and even idiotic after club blows to the head. If that were the case with Soli... On
and on the cleaner went, returning whence it had cone. Var, helpless to do anything else, held
Soil firmand slept.

He was jolted awake by bright |ight The nmachine had conme into the open. Soil still nestled
unconscious in his arm

The nmachi ne stopped again and there were people. First men with strange weapons no, they
had to be tools then tall, arned, arnmored wonen, peering in at himand Soil. Sone carried round
di sks of stretched |eather, so that one armwas fettered and usel ess for conbat.

"Look at that!" one exclai ned wonderingly. "A beardface and a child."

Var did not speak i mediately, sensing trouble. These wonen were aggressive, mlitant,
unfem ni ne and unli ke those he had seen before. Their curiosity did not seem nendly. Their netal
hel nets nade them | ook |ike birds.

Soil did not nove.

"See if he has his finger," another worman sai d eagerly.

There was sonething guilty and ugly about their attitude as though they were contenpl ating
an intriguing perversion. Var drew out his sticks.

| mredi atel y bows appeared and netal -ti pped arrows were trained on himfrom severa
directions. He had no protection against these, and with Soil unconscious his position was
hopel ess. He dropped his weapons.

The quiet nmen were clinbing on the machine, applying their tools to its surfaces.
Evidently they cared for it the way the crazies cared for their tractors, checking it over after
each trip. That was why it was still operating, so long after its nmakers were gone.

"Qut!" cried the burly woman who seened to be the | eader. She held a spear in one hand, a
shield in the other.

Var obeyed, lifting Soil carefully.

"The child is sick!" someone cried. "Kill her!"

Var held SAOi with one arm about her chest Wth his other arm he grabbed for the |eader of
the fenal es, catching her by her braided hair. He yanked her against him hauling back on her head
so that her neck was exposed. Her shield got in the way, making her struggles ineffective. He
bared his teeth. He grow ed

"Shoot him Shoot him" the captive wonan screanmed. But the archers were oddly hesitant.
"He nust be a real man," one said. "The Queen would be angry."”

"If nmy friend dies, | rip this throat!" Var said, breathing on the neck he held bent. He
was not bluffing; his teeth had al ways been his natural weapon, even though they were clunsy
conpared to those of npbst aninals.

Anot her worman canme forward. "Let go our mistress; we will nedicate the child."

Var shoved the captive away. She caught hersel f, rubbing her neck. "Take himto the
Queen," she said.

A wonan nade as if to take Soil, but Var bal ked. "She stays with me. If you kill anyone,
kill nme first, because | will kill anyone who harns her." He had nade an oath to that effect |ong
ago, to Soli's natural nother, but that was not the reason he spoke as he did now. Soil was too
inmportant to himto | ose.

They wal ked down a pathway toward water. Var saw that they were on a snall island hardly
| arger than required to serve as a surfacing point for the tunnel. The cl eani ng machi ne st ood
athwart the road, grinders and brushes and headl anps at each end, hissing and cooling as the
mechani cs | abored over it. In this culture, it seenmed, the nen were crazies the wonen nonad
warriors. Well, it was their system

Beyond the machine there was a | evel stretch; then the surface rose into a trenendous
nmetal and stone bridge that traversed the extensive water and | ed out of sight.

At the waterside was a boat. Var and Soil had seen such floating craft in the course of
their journey, and understood their purpose, but bad never been really close to one. This boat was
made of nmetal, and he did not understand why it did not sink, since he knew netal was heavi er than
wat er .

He bal ked at entering the craft, but realized that there was no reasonabl e alternative.
Qoviously the Queen was not on this atoll. And if he made too nuch trouble he and Soil both would
di e.

The boat rocked as they entered, but held out the water.

Var could see that its bottom deck was actually below the surface of the sea. One of the
wonen pulled a cord and a notor started bangi ng and shaki ng. Then the entire thing nudged out from
t he dock.
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It was astonishing that people other than the crazies or underworlders should possess and
control motors. Yet obviously it was so.

The boat pushed al ong through the ocean. Var, unused to this rocking notion, soon felt
queasy. But he refused to yield to it, knowi ng that any sign of weakness would further inperi
hi msel f and Soil .

How | ong woul d she sleep? He felt strangely unwhol e without her

The boat came to parallel the enornous bridge. Grders like those that rinmed the nountain
Hel i con projected fromthe sea and crossed and recrossed each other, form ng an eye-dazzling
network. But these were organi zed and functional, serving to support the el evated hi ghway.
Sonewhere within this junble that road was hi dden; he could not see it now. He wondered why the
amazons did not walk along it instead of splashing dangerously over the water.

At length they angled toward the bridge. There was an archway, here, where the water under
the span was clear for a space. And suspended in that cavity was sonething |ike a nonstrous
hornet's nest all wood and rope and interleaved slices of nmetal and plastic and ot her substances
Var coul d not guess at.

The boat drew up beneath this, where a blister hung scant feet fromthe surface of the
water. A | adder of rope dropped down and the wonen clinbed up with alacrity to disappear with him

Var had to ascend carrying Soil. He laid her over his shoul der and grasped the | adder with
one hand. It swung out, seeming too frail to bear the doubl e | oad.
Wwell, if it broke, he would swm He was not really enthusiastic to enter the hive, and

did not trust these arnored women. He haul ed hinself and his burden up, rung by rung, carefully
curling his clunsy fingers about each. The rope did not break

The | adder passed through a circular hole, and was fastened above by a netal crosspiece.
Var clung to this and got his feet to a board platform and shifted Soil down. They were in a
cranmped chanber whose sides curved up and out. Metal cloth seened to be the nain el enent.

But there were other |adders to clinb. Each | evel was larger, the curving walls nore
distant, until doors and intermedi ate chanbers were all he could observe in passing.

At length they stood within a |arge roomw th adjacent conpartnents, rather |ike the
Master's main tent.

On a throne fashioned of wi ckerwork sat the Queen: bloated, ugly, niddle-aged, bejewel ed.
She wore a richly woven gown that sparkled hidescently. It fell froma high stiff collar behind
her broad neck to the sides of her stout ankles, and was open down the front to reveal the inner
curvatures of her, monstrous breasts, her dinpled kettle stomach, and her hangi ng thighs.

Var, hardly prudish, averted his eyes. Sexuality as brazen as this repulsed him

Weapons threatened. "Foreign beardface, |ook at the Queen!"

He had to look; it seened this was protocol. She rem nded himof a figurine the Master had
shown himonce: a fertility goddess, artifact of the Ancients. The Master had said that in sone
cultures such a figure was considered to be the ultimate in beauty. But for Var the female
attributes becane negative when expanded to such grotesque proportion.

"Strip him" the Queen said.

Again Var had to nake a decision. He could fight but not effectively while supporting
Soil, and both of them would be wounded or killed. Or he could submt to being stripped by these
worren. Nakedness was not a strong taboo with him but he knew it was for others, and that the

denmand represented an insult. Still he yielded. "You pronmised to care for ny friend," he said.
The Queen made an inperious gesture that sent gross quivers through her various anatonies.
An unarmed worman came to take Soil. She brought her to 'a wi cker divan and began checking the |inp

girl, while Var watched nervously. And the arnmed wonen renoved his clothing.

"So he has his finger," the Queen said, staring as though studying an ani nal.

Now Var understood the term It occurred to himthat he bad not had a close | ook at a nman
of this tribe.

The nurse attending Soil spoke: "Concussion. Doesn't | ook serious. Bruise on the neck
probably pinching a nerve, could let go anytine." She splashed water froma bow on Soli's face.

The girl groaned. It was the first sound she had nade since the I|eap to the tunne
sweeper, and Var felt suddenly weak with relief. If she could groan she could recover

"He | ooks strong," said the Queen. "But nottled. Do we want any piebal ds?"

No one answered. Evidently the question was rhetorical. After a noment she decided. "Yes,
we'll try one." She pointed to Var. "Your Queen wili honor your finger. Bring it here."

Prodded by spearlike arrows, Var wal ked toward her. He had sonme idea what she neant, and
was di sgusted, but the weapons bristling about himdiscouraged overt protest. He saw Soil sitting
up and wanted to go to hers If only he weren't restrai ned by the odds against him Al one, he could
have made a break, but he did not want to start trouble that would hurt the dazed girl.
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He cane to stand i medi ately before the gross Queen

She was even nore repul sive up close. Fat jiggled on her body as she breathed, and there
was a steany unnatural snell about her

She reached out and caught what she terned his finger in her hand. "Yes, your Queen will
use this once, now and no wonan after her." She spread her |egs, hauling Var toward her

It was no |l onger possible to pretend to m stake her neaning. Var acted. He whirled on his
guards, grabbing at their weapons, shoving the wonen down. He caught the handl e of a fighting
hat chet and rai sed the bl ade toward the Queen.

The guards fell back, for they could not mistake his nmeaning either. He could split her
head before they reached him

"Bring her!" Var cried, gesturing toward Soil. He hoped they would not realize that they
could nullify his threat by threatening Soil.

Bows came up, arrows nocked. Var put both hands on the hatchet and poi sed above the Queen
Even if a dozen arrows transfixed him he would take her with him

Soil cane, listless but wal king by herself. She. still wore her two sticks; they had not
been noticed by her captors.

Sonet hing fl ashed. Var junped back as the Queen drove for his loin with a jewelled
stiletto. "We shall renmove it now, | think," she said.

In that nmonent of confusion Var saw the arrows conming. One grazed his thigh. The guards
cl osed in.

In a fury, Var | eaped at the Queen and cl ove her head with a two-handed stroke. A cry of
horror went up. He did not need to | ook. He knew as he yanked free the bl ood-soiled bl ade that she
was dead.

He caught Soil by the armand sprinted for the nearest conpartnment behind the throne. For
a monent no one foll owed. The wonen were too shocked by the fate of their breeder Queen

There was a | adder. "Cinb!" he said at Soil, and she, unspeaking, clinbed. Var stood with
the hatchet, ready to fend off attack. He was sure that he hinself would never have the chance to
use the | adder.

Then, as the amazons advanced keening in fury, he struck at the wi cker door supports. Rope
and fiber sliced easily, and the door began to collapse, and the floor beneath it sagged. He
hacked some nore until there was a tunble of material ealing himoff, then dived for the |adder

Soil waited for himat the next |evel "Were are we, Var?" she asked plaintively.

"I'n a hivel" he gasped, drawi ng her through another door. "I killed the Queen-ant!"

They entered another |arge room Men were working here, weaving baskets. Naked, flabby Var
saw at once that they were castrate. No wonder the wonen had been fascinated by the visiting nmale
t hey sel dom saw a conpl ete nan!

But though these nmen were harm ess, even pitiful, the anazon wonen were not. They burst
t hrough the door behind, scream ng

Var and Soli bolted again. But the next roomwas a bl ank cubbyhole, next to the gentle
curvature of the exterior wall. They were trapped.

"Fire!" Soil cried.

Var cursed hinmself for not thinking of that sooner. He funbled for his pack for a precious
mat ch and sone kerosene. This thy hive would ignite rapidly.

H s pack, of course, was not on him It lay with the rest of his clothing in the Queen's
hai | .

But Soli was already making fire fromthe duplicate nmaterials in her own pack. As the
first female warrior charged into the conpartnent, she ignited a puddl e of kerosene on the wooden
floor.

The amazon stonped through the sudden bl aze and screaned. Var clove her with the hatchet
and she fell, her shield rolling away, the fire |icking around her body.

"We're trapped, Var!" Soli cried. For the nonment be was too glad to have her intelligible
and functional to pay attention to her words. Perhaps the action had jolted her out of her
concussi on.

"We'll burn!" she screanmed in his ear

That registered. He went to the wall and began hacking. The fibers were tough, and severa
times the bl ade rang against nmetal, but he succeeded in ripping a hole to daylight.

"Hurry!" Soil cried, and he gl anced at her while chipping. He saw to his surprise, that
the fire was not consinning everything. Only the kerosene itself was burning. Soil stood just
behind it, both sticks in her hands, fending off any amazons who tried to reach through
Fortunately the constriction of the surroundings prevented the effective use of arrows. But soon
the flammabl e fluid woul d be gone, and the mass of outraged wonen woul d press through. Sone were
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already trying to use their shields to block Soil's sticks.

"Qut the hole!" Var shouted at her. Soil obeyed with alacrity while he covered her
retreat.

He took a final swipe at a protrudi ng spear and dived through the hole the nonent her feet
di sappeared. As his head poked out he saw. the water, far bel ow. He had forgotten how high they
were! How could they junp that dizzying distance?

Where was Soli? He did not spy her either on the wall or in the water. If she had fallen
and drowned "Here!"

He | ooked up. She was clinging to the framework above the hole. Again, relief was al npst
pai nfully great and of course clinbing was the answer. They coul d escape via the rope that
supported the entire framework!

A hel neted head showed in the bole. Soil reached down negilgently and tapped it ringingly
with a stick. It vanished.

They clinbed, Var carrying the hatchet between his teeth. It was easier than the ascent to
the nesa bad been, so long ago in experience. The woven ropes and struts provided plentiful
handhol ds, and as the two rose the surface tilted toward the horizontal

A trapdoor opened in the top and a head appeared. Var threatened it with the hatchet and
the Iid popped closed again instantly. They had conmand of the roof.

The rope by which the hive was suspended was nmuch nore sturdy than it had appeared froma
di stance. It was a good four feet in dianeter at its narrowest, and the fibers were netal and
nyl on and rubber, interwoven tightly.

Var had had sone notion of chopping through this cord and dropping the entire hive grandly
into the sea. He gave it up; his battered little hatchet could not do the job.

They clinbed the colum, Soil still wearing her heavy pack because there was no tinme for
adjustments. Fortunately this stretch was short. Var didn't know how | ong she could | ast, after
her prol onged unconsci ousness. And if the amazons energed and started firing arrows at them

The wonen did energe, but too late. Var and Soil were perched on the nmassive steel strut
that supported the hive, and the arrows could not reach themdirectly. They were safe. Al they
had to do was nount the road surface of the bridge and be on their way.

Well, not quite all. Achill wind attacked Var's bare skin. He would have to find new
clothing and traveling supplies. And new weapons, this hatchet, useful as it had been, was not to
his liking.

He led the way up an inclined beam going into the maze of supports. The angry cries of
the amazons were |l eft behind, and their arrows stopped rattling between the girders. He wondered
why they did not follow, certainly they woul d know how to get around on the bridge, since they had
built their hive within it.

Hi s skin burned. First he thought it was wi ndchap. Then he recogni zed the stigma of
radi ati on.

"Back!" he cried, knowing Soil could not feel it, but would surely be affected.

"Radi ation!"

They retreated to a clean spot, where intersecting beans fornmed a gaunt basket. Now they
knew why the amazons had not pursued them here. The wonmen woul d have | earned the hard way that the
bridge was inpassable. In fact, they woul d have constructed their vul nerable hive in the one pl ace
they knew to be safe fromall marauders.

Var knew what he would find: the bridge ahead woul d be saturated with the deadly rays,
meking it a badl ands. Probably sone radiation touched it between the hive and the island where the
tunnel energed, too but even if not, the anazons would be waiting at the island with drawn bows.

Soli, so brave until this point, suddenly gave out. She |aid her head against Var's
shoul der and cried. She had not done that for nmany nonths.

The wi nd was col der now and ni ght was comi ng.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

It was an unconfortable night. Solis pack contained food and sone clothing, so Var was
able to fortify hinself sonewhat internally and externally. But the hardness and narrowness of the
beans, the cutting edge of the internmittent wind, their several flesh wounds, and the genera
hopel essness of their situation made sl eep a m sery.

They clung together as they had done on the nesa of Mise, and they tal ked. "Does your head
hurt?" Var asked, trying to nmake the inquiry seemnore casual than it was.

“Yes. | think | banged it. How did we get out of the tunnel?"
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Var told her.

"I think | started to wake when you made ne stand,"” she said. "I heard voices, and
sonmet hi ng shook nme, but it was all very far away, maybe a dream Then | woke again and saw wat er
but | didn't know what was happening so | didn't nove. | was pretty nuch alert when you carried ne
into the hive but then | knew | had to stay out of trouble. | kept my eyes closed, so | didn't
really know what it was."

That expl ai ned how she had been able to function al nost nornally once she woke up
officially. She had been snmart enough to play dead until she knew nore. It had been hard on Var
but he knew that it would have been worse any other way. The amazons had treated himnore
careful |y because they knew he was not nmuch of a threat while he held the unconscious girl.

"Those nen," she said. "They were alnost |ike ny father Sol, except that he's no
weakl i ng. "

Var was aware of that. "They're castrates."

"No. They had part. Like you. But"

He realized she was right. He had seen testes but no nenbers. They were only parti al
castrates as he woul d have been, had the breed queen's thrust at hi m scored.

"“lI'"ve seen animals since we've been outside," she said.

"l know what happens, | think. They breed by putting it there." She touched her rear. This
was, as it happened in their present circunstance, nestled firmy against his groin. Var
vi sual i zed the way the four-footed aninmals perfornmed and understood her inference. She did not
really conprehend sex, yet. "But those hive nen how could they?"

He didn't know, and did not want to conjecture. It was an awkward subject to discuss with
any female, particularly a nine, alnobst ten year old child.

"What are we going to do, Var?" she asked after a while.

"When it gets light, we can clinb down to the water and swim Mybe we can get around the
radi ati on.”

"I don't know how to swim'

She had been brought up in the nountain. She would never have had the chance to sport in
open water, he realized. And in the summrer and winter and summer they had travel ed together, they
had never had occasion to swim Wat were they to do now?

"WIl you teach me, Var?" she asked shyly.

Agai n she bad provided the answer herself. "I will teach you," he agreed.

Finally they did sleep. The wind died down and that was better

The amazons, as though confident of their quarry, were not on watch in the norning. Var
and Soil descended to the water with sone difficulty, as the girders nmerged into isolated snooth
pyl ons and plunged into the sea. He showed her the notions of swinming in the cold water and told
her to keep her head up. She mastered the art quickly, though she splashed a good deal and stayed
very close to him "It's so deep!" she explained. They set out west along the bridge

The radi ati on came, and they veered out into the ocean. This frightened Soli, but they
both knew there was no other way. After a time he treaded water while she clung to him exhausted.
He could not tell whether the droplets on her face were fromthe sea or her eyes. Certainly she
was tired, tense and m serable.

Var wondered whether it would be feasible to steal a boat, but deci ded negatively. They
wanted to hide, not advertise their presence by such activity. They woul d be on the bridge once
they got past the radiation

Progress was slow. Several tinmes they cane all the way in to a pylon safely, and hung on
whil e Soli coughed out nouthfuls of salt water. Her lips were blue and her face forlorn. Finally
Var mounted a pylon and clinbed stiffly until he encountered the radiation. They had to continue
swi nmi ng.

But on the second try, half an hour later, he found no radi ation. He hel ped her up. The
sun came out and they soaked up its warmh as they ate sodden bread fromthe pack

Then on down the highway, marching along its level thread toward China. Their supplies had
been hal ved by the loss of Var's pack, but he thought they mght catch sone fish. And if there
were other islands, there mght be fruit or berries or at |east rats.

Later in the day the road descended to land, and it was a larger island, many mles
across, with trees and seals and birds and houses.

But they were wary, for there could al so be nen here, and the hive experience had taught
themnot to trust their own kind. Var had not before appreciated the true strength of the
crazy/ nomad system and still did not conprehend its medi mi sns. But sonehow nen were civilized
there, as they were not at the hive. A nman did not have to worry about castration, or fight
outside the circle, in Anerica.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers...Battle%20Circle%202%20-%20Var%20the%20Stick.txt (51 of 79) [1/19/03 8:03:53 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Battl €9620Circl €%6202%20- %20V ar%20the%620Sti ck.txt

There were no people. The island was vacant They found old cans of food, but did not touch
these. A few berries grew in patches, and these provided a supplenent to their pack supplies. One
of the houses seened reasonably tight, and so they set up there after driving out the rats. (Soli
said she'd rather not eat any rats just yet.)

At dawn the sound of a nmotor approached. They hid, watching through a dirt crusted w ndow
that still had glass, and saw a boat with amazons pull up to the shore. This island was their
foragi ng ground. The wonen stepped out and surveyed the area efficiently. Evidently they did not
conme here often, or they would not have needed to check it out so carefully. Fortunately they did
not approach the house where Var and Soli |urked. Then several of the half castrate nmen energed.
They were herded to one of the berry areas and put to work picking into wi cker baskets, while the
arnored wonen took turns practising with their weaponry.

After a couple of hours the baskets were full and the nen returned to the boat. Var and
Soi | rel axed.

Then they tensed again, for two people canme ashore and headed for the houses. A man and a
wonman. They wal ked slowly, the man | eading and listless, the woman proddi ng hi mal ong every so
of t en.

"This one," she said, stopping at a house, She jerked open the door. Wod and pl aster
crashed down, and she coughed in the dust. She said a word Var had not heard before from
di stasteful Iips.

She tried the next house, but the door was jamed. She was a hefty woman, quite stout
under her arnor, but the house was seal ed. Var had had the same experience the night before.

Then the amazon cane to the one Var and Soil occupi ed.

The fugitives scranbled for the back roomas the door pushed open. Var scooped up the
pack, Soli their scattered bel ongi ngs.

"CGood," the anazon said as the door opened. "This one's tight and even fairly clean. You'd
hardly know it's been deserted for years."

Var controlled his breathing and peered out of the gl oomof the back room Soil doing the
sanme. There was a back exit they had nade sure of that before settling in but that door creaked,
and if they used it now they woul d be di scovered. Then they would have to kill the two visitors,
and the hunt would be on again, with no radiation to hide behind. And other couples were entering
nei ghbori ng houses; he could hear them Any noise would bring themrunning. Better to wait it out.

"Strip," the woman said, as inperiously as her Queen.

The man obeyed with resignation. Once nore Var saw his nmutilation a scrotum w thout an
i nstrument. What purpose, this cruel cut?

Now t he worman stripped, helnet to greaves. Gross of breast and belly, she stood and
smil ed.

And Var realized: they had conme hereto make seal And the other couples would be doing the
sane.

Fasci nated and di sgusted, he watched. The wonan was shaven bel ow so that she resenbled a
ponderous child. The Queen had been barbered, he renenbered. The man, too, was hairless in that
region, adding to his indignity. But that was superficial. Var's main question was how any
ef fecti ve connecti on between these two coul d be possible.

He | ooked across at Soil, wondering what her thoughts were. Her face Was concealed in the
shadow.

"There will have to be a new Queen," the Amazon murnured, |eading the man to the worn
mattress Var had slept on. "I have borne four healthy girls. One nore and | will be in contention
as a breedl eader, and can clai mthe Queenship-after | kill the others. You, ny pretty, have given
me two of those girls, and you shall be well rewarded if you give nme another."

"Yes," said the man unenthusi astically.

"Of course, if you disappoint me with a boy, it will go hard with you."

The man nodded.

Var, to his dismay, felt a surge of sexual excitenent as he craned his head to see what
transpired. This was perverted, it was awful but conpelling.

The amazon | ay down and rai sed her knees. The man squatted between them Her hands reached
down. Var, overbal anced at last, fell into the room

Then it was rapid. Conmitted, Var and Soil had to strike. Al nost before Var realized what
had happened, the amazon pair lay sprawl ed unconsci ous, and there were shouts fromthe boat and
ot her cabins in response to the noise of the brief battle. Var took up the anmazon's bow and
arrows, and Soil her spear; they grabbed their own possessions as well and ran out the shack.

Despite the strait his guilty curiosity had brought themto, Var regretted that he had not
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| earned how t he amazons mated. Wul d he ever know?

Armed wonen were charging fromthe boat and energing from houses. Five of them were headed
toward Var and Soli, while the nmen milled uncertainly on the shore. Three were closing in on the
house just vacated. Two split off to cover the path to the bridge. Var saw that that route was
hopel ess. In fact, now that the hornets had been aroused, the entire island was hopel ess. The
wonen were tough, and odds of five to two in daylight were prohibitive. And the nen woul d
naturally assist their fenales.

"The boat!" Soil whispered piercingly. "This way!"

Var knew that direction to be the very height of folly. But she was already running at
right angles to the path of the approaching trio, and he had either to followor to let her go
al one. He could not call to her, for that would pinpoint their |ocation inmrediately. So he
fol | owed.

She circled toward the boat. The amazons, not suspecting this maneuver, remained in the
village. He could hear them exclainng over the fallen couple and bangi ng through the houses in
that section. Soil stopped just before they cane in sight of the nen.

"They' re weaklings," she gasped. "The nen don't fight. If we run at themand yell, they'l
And she set off again, running and yelling and wavi ng her arms.

Var had to foll ow once nore.

The nen did scatter, though there were four of themhere, all full grown. Var marvel ed.

"Now t he boat!" Soil said, clanbering in

As Var settled beside her, the anazons realized what had happened and gave hue and cry.

"Start the notor!" Soli yelled at him

He | ooked at her bl ankly.

"The pull cord!" she cried. She grabbed a handle on the engine and jerked. It canme out on
a string, and there was a bang. Var renenbered that he had seen amazon do this on the other boat
that took themto the hive

He took hold and gave it a trenendous yank. The cord cane out a yard and the notor roared.

"Il steer!" Soil screaned over the noise. She grabbed the wheel in the mddle of the
boat and began doing things with handl es there. To Var's ammzenent, the craft began to nove. She
knew what she was doi ng!

Under Soil's guidance, it nudged out fromthe bank and swashed into deeper water. The
amazons ran up, brandishing their spears, but there was twenty feet of water separating themfrom
the boat. Then the wonmen kneeled and lifted their bows.

Soil jerked another handle and the notor nultiplied its sound. The boat jerked forward.

The arrows came. They were not random shots. They passed well wi de of the engine section
that the archers did not want to damage, and centered on the personnel. They did not miss by mnuch.
Only Soli's sudden burst of speed spoiled their aim

The second voll ey was al ready nocked, and Var knew this one woul d score, though the boat
was now fifty feet away and noving swiftly. He grabbed one of the round amazon | eather shields and
held it behind Soil's back, for she could not see the arrows comning while she was driving.

Three arrows plonked into the shield surely fatal to her, had they not been intercepted.
Two struck Var. One was in his right arm rending flesh and bone; the other was in his gut.

He clung to consciousness, for they were not out of danger yet. He left the arrows where
they were, but shifted the shield to his left hand and kneel ed behind Soil, protecting her by both
his shield and his body.

Two nore arrows plunged into the leather, their points com ng through but w thout much
force. Another skewered his unprotected thigh. One nore passed just beside his head and struck the
wood near Soli.

"Var, can't you" she said, turning.

Then she saw his situation and screaned.

Var passed out.

flee.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN

He woke and fainted many tines, conscious of pain and the passage of tine and the rocking of waves
and Soil's attentions, and of very little else. The arrows were out fromhis armand | eg and gut,
but this brought himno relief. H's body was burning, his throat dry, his bowels pressing.

She took care of him She propped himup inside the boat's cabin and held water to his
mouth, and it nmade himsick and the heaves wenched his abdonen cruelly, but his |lips and tongue
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and throat felt better. He soiled hinself many tinmes and she cl eaned hi mup, and when she washed
his genitals they reacted and that made hi m ashamed but there was nothing he could do. He kept
bl eedi ng from his wounds, and she would wash them and bandage them and then he woul d nove and the
bl ood woul d fl ow hotly agai n.

He thought deliriously of the Master, in the badl ands seven years before, his illness from
radi ati on. Now Var knew what the man had gone through, and why he had sworn friendship to the wild
boy who had ai ded hi mthen.

But the thought brought another tornent, for he still could not fathomwhy the Master had
reversed that oath and becone a nortal eneny.
But nost of all, he thought of Soli, she who cared for himnow in his hel pl essness. A

child yet but a master sticker and faithful conmpani on who had never remarked on the colors of his
skin or the crudity of his hands and feet and hunch. She coul d have returned to her father, whom
she | oved, but had not. She could even have gone to the Master, who had offered to adopt her as
his daughter. Such offers were never casually nade. She had stayed with Var because she thought he
needed hel p.

And he did.

It was night and he slept. It was day and he noved fitfully and half slept, hearing the
roaring of the notor, snelling the gasoline she poured fromstacked cans into the funnel It was
ni ght again, and cold, and Soil hugged hi mcl ose and wapped rough bl ankets about them both and
warmed himwith her small body while his teeth knocked together

But he did recover.

In one of his lucid nonents and he was aware they were not frequent she talked with him
about the mountain Helicon and the nonads.

"You know, | thought you people were savages," she said. "Then | net you, and the Namel ess
One, and | knew you were nerely ignorant. | thought it would be good to have you joined with
underworl d ' nol ogy."

"yes. . ... "l He wanted to agree, to converse on her level, sure he was able to do so
now. But the sentence played itself out in silence.

"But now |'ve seen what it's |like beyond the crazy denesnes, where the comon man does
have sone 'nol ogy, technology and I'mnot so sure. | wonder whether the nomads woul d | ose their
primtive values, if"

Yes, yes! He had wondered the same. And been unable to express it succinctly. The amazons
and their notors and their barbarism .. . But he could renenmber no nore of that fragmment. The
boat went on and on beside the bridge.

Once he felt radiation, and cried out, and she veered away fromit.

Then tinme had passed or stopped and the boat was docked and there were people. Not
amazons, not nonads. Soli was gone and then she was back, crying, and she ki ssed himand was gone
agai n.

A man cane and stabbed himin the armwith a spike. Wien Var woke once nore, his abdonen
hurt with a different kind of hurt a mending hurt and he knew he was at |ast recovering. But Soli
was not there.

Wnen cane and fed himand cl eaned him and he slept sonme nore. And days passed.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN

He woke and fainted many tines, conscious of pain and the passage of tine and the rocking of waves
and Soli's attentions, and of very little else. The arrows were out fromhis armand | eg and gut,
but this brought himno relief. H's body was burning, his throat dry, his bowels pressing.

She took care of him She propped himup inside the boat's cabin and held water to his
mout h, and it made himsick and the heaves w enched his abdonen cruelly, but his lips and tongue
and throat felt better. He Solied hinmself many tinmes and she cl eaned hi mup, and when she washed
his genitals they reacted and that nade hi m ashanmed but there was nothing he could do. He kept
bl eedi ng from his wounds, and she woul d wash them and bandage them and then he woul d nove and the
bl ood woul d flow hotly agai n.

He thought deliriously of the Master, in the badl ands seven years before, his illness from
radi ati on. Now Var knew what the man had gone through, and why he had sworn friendship to the wild
boy who had ai ded himthen. But the thought brought another tornent, for he still could not fathom
why the Master had reversed that oath and becone a nortal eneny.

But nost of all, he thought of Soli-she who cared for himnow in his hel pl essness. A child
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yet-but a master sticker and faithful conpani on who had never remarked on the colors of his skin
or the crudity of his hands and feet and hunch. She could have returned to her father, whom she
| oved, but had not. She could even have gone to the Master, who had offered to adopt her as his
daughter. Such offers were never casually made. She had stayed with Var because she thought he

needed hel p.

And he did.

It was night and he slept. It was day and he noved fitfully and hal f-slept, hearing the
roaring of the motor, snelling the gasoline she poured from stacked cans into the funnel. It was

ni ght again, and cold, and Soli hugged himcl ose and wapped rough bl ankets about them both and
warmed himwith her small body while his teeth knocked together

But he did recover.

In one of his lucid nmonents-and he was aware they were not frequent-she talked with him
about the mountain Helicon and the nonads.

"You know, | thought you people were savages," she said. "Then | net you, and the Nanel ess
One, and | knew you were nerely ignorant. | thought it would be good to have you joined with
underwor | d ' nol ogy. "

"Yes-" He wanted to agree, to converse on her level, sure he was able to do so now. But
the sentence played itself out in silence.

"But now |'ve seen what it's |like beyond the crazy denesnes, where the comopn nman does
have sone 'nol ogy-technol ogy-and |I' mnot so sure. | wonder whether the nomads would | ose their
primtive values, if-"

Yes, yes! He had wondered the sane. And been unable to express it succinctly. The amazons
and their notors and their barbarism . .. But he could renenber no nore of that fragment. The
boat went on and on beside the bridge. Once he felt radiation, and cried out, and she veered away
fromit.

Then time had passed or stopped and the boat was docked and there were people. Not
amazons, not nonads. Soli was gone and then she was back, crying, and she. kissed himand was gone
agai n.

A man cane and stabbed himin the armwith a spike. Wen Var woke once nore, his abdonen
hurt with a different kind of hurt-a mending hurt-and he knew he was at |ast recovering. But Soli
was not there.

Worren cane and fed himand cleaned him and he sl ept sone nore. And days passed.

"I believe you are well now," a stranger said one day. He was old enough to be losing his
hai r, and somewhat stout and flabby. No warrior of the circle, hel

Var was well, though weak. His armand | eg and gut had heal ed, and he was now able to eat
without vomiting and to elimnate without bleeding. But he did not trust this man, and he mi ssed
Soli, who had not cone again since the tine she kissed himand cried.

[ville girl-what is your relationship to her?" the man asked.

"W are friends."

"You speak with a heavy accent. And you appear to have suffered serious radiation burns at
one time, and chil dhood deformties. Were do you cone fronP"

"Crazy denesnes," he answered, renenbering Soli's term

The nman frowned, "Are you being clever?"

"Some call it Anerica. The crazies share it with the nomads." -

"Ch." The man brought him strange, elegant clothing. 'Wll, you should be advised that
this is New Crete, in the Aleutians. W are civilized, but we have our own conventions. The girl
understands this, but feels that you may not."

"Soli-where is she?' .

"She is at the tenple, awaiting the pleasure of our God. You nmay see her now, if you
wi sh."

"Yea." Var still did not like the man's attitude. It was not exactly cynicismof the
Helicon vintage, but it wasn't friendly either

He dressed, feeling awkward in the |long | oose trousers and | ong-sl eeved white shirt, and
particularly in the stiff |eather shoes that hurt his clubbed feet. This was not what Var
considered to be civilized attire. But the man insisted that he wear these things before going
out.

They were in a city-not a dead badl ands city, but a living netropolis with |ighted
bui | di ngs and novi ng vehi cl es. People thronged the clean streets. Var felt |ess unconfortabl e when
he saw that nost nen were garbed as he was.

The tenple was a trenendous buil ding buttressed by colums and a high wall. Guards arned
with guns stood at the front gate. Var, so weak that even the short wal k fatigued him and
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weaponl ess, felt nervous.

Wthin the tenple were robed pilests and el aborate furnishings. After several challenges
and expl anations, Var's guide brought himto a chanber whose center was crossed by a row of
vertical netal bars, each set about four inches fromits nei ghbor

Soli entered the other half of the room She saw Var and ran up to the bars, reaching
through to grasp his hand. "You're all right!" she cried, her voice breaking.

"Yes." He was not so certain about her. She | ooked well, but there was sonethi ng wong
about her manner. "Wy are you here, behind these bars?"

"I'min the tenple.” She was silent a nmonment, just looking at him "I agreed to do
sonething, so | have to stay here. | can't see you again after this, Var."

He was not facile with words. He did not know how to protest eloquently, to nmake her tel
the truth. Particularly not with the stranger |listening. But he knew fromher tight, controlled,
desperate manner that something terrible had happened while he lay sick, and that Soli expected
never to see himagain

And she did not want himto know why.

She had been alienated fromhimas surely as had the Master-and al so by the agency of sone
third party.

" CGood- bye, Var."

He refused to say it to her. He squeezed her hand and turned to go, knowi ng that this was
not the occasion for effective rebuttal; He knewtoo little.

And during the wal k back he worked out what he had to do.

"You will have to go to the enploynment agency and rmake application for training," the man
said. "Even the nmenial jobs will be conplicated for you at first."

"What if | want to | eave here?" Not w thout Soli, though

"Why of course you may-if you purchase a boat and supplies. This is a free island. But to
do that you will need noney."

"Money?"

"If you don't know what that is, you don't have any."

Var let that pass. In tinme he would find out what noney was, and whether he needed it. It
sounded |ike sone variation of barter, however.

They entered the hospital and returned to Var's room "You'll be moving out of here in a
day or so," the man said.

Var | ooked around. None of his or Soli's prior possessions were in evidence, except the
bracel et he wore, and that was dull and scratched. He thought he knew why they hadn't taken that:
they didn't know it was gold.

The bed was similar to some he had seen during his childhood in the badlands. It had high
rods of netal projecting at either end, rather like the grates to certain ancient w ndows-or the
bars in that tenple room GCenerally, these could be screwed | oose. ..

"And a final word,"” the man said. "Don't go bothering themat the tenple. They won't |et
you see your friend again.”

Var placed a hand on one of the rods and twisted. It was tight. "Wy not?'

"Because she is now a tenple naiden, dedicated to our God M nos. These girls are kept in
seclusion for the duration."

Var tried another bar. This one turned. "Wy?"

"Regul ati ons. Wen they approach nubility, there is too nuch danger of their losing their
value to the God."

The rod came free. Var held it aloft and advanced on the nman, suppressing a trenor of
weakness. "What will happen to her?"

The man | ooked at himand at the inprovised club, as though ignorant of the threat.
"Really, there is no need for that-"

"Tell me-or you die." Var, driven by fear for Soli, was not bluffing. He was weak, but
this man was obviously untrained for conbat. One or two bl ows woul d suffice.
"Very well. She is to be sacrificed to Mnos."

Var wavered, suddenly feeling his weakness redoubl ed.

H s worst fear had been brutally confirned. "Wy-"

"You were dying. Medical attention is expensive. She agreed to enter the tenple-it has to
be voluntary, for we are civilized-if we nmade you well again. Because she will be lovely, and the
God likes that, we acceded to the unusual commitnent. Today we denonstrated that we kept our
bargai n, and now she will keep hers."

"“She will-die?

"Yes."
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Var dropped the bedpost and sat down, befuddl ed and horrified. "How"

"She will be chained to the rock at the entrance to the labyrinth. Mnos will come and
devour her in his fashion. Then fortune will smle on New Crete for one nore nonth, for our God
will be satisfied."

One last thing Var had to know. "Wen-"

"Ch, not for a couple of years yet. Your friend is still a child." He glanced obscurely at
Var. "Qtherwise | dare say she woul d not have proved eligible."

Var did not follow the man's nuances and did not care to. The relief was as debilitating
as the threat. Two years! There were a thousand things he could do to save her in that tine.

"Renenber, nonad-she nade a bargain. Young as she is, she strikes us as a person of
integrity. She will not break her vow, that saved your life, no matter what you nay do."

And that, Var realized with disnmay, was the truth. Soli had al ways been keen to keep a
bargai n, any bargain. She didn't object to little ploys, such as passing for a boy or stealing the
food they needed to live on, but she liked the fornmal things to be right.

The man stood up. "I know it is hard for you to accept the ways of an unfamliar culture,
just as | would have trouble adapting to your crazy-circle systemof Anmerica."”

Var noted that the man, despite his prior attitude, did after all know somethi ng of nonad
exi stence. Maybe Soli had told him and he had been verifying it with Var. "But you will find us
fair and even generous, if you cooperate with the system Tonorrow you will be released, and |']I

direct you to the enploynment agency. They will test you for aptitude and provide the individua
indicated training. Fromthen on, it is up to you. If you work well, you will eat well."
He left.

Var lay on the bed. He appreciated the efficiency of the systemit had points of
simlarity to the enpire-but he had no intention of letting Soli die.

Still, he did have tine to plan carefully. Until he cane upon a suitable course of action
he could afford to cooperate.

Var becane a trash collector. Because he was ugly and the proffered training perfunctory,
he could not aspire to any prestige position. Because he was Illiterate and had poor hands, he
could not handl e nost of the nore sophisticated jobs of New Crete, a literate, technol ogica
society. And hauling refuse on a daily basis kept himin excellent physical condition. People |eft
hi m al one because of the dirt and the snell, and that was the way he wanted it too.

He had a roomw th running water and heat in the winter and even an electric light that
snapped on when he yanked at a string and he earned enough of the metal tokens that were "noney”
to purchase clothing and regul ar nmeal s and occasi onal entertainnent.

It was a year before he discoveyed just how val uabl e his gol den bracel et of manhood was
here. He had thought it would bring a few of their silver tokens, but the truth was that had it
been appraised and sold it would have paid for all his initial hospitalization. Gold, so conmon in
the crazy denesnes, was at a premiumhere, for they used it in their machinery in ways be did not
understand. Soli nust have suspected this-yet sold herself into the tenple rather than take
advant age of it.

Her generosity had been foolish. A man wore the bracelet only to give it to the wonman of
his choice. Wiat could she care whether he wore it? He had no wonman to give it to.

By day Var cooperated and had no trouble. By night he stripped his conventional clothing,
dressed in warmrags, and ranged barefoot in the wilderness regions & New Crete. The island was
| arge-at least twenty nmiles across- and he was able to explore it w thout disturbing the
i nhabitants, and to practice his weaponry. He made hinself a fine set of sticks from seasoned
wood, and becane as proficient with themas he had ever been in the circle with the metal ones. It
was not the inplement but the skill of the hand that counted. He |l earned the lay of the l|and, and
even ventured sonme distance into the, dark tunnel that left the island on the west. It was cl ogged
with refuse; no mechani cal sweepers cleaned~ it, and it bad been used as a dunp.

And he scouted the tenple preserve. This was a wall ed encl osure between one and two niles
in diameter, patrolled but not heavily. Var had no problem sneaking in. Every day the mai dens were
exercised, Soli amobng them and Var observed that she was well cared for. Every nonth at full noon
one of the ol der ones was taken to a canyon and chai ned there. Next evening she would be gone. Var
never actually saw the God M nos, because the God struck not by the light of that full noon,
oddly, but by day. The nai dens were put out before dawn and renmained as it grew light. Var could
not do so; he had to work by day, every day, and had~he remained in the conpound he woul d have run
the doubl e risk of absence at his assigned | ocation and di scovery at his forbidden | ocation

In the second year he built a boat. Not a good one, not nearly as good as the anmazon one
they had arrived in (what bad happened to it? Wiy hadn't that val ue been charged agai nst his
medi cal bill?) and certainly not one he would trust to the open seas. Even if he were sailor
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enough to manage it. But the craft would do to spirit Soli away and hide her until better
arrangenents could be nmade. First he bad to save her from M nos.

For if she were chained in the canyon for the God, then rescued, her bargain would be
conpl ete. She woul d have offered herself in sacrifice and found unexpected reprieve. All he had to
do was stop Mnos fromeating her, then take her away, and the tenple would never know the
di fference.

The norning canme. Var was watching, for he knew the nonthly date of the cerenony (he could
| ook at the noon as well as a peed could) and had been aware that her turn was incipient. Mst of
the girls were now younger than she, and the tenple did not provide board and keep | onger than
necessary. This was the day he would not go on his rounds-indeed, not ever again.

Soli, grown barely nubile in two years, was taken by hooded priests to the canyon and -
anchored there. The nmen Var could not be certain of their sex, but assumed this was nman's busi ness-
hamrer ed spi ked shackles into the stone. Soli's slender wists were pinned within them at shoul der
hei ght. She was naked, her lustrous black hair falling down around her shoul ders, her snal
breasts standing erect, her rather well-fleshed thighs flexing nervously as she fidgeted about.

Var felt an acute pang. Soli now | ooked very much indeed |ike her natural nother Sol a.
Once her hips and breasts filled out conpletely-But what woul d never happen unl ess he saved her
fromthe sacrifice.

Var lurked in the trees as the priests departed. He waited half an hour, making sure they
woul d not return and that no other parties were watching. The canyon face was shielded fromthe
direct view of the temple, probably intentionally and nercifully for the renumini ng mai dens. Var
now knew how nost of them canme here: they volunteered in order to spare their fanmilies hunger, for
there were many poor people on the island. They-who-won't-work-won't-eat phil osophy was a thin
cover for subjugation of the unfortunate. The wage that had been adequate for Var was not enough
for a famly, so there was continual and | arge-scale distress. The way of the crazies and the
nonads was better, for no one hungered in Anerica.

Assured that he was unobserved, Var let fly his random phil osophi es, energed from hiding,
and entered the canyon. Soli heard himand | ooked up with a poignant little cry of dismy,

t hi nki ng the god had cone already. Then she gasped. "Var"

He approached and put his hand to one nmanacle. "i never forgot you,'
think I would | et you be eaten?

But the bond was tight, and he had no |l everage to pry it | oose.

"I-" she started, her eyes suddenly streanming. . "l thank you, Var. But | can't go with
you. | made a vow. "

"You fulfilled it" He cast about for some way to get the netal out of the stone. Wy
hadn't he anticipated this detail?

"No. Not until-the sacrifice," she said.

Var yanked at the other manacle. There seened to be sone give init.

"I can't let you do this," she said through her tears.

Var ignored her and continued to work on the netal. His sticks would not pry it, being too
thick to squeeze in beside her wist, and the outside of fered no purchase. He night hanmrer the
metal with a stone-but the sound would bring the priests-or Mnos hinself.

Then he was thrown back.

Soli had raised her bare foot and shoved himhard in the chest. Now he understood: she
meant it. She would resist himphysically not pernitting himto |abor on the bonds.

That meant he could not free her unless he knocked her out. And what kind of cooperation
woul d she give himthereafter, if he violated her oath by such force?

he said. "Did you

In any event, he could not bring hinself to strike her. Anyone else, yes; Soli, no.

He stood up and faced her. "Then I'Il go slay Mnos," he said.

"No!" she screamed in horror. "He's a beast! No one can hurt him"

"I have sworn to kill the man who harnms Sola's child," Var said. "I swore it |ong before
you made your oath. Wuld you have ne wait until after the-after the creature conmes?"

"But Mnos is a god, not a nman! You can't kill him"

"He devours mai dens-but he's not a beast?" Then he was ashaned of his irony with her
"What ever he is, | nust nmeet himunless you come with me now. "

"I can"t."

Var saw that further argunent was usel ess. He marched down the canyon into the |abyrinth,
heedl ess of her |ow cries.

There was a | arge, open cave where the walls nerged. Fromits rear several snaller
passages opened. Van held his sticks up and went cautiously into one.
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It led to a nmedium chanber lined with bones. Van did not investigate them closely; be knew
their source. If he did not succeed in his mission, Soli's bones would be added to the collection
He went on

The next chanber had several dry skulls. The third was m xed. There was no present sign of
M nos.

It occurred to Var that the beast-god could go out and attack Soli while he searched the
enpty caverns. Hastily he retreated toward the entrance, passing through the skull chanber and an
enpty one.

And realized that he was lost in the labyrinth. He had m ssed a passage and now di d not
know where he was or in what direction lay the entrance. H s w | derness exploring sense, normally
an autonatic guide to such things, had let himdown in this nonent of preoccupation

He could find his way out. He could sniff out his own spoor, or, failing that, make |ines
of bones to show his route, elinminating one false exit after another. But this would take tine,
and Soli mght be in danger this noment. So he acted nore directly.

"M nos!" he baw ed. "Cone fight ne!"

"Must |?" a gentle voice replied behind him

Var whirled. A man stood in one of the passages.

No-not a man. The body was that of a giant warrior, but the head was wool ly and horned. No
mere beard accounted for the effect. The front of the face pushed out in a solid snout, and the
horns sprouted fromjust above the ears. It was as though the head of a bull had been grafted on
to the body of a man. And the feet were hoofs-not blunted toes, |ike Van's own, but solid round
bovi ne hoofs. The teeth, however, were not herbivorous; they were pointed |ike those of a hound.
This was M nos. -

Var had seen oddities before and had been expecting sonething of the sort. He nade a
motion with one stick, the excitenment of battle growing within him He supposed this was what sone
called fear.

"What brings you here by day, Var the Stick? the god inquired quietly. "A ways before you
have cone in darkness, and never to ny domicile."”

"I came to fight," Var repeated. No one had told himthe god could speak, or that he knew
so nmuch. How had M nos | earned Var's nane?

"Of course. But why at this noment? | have a busy day ahead. Yesterday | could have
entertained you at greater |eisure."

"It is Soli out there. My friend. For the sacrifice. | have sworn to kill the man-or
beast, or god-who harns her. But | would not wait to have her harned,"”

M nos nodded, his wool ly | ocks shaking. "You have fidelity and courage. But do you really
bel i eve you can kill ne?"

"No. But | must try, for | have no life without Soli."

"Come. W can settle this without unpleasantness.” Mnos turned his broad back and trod
down the passagel his horny feat clicking on the stone.

Var, nonplussed, foll owed. -

They cane to a | arger chanber, in whose center was a boulder. "I lift this for exercise,"
M nos said. "Like this." He bent to grapple the stone, seem ngly not concerned that an arned eneny
stood behind him Miscles bulged hugely all along his arns and sides and back. Var had not seen
nmght like that since training with the Master.

The stone cane up. Mnos lifted it to chest height, held it there a few seconds, then
eased it down. "Have to watch how you let go these nonsters,” he panted. "Mst hernias conme after
the load, not during it."

Hest oodback. "Now your turn. If you can hoist it, you may be a match for ne.

Var hung his sticks at his belt and approached the rock. The god had trusted himand he
was obligated to extend trust in return.

He strained and haul ed at no avaiL. He could not budge it. The thing would not even roll

He gave up. "You're right. | amnot as strong as you. But | mght beat you in conbat."

"Certainly,” Mnos said genially. H's face was strong when he spoke, because he had..to
stretch his nouth closed around the nuzzle and formthe words with part of it. Even so, his
enunci ati on was odd. "And we shall fight if you Insist. But let us converse a tine first. | seldom
have opportunity to chat with an honest man."

Var was anenable. As long as the god was with him Soli was safe. He wondered what woul d
have happened had he attacked M nos while the god lifted the rock. That boul der m ght have cone
flying at him

They sat on crude chairs fashioned of bone tied with tendon, in another chanber. "Have a
bite to eat," Mnes said. "I have nuts, berries, bread-and neat, of course. But you know where
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that comes from"

Var knew. But the notion was not as shocking to himas he knewit was to others, for he
had eaten many things in his wild childhood state. "I will share your food."

M nce reached into a pit and drew out a neaty rib. "I roasted these yesterday, so they
remai n whol esone, " he explained, handing it to Var. He lifted a second for hinself.

Var gnawed the rib, finding it far nore tasty than raw rat neat. He wondered to which
mai den it had bel onged. Probably the |l ast one; she had cried endl essly as they staked her out, and
hadn't been very pretty. A bit fat-as this norsel vetifled. Mnentarily queasy, Var washed his
first nouthful down with the tepid water M nes provi ded.

"Where do you originate?" the god inquired.

Var expl ai ned about the circle culture.

"I have heard of it," Mnes said. "But | must confess | thought it a nyth, a fabrication
no offense intended. Now | see that it is a marvelous |and indeed. But why did you and the girl
depart ?"

Var explained that, too. It was renarkably easy to talk to this eneny giant, and not
entirely because of the stay it granted Soli.

"And you say her father is a castrate? Wen did that happen?"

"l don't know. No one spoke of it. | don't see how it could have been while he was Master
of Enpire, and Soli says it wasn't in the underworld."

"Then it must have been before. Perhaps in childhood. Sone tribes, | have heard, practice
such things. But in that case-"

Var shrugged. "I don't know. "

"I's it possible-1 am postulating fromignorance, understand-that the Naneless One is in
fact her father?"

Var sat and chewed the nmi den-nmeat, and diverse things began to fall into place in his
m nd, as though bees were settling into a hive. The Master thought Var had slain his natura
daught er!

"lIronic,” Mnos said. "If that is the case. But the solution is sinple. You have nerely to
show her to hi mwhen next you neet."
"Except-"

"Unfortunately, yes."

"Do you have to take her?" It was hard to believe' that so affable, reasonable a creature
could balk on this point.

M nes sighed. "I ama god. Gods do not follow the conventions of man, by definition.
wish it were otherw se."

"But surely you have enough neat here, to |ast another nonth?

"I do not, for it spoils and I amnot a ghoul. Sone day | nust require themto instal
refrigeration equipnment. 'But that is not the problem It is not primarily for the neat that |
take the sacrifices." ,

Var chewed, not under st andi ng.

"The flesh is only an incidental product,” Mos said. "I use it because it is handy and |
dislike waste. | make the best of the situation foisted on ne by the tenple."

"The tenpl e nakes you do this?"

"All tenples, all religions make their gods performsimilarly. So it has al ways been, even
before the Blast. The New Crete priests pretend that they serve Mnos, but Mnos serves them It
is a nethod of population control, in part, for the birthrate is governed by the percentage of
nubile girls in the population. But nostly it is a way to retain power that would otherw se drift
with the winds of politics and tine. The common peopl e have an abiding fear of nme. | lurk near the
bedst ead of every disobedient child, | breathe m sfortune on every tax-evader. | inpregnate the
wanton wives. Yet | amsingle and nortal. The tenple produced nme by nutation and operation-"

"Li ke the Master!" Var excl ai ned.

"So it seenms. | should like to neet that man sone day."

And in the course of that adaptation to godhood, they provided nme with-this." M nes opened
his garnent. Var was inpressed. "The opposite of castration, you see. My appetite differs
correspondingly fromthat of the normal nale. But it waxes only with the noon."

"Then Soli-and the others-"

"You will note that | have stayed well within ny domidile. Should I go near enough to the
entrance to pick up the nuptial odor | should inmediately |ose control of nyself. That is the way
I have been designed; it is in nmy blood, ny brain, ny gonad. My onslaught is such that ny partner
does not survive."

Var pictured the menber he had just seen, and the force with which it woul d be wi el ded,
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and shuddered to renenber that Soli awaited this. Better a full under hand smash by a club

"Why don't they provide-old wonen?"

"Who woul d di e soon anyway? Because they are not virgins. Mnos nmust have chastity. This
is part of it. My glands sinply do not tolerate any other condition."

Thi s seened remarkable to Vat, but no nore so than other things he had seen and learned in
his travels. "Wat happens if a mstake is nade if the sacrifice is not chaste?"

M nos smiled hideously, all his teeth exposed on one side. "Why then |I betake nmyself to
the tenple and | raise a fuss. And it is said that bad luck follows for a nmonth."

Var attacked the last of his repast. He renenbered sonmething. "Do you know about the
amazons-the hi vewonen?"

"Ch, yes. Fascinating subculture there. | had themin mnd when | nentioned ritua
mutilation."

"The nmen-how do they do it?"

"No problemat all. The wonen do it. Sinple manipulation of the prostate and sem na
vesicles so as to force out the ejaculate at the critical nonent. Not the nobst confortable node
for the man, particularly if he has henorrhoids or if she has a broken fingernail, but effective

enough. "
Var nodded, not caring to admt that this explained nothing to him He had never heard of
a prostate, and obvi ously babies were not conceived by fingernails, whole or broken.

The neal was done. "I nust fight you," Var said.
"Surely you know I would kill you. | should think you would find a nore romantic solution
pun intended. | would not like to have the bl ood of both of you on ny horns-not when you have

traveled so far, and worked so hard, and suffered such ironies already. Particularly when it is so
easily avoided."

Var | ooked at him not understanding. "She won't go with nme. Not until the sacrifice."

M nos stoad up. "There are things a god does not tell a man. Go now, or assuredly we shal
fight, for the need is rising in nme."

Var drew his sticks.

M nos knocked t hem numbingly fromhis hands with one lightning swipe. "Go! | will not
reason with a fool."

Var, seeing that it was hopel ess, picked up his sticks and went. This time he found the
proper passage.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Soli remained at the rock. Var ran to her. "You rmust go with me. Mnos is comng!"

She hardly seemed surprised to see himalive. "I know, it is nearly noon." Her fair face
was reddening in the slanting sun, and her |ips were cracked.
"He doesn't want to kill you! But he has to, if he finds you here."”

"Yes." She was crying again, but he could tell fromher expression that she had not
changed her m nd.

"I can't stop him 1'Il try, but he will kill us both."

"Then go!" she screanmed at himexplosively. "I did this to save your stupid life. Wy
throw it away?"

"Why?" he screanmed back. "I would rather die than have you die! You gave ne nothing!"

She glared at him abruptly calm "Sosa told me all men were fools."

Var didn't see the relevance. But before he could speak again, there was a bellow fromthe
| abyri nt h.

"M nos!" she - whispered, terrified. "Ch, Var please, please, please go! It's too late for
me now. "

The shape of the giant |ooned at the cave entrance. Vapor snorted fromthe god's nostrils.

Var threw hinself on Soli as though to shield her fromthe onslaught of the god, know ng
this to be futile but determined not to desert her. He held her close and tight though she fought
him tearing his clothing with her feet and teeth. Finally he got her body pinned firnmy against
the wall so that her legs split and kicked behind himineffectively while she hung by the
manacles. "I will not |eave you," he panted in her tangled hair.

Then her resistance collapsed. "Ch, Var, |I'msorry!" she sobbed. "I |ove you, you idiot."

There was no tine to be amazed. He ki ssed her savagely, hearing the tranp of M nes' hoofs,
the blast of M nos' breath.

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Piers...Battle%20Circle%202%20-%20Var%20the%20Stick.txt (61 of 79) [1/19/03 8:03:53 PM]



file:/l1F|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Battl €9620Circl €%6202%20- %20V ar%20the%620Sti ck.txt

Desperately they enbraced, experiencing what had been building for three years;
conpressing it all into these |last nonents. Sharing their |ove absolutely, exquisitely, painfully.

And M nos cane, and stopped, and paused, and rmade a noise half fury and half |aughter, and
passed on.

Only then did Var realize what had happened. What M nos had tried, subtly, to suggest to
hi m

He had, indeed, been a fool. Al nost.

There were screans fromthe tenple as Var yanked and pried and banged at the nanacl es
still pinning Soli's bruised wists against the stone. |If he could get even one prong out, her
hand woul d be free-but the stone and nmetal were, too strong.

He found a corroded spike in the dirt just beyond the canyon and wedged it under one bond
and pounded it with a stone-and finally, reluctantly, one prong pulled out. But his spi ke snapped
as he pried up, and was usel ess for the other manacle.

The furor at the tenple subsided. After an interval M nos came back, carrying two bodies.
Var and Soli waited apprehensively.

The god halted.. "This one's the high priestess," he remarked with satisfaction. "She
deserved this, if anyone does. Poetic justice." He | ooked at Soli, who averted her face.

"Hold this,” Mnes said, handing Var a dead girl. Var took her, not know ng how to
decline. She was about Soli's age, still warm and blood dripped from her. There was sonething
i ncredi bl e about her posture, even in death; it was as though her guts had been pul ped, | eavng a
humanshaped shell. He knew how cl ose this corpse had cone to being Soli herself. -

M nos reached forth with the hand thus freed and grasped the stubborn manacle. The nuscles
of that great armtw tched. The netal popped out of the wall with a spray of stone and fell to the
ground. Soli was free.

Then the god fished a small package fromhis torn clothing and gave It to Soli, forcing it
into her reluctant band. "A gift," he said. "There never was anything personal about this-but i'm
gl ad you becane ineligible."

Soli did not answer, but she held on to the package. M nes took back the second corpse and
marched into his labyrinth, hunming a nerry tune. He bad reason to be happy: he would eat well
this nonth.

"We'd better get out of here before the tenple recovers,
Soli's hand and | ed her away.

Once they were In the forest he took off his tattered shirt and put it about her. It
fornmed into a short, baggy, but rather attractive dress, for her exposed |legs were firm her torso
sl ender, and her face, despite the sunburn, |ovely.

Soli, mutely curious, opened the package M nes had given her. It contained two keys and a
paper with witing on it. She stared.

"What good are keys?" Var denmanded. "W have no house."

"They bel ong to a powerboat," she said, reading the paper

Van said. "Cone on." He took

There were sea-charts aboard the craft, and nunerious tanks of gasoline and fresh water
and canned goods. How M nes had arranged this they could not guess, but the boat had obviously
been ready | ong before the two of them had entered the picture. Perhaps he had intended to escape
hi nsel f, but had given up the notion because of his biological urgencies. 'O nmaybe he was less a
slave to the tenple than he had adnmitted. He could have many | uxurious boats tucked away. ..

Fromthe maps they |l earned that they were far south of where they had supposed. The tunne
to China-actually, to Siberia-left fromfarther along. They had taken the Al eutian series, that
| ed nowhere. However, with this stout craft it should be possible to nmake the crossing, follow ng
the island chain to the Kanthatka peninsula. Fromthere they could either trek overland north and
west and south around the Sea of Okhoétsk, or continue island hopping directly southwest toward
Japan.

Var's head spun with the unfamiliar names Soli pieced out. This weird map was |like the
Master's books: it predated the Bl ast, and so contai ned much nonsense. Some of the islands m ght
not be there any nore.

Sonehow neither person suggested that they go back- back past the anmazon hive, on to
Al aska, north to the true crossing. Or even back to Anerica. China had becone a fixed objective,
for no good reason now. Ohviously they were not going to be satisfied with anyone's culture but
their omn. And if the Master were still on their trail, he should have caught up by this tine.

They could go home and soli could rejoin whichever father she chose, and Var could be a
warrior again, and their relationship would be over. They woul d never need to see each ot her
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again. Yet they continued, west, nonsensically.

A stormblew up and they hastily docked the boat on the shore of a deserted islet. Then
fair weather, and they noved through deep water at top speed, letting the fine engine do the work.

They did not discuss the inplications of what they had done to escape M nos, and after a
time it becane as though it had not happened. | ndeed, the entire New Crete residence of two years
tended to exist itself as a thing apart, an unreal menory. Soli was the child again, Var the ugly
warrior.

But with a difference. Hide it as they mght, Soli was nubile and Var nmale. They could no
| onger enbrace with conpl ete i nnocence and candor, for now an enbrace inplied an adult
relationship and inspired adult reactions that neither cared to admt. Nor could they talk quite
so frankly, for the frankest subject of all was sex.

They were not ready for love. For a nmoment it had been forced upon them enptionally and
physically, but that nonment had faded |ike the stormtide, and they were left to their unfridged
i solation. Two people united by a commbn purpose and an unspoken affection

This was, at any rate, the way Var saw it, though he did not work it out neatly or
consci ously. More than once he observed Soli staring at his bracel et. Perhaps she was renenbering
the way she had preserved it for him at the near sacrifice of her own life. He was sorry that he
had told her this was foolish, for that nmust have hurt her feelings-but it was true. Had the
bracel et been sold, they need never have suffered those two years on New Crete.

That remi nded himcircularly of another point, the one Mnos had nade. Could the Mster be
Soli's natural father? Now this seened | ess reasonable than it had in the cave, and Var coul d not
bring hinself to present the notion openly. How would Soli react, having the paternity of Sol
questi oned? She | oved Sol dearly, and hardly knew the Master. And if it were true, how would the
Master react, knowing that Var had lied to him naking himbelieve his daughter had been slain?
And when he | earned what had happened on New Crete, what Soli had been set up for, how she bad
been reprieved...

The wi de expanse of the sea went on and on, hypnotic, beautiful, boring. The sparse
i sl ands were barren, and did not conformexactly to the indications of the map. They took turns
steering, following a marking on the conpass- a dial that always pointed north. The sun and the
stars al so sewed, and whenever they encountered a feature recogni zable on the map, they corrected
course accordingly.

And a few days after they thought the ocean woul d never end, they sighted the mainland of
Asi a.

And the peopl e spoke i nconprehensibly.

"Yes, of course," Soi said in response to his bew |l dernent. "They speak Chinese. O they
will, when we reach China. The nap says' it's-well, see, we have a long way 'to go yet."

Two thousand niles or nore, it seemed to Var. Months of travel.

They were sick of the ocean, but the overland route | ooked worse. They searched out a
pl ace to buy gasoline, paying for it with artifacts fromthe boat, and hopped sout hwest al ong what
the map called the Kuril islands, then north inside of Sakhalin, and finally back to the nainland
of Manchuria. The preposterous pre-Blast nanes were fascinating.

Now the | and route pronmised to be nore direct and safe. They had either to use the boat or
di spose of it, and they remained nore at home afoot. So, regretfully, they decided to sell it.
They went to a place that had simlar craft and inquired until an old man was brought who spoke a
little Anmerican.

"Anerica?" he asked, amamzed. "Destroyed-Blast."

By and by they conducted a party to the boat, and the sale was conpleted. Soli was cynica
about the value, expecting to be cheated, but there seened to be little choice. At any rate, they
obt ai ned enough currency to buy |local outfits and equi pnent, and some Witten priners in the
| anguage-i ncl udi ng an ancient, pre-Blast text with Anerican equival ents.

They hi ked again and drilled each other on the witten synbols. Soli-said they were not
Iike-the witing-she knew, but that they nade sense once she got used to them And though there
were many spoken dialects, so that travelers |ike themwould be constantly confused, the Witten,
| anguage covered the entire region. Wth these synbols they could al ways conmuni cat e- provi ded t hey
nmet soneone literate

Overall, the | andscape resenbl ed what they had known on the other continent-nountainous,
wild, and riddl ed by patches of badl ands radi ati on. The natives near the coast were civilized in
the fashion of New Crete-w thout human sacrifice, but with other cultural problenms. Those inland
were nore prinmtive-like the Arerican nomads, but wi thout the substantial benefits of crazy
technol ogy or supplied hostels. Modst left the strangers al one, but sonme were belligerent, and no
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circle circunscribed the conbat.

Had Var and Soli not been apt at self-defense, they would not have lived very |ong.

They followed the river Amur inland, not fromany |love of the water but because it showed
the best route through the form dabl e nountain ranges. Wen it veered northwest, they shifted to a
large tributary. Months passed and they cane at last to the fringe of the actual Chinese
territories. The Chinese influence, |like that of the crazies in America, extended through the
entire region, perhaps all the continent; but their witten | anguage unified the diverse peopl es
in a subtle but conprehensive way. Var, having |earned the very real constraints upon the
seeningly free nonad society, was sure that simlar factors operated here.

Simlar in principle, if not in detail. There nust, indeed, be a Chinese Helicon
Yet as they neared their supposed destination, their canaraderie becanme nore strained.
Soli was filling out, and Var was too well aware of this. Sonetines be touched his bracelet,

thinking of offering it to her-but this always reninded himof what had happened when he first
took his manhood. G rls of band-borrowi ng age did not appreciate ugly men, and Var knew hinself to
be grotesque.

And she was beautiful. Perhaps in the flower of her mai denhood her nother Sola bad been
like this, so lovely that the nmightiest warriors of the age contested for her favor and lived lies
wi t hout conplaint. Soli tended to hide her charns under rough, |oose clothing; but when she bat hed-
as she did even now without enbarrassnent- her naked body was wonderous.

Soli had never remarked on it, but she could hardly favor his nottled skin, battered
count enance and cl ubbed extrenmities. Children did not care so nuch about such things, but Sol
woul d never be a child again.

Var saw, occasionally, the literate |adies of this core Chinese culture. They were |ike
crafted dolls, delicate and delightful, their nmotions constrained, their deneanors diffident In
contrast, the peasant wonen were brutes-stout, plain, hunched of body, coarse of expression

Var knew that the wandering life he was making for Soli would shape her into the peasant
mol d. He could not bear the thought. Increasingly it preyed upon him and when hO saw sonme crone
be fancied Soli's face on her

The background | evel of civilization rose as they entered the Chinese heartland. The
peopl e here were yellowi sh of skin and their eyes were different, and their nmanners tended to be
al most ritualistically polite. The wonen were el oquent-the hi ghborn ones. Var |earned that they
attended institutions somewhat |ike the crazy schools, that brought themto the mature state.
Then, as sophisticated |adies, they married, and did not do hand | abor again. House-hold servants
performed the chores.

Var decided that this would be a better life for Soli. But he didn't know how to expl ain
this philosophy, and feared she would not understand his intent, so he didn't try.

One ni ght when she slept beside himin the forest, he rose stealthily. She woke, however.
"Var ?"

"Have to-you know," he said, feeling a pang of guilt for his lie. To reassure her, he
urinated noisily against a tree, then squatted. In a nonent her breathing becane even and he noved
qui etly away.

Just as he passed beyond the nornmal hearing range, he heard sonething-either an ani rmal
movi ng, or Soli rolling over and striking dry | eaves. Hi s pang cane again, quite forcefully, and
he wavered and al nost went back. But he heard nothing else, and forced hinself to go on

He ran five miles back to one of the schools they had passed that day. He pounded on the
gate for admttance and finally roused an ol d caretaker-a near-sighted, graybearded, bony man who
was not pleased to be disturbed at this hour. Var tried to talk to him but his words were
evidently of the wong dialect and i nadequate to the concept. He did nmake the ol dster understand
that he had to see the authority figure for the school. Wth grunbling, the man retired into the
bowel s of the building to search that person out, while Var waited nervously outside the gate.

Ten minutes |later he was adnmitted to the presence of the head matron. She had obviously
just gotten up, and wore a nightrobe, but he could tell from her aspect that she was sharp of
m nd. Her face was |ined though she was heavyset, and her hair was gl ossy bl ack

She coul d not understand himeither, though she appeared to speak a number of dialects.
Then she nade a synmbol on a sheet of paper, and Var knew they coul d coi nnunicate after all. For
these synmbol s were universal, here, and had the sane neani ng regardl ess of the dial ect spoken, or
even the | anguage. Var was borderline-literate, now, so far as these synbols were concerned; he
had pi cked up several hundred in the past few nonths; as had Soli, and could use them for making
purchases and clarifying posted directives such as 'Radi ati on Ahead."

For two hours they passed nessages back and forth. At the end of that silent dial ogue Var
had purchased adnittance for Soli to the school. He was to pay the tuition by doing brutework for
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t he mai nt enance department.

He described her location, and a party went out, armed.

Var reported to the cellar, where the gray-bearded man showed himto a wooden bunk near
the giant furnace. He was now the assistant to this man, for good or ill.

He had sold themboth into a kind of servitude. But Soli would emerge with her future
secure.

It was a nonth before he saw her again, for the hired help had no legitimte contact with
the elite girls. But as he haul ed wood and peat for the furnace, and pounded stakes for new
fencing, and carried supplies for the daily wagon to the kitchen, and did the thousand things the
ol der man had sonmehow managed before, he picked up hints. He mastered the conmon | ocal words and
recei ved the | ocal gossip.

They had brought in a spitfire that night. Awld country urchin who struck out wth
sticks as devastatingly as a seasoned fighting man. They had threatened her with guns, but she had
not yielded, and they had not dared to use them because she was supposed to be captured and
trained as a lady. They had finally subdued her with a net, after suffering several casualties.

Soli! Soli! Var ached with her mnisery, ashamed -to have brought this on her. How could she
know that it was for the best, that she m ght spend the rest of her life at |eisure?

The ol d man shook his head. He could not understand why they should want to train a wild
peasant -and an outl ander at that, for she was fair of skin and round of eye. But rather
attractive, he confessed, once subdued and cl eaned up.

Var realized that the nan made no connection between himand Soli. This once, his
di scol orati on had worked to his advantage. He wanted to watch, to be sure the terns of the bargain
were fulfilled-but not to associate with her, for that would hurt her manufactured i mage. She was
to be a lady; he could never be a gentleman

Then he was cutting back shrubbery beside the wall and she was taken for a wal k inside the
grounds. He saw her with a matron and three other girls, dressed in chaste gowns. He was remn nded
horribly of her stay in New Crete, waiting for the sacrifice. Then, as now, he had been the
instrunment that confined her. The whol e thing suddenly seenmed so simlar that ho | onged to grab
her and run for the forest and undo what he had done.

He averted his face, afraid of the consequence if she should see hi m now.

The little party wal ked al ong the fl owered pathway, treading in step to the rurnured
cadence of the matron. Each girl took tiny steps. Var heard the petite patter, aware of their
notions peripherally. They were learning to walk like ladies, daintily, intriguingly.

Var continued clipping, his back to the walk. The girls passed so close he could snel
their fragrance. They did not stop. After a while they were guided inside, and Var was both
relieved and saddened. It would have been folly to speak to Soli-but the urge had been al nost
unbearably strong.

Regret it as he mght, he knew that the school was honoring the agreenent they had nade.
He could not be the first to break it.

That night, as the oldster lay in the heat ready to sleep, a hooded visitor cane to the
cellar. The old man went to investigate, was given sonething, and stood aside. The figure cane to
stan4 over Var's bunk.

Jarred out of his reverie, Var | ooked up

It was Soli. Her eyes were |uninous under the hood.

"You did it," she said softly.

Var just |ooked at her, struck by the beauty of her features. Already the training had had
its inmpact on her bearing, and the cosnetics had enhanced her spl endor

"I saw you in the garden,"” she murmured, continuing to | ook down on himw th an expression
he did not understand.

Then her hand cane from under the cloak,' holding a slipper. Down it canme against his
stomach, stingingly.

"l thought you were dead!" she cried, and now he recogni zed her emotion: fury. Then she
turned and left.

She had t hought hi m dead. He had never suspected that, but in retrospect it was obvious.
Attacked in the night, captured, hauled away to a strange institution w thout sight of himwhat
woul d her natural interpretation have been, except that he had been killed in the sane, fracas? So
she had resigned herself. .. and discovered, suddenly that it was a lie.

Wiy had he meddl ed? He had never intended to have it come out that way.

The old man returned, chuckling. Obviously he had now nade the connection between the
spitfire and the handyman. Woul d he keep the confidence? It didn't matter, since the arrangenent
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was legitimate and Soli knew the truth.

Var |l ay awake a long tinme, not certain whether to be pleased or saddened by Soli's
attitude. The sudden sight of her had been a shocking stinmulus. So lovely, so angry! Did she hate
himfor deceiving her? O would she recogni ze the advantage he had arranged for her? Surely she
could see' that they could not have wandered endl essly across the continents of the world. A
beautiful girl and an ugly nan. Such a life would not hurt him of course, for he had no higher
potential; indeed. It would be easy for bins to revert to the wi 1d state and range the badl ands.
But Soli- Soli could be the Lady, graceful and cultured. He owed it to her to nmake that life
possi bl e.

He still felt guilty. He still longed for her free conpanionship, as it, had been in the
early days, before New Crete. It was inpossible, for she woul d never be young again, but still he
wi shed, and suffered.

Two weeks later, as he gathered fallen wood in the forest and | oaded it on a hand wagon
for hauling, she came to himagain. This tinme she was dressed in boy's clothes, with her hair
conceal ed and artful snudges on her face. She |ooked |ike a maraudi ng urchin-a guise she had | ong
been versed in, as he knew

“I'"'mrunni ng away," she said. "Come with me, as you used to."

Var grabbed her and carried her back toward the school enclosure. She coul d have di sabl ed
himin a nunber of ways, but she offered only token resistance.

"I know you're paying for ne," she said. "I hate you."

He knew she didn't nean it, but the words stung just the sane.

"Why do you want ne here?" she asked pitifully. "Why can't we tour the countryside
together? That's all | want."

Var shifted his grip and continued carrying. She was lithe in his arnms, all curve and
t ensi on.

She drew her head up and ki ssed himon the |ips, as a woman night. As Sola, her nother
had. "Just to be with you, Var."

Tenptation snote himsavagely. It was the child he renenbered, but the wonan had hold on
his Ionging too. Yet he wal ked, unansweri ng.

"Do you want ne to cry?" But she didn't cry, though it woul d have broken him And when he
didn't answer, she nmurrmured: "lI'msorry | hit you with ny slipper.” And then, when they cane in
sight of the buildings: "It should have been a star"

And had she had a norningstar mace, he reflected, she mght very well have bashed himwith
it, such was her nomentary fury.

He turned her over to a matron. As he tronped dejectedly back to the forest he heard her
begi nni ng screans, part agony, part rage. They were beating her for the infraction. The instrunent
was padded, so as not to |l eave any disfiguring mark, but he knew it hurt. And they both had known
the penalty. The matron had nade that clear at the outset: discipline was her watchword.

But Soli, veteran of stick conbat, could not be nade to screamthrough pain. She was
merely letting Var know, and satisfying the matron, who of course was not fooled. The ritual had
to be conplete, lest the other girls growsimlarly wlful

Var was given one day off in every ten, though he was willing to work. The head natron
fair-mnded, insisted on this too. There was a town near by, and his second holiday he went there
to |l ook about. But he was not confortable and a nunber of the natives treated himw th subtle
di srespect, not desiring his conpany. It was so hard to know when to smle and when to react, when
no circle marked the boundary between courtesy and conbat. Once a young rowdy laid a hand on him
and Var struck himto the ground, but it changed not hi ng.

No-for himthe badl ands were best. He understood neither this' culture nor the Anmerican
nomad cul ture, and was better off alone. Once he bad seen Soli through the training; he would doff
civilization of any type and becone conpletely, happily wld.

But he renenbered Soli, and knew t hat he was deceiving hinself. He would never be happy
wi t hout her, child or woman.

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

"I have found out whose nen have been assenbling here the past nonth," the ol dster said.

In the course of nearly a year Var had | earned to converse with him though he had never
had occasion to learn his nane. The man was al ways full of gossip, and Var was not interested. He
bad observed the troops and known themto be the advance guard for some royal personage. Most of
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the girls of the school were high born, and it was a nark of distinction to graduate and de$rt in
style with an arnmed retinue, even if one had to be hired for the purpose. Oten the nen assenbl ed
in advance, waiting for their nmasters to appear, so that as the end of term approached the schoo
grounds resenbled a battle canp. Var had jousted fanmiliarily with some, showing off his ability
with the sticks. But nost were armed w th handguns.

"The ones in gold livery," the oldster said, perceiving the waning attention of his
limted audi ence. "Who speak to no one and drill on a private field."

Those were intriguing. No one seened to know which lord they served or what girl would be
honored by them but over a score were present, in beautifully matched Uniforns. And they were
crack troops; Var had covertly observed their practice maneuvers and firing.

Seeing that he had Var's interest at |ast, the oldster Continued: "They serve the enperor
of Ch'in. He nust have chosen another bride."

Var was inpressed. Ch'in controlled the |argest of the rival kingdons of the south, and
through political intrigue and judicious force of arms had expanded his sphere of influence
considerably in the | ast generation. Just as the Master had controlled an enpire in Arerica, this
man had built one here in China-though it was not as large as the Master's and did not extend into
the region this school was located in. He had at least thirty wives already, but was always on the
| ookout for attractive girls or politically expedient unions. Evidently his eye had fallen on one
of these here, and he intended to see that nothing happened to her before he arrived.

But none of that concerned Var. He hoped to see Soli graduated and placed in sone
prosperous househol d, after which he could retreat to the badl ands. He woul d regret never seeing
her again-regret it intensely-but this was the hard choi ce he had nmade when he brought her to the
school. She would, in time, be happy, and that was what was nost inportant. Her chil dhood was
behi nd her, and he was part of that chil dhood.

The head matron sunmoned him "I have excellent news for you," she said, studying himin a
way that hinted at a dark side to that news. "W have found a placenent for your ward."

The information crushed him Suddenly he realized what the matron had probably known al
along: that he didn't want Soli placed. He couldn't voluntarily give her up, when that nonent
came, despite all his plans and pretensions.

"That is what you required,” she rem nded himgently.

"Yes." He felt nunb.

"And as is custonmary in such cases, her tuition will be refunded. W shall return it to
you in lieu of your wages this past year. You will find it to be a confortable anount."

Var followed this with difficulty. "You-aren't charging for her training?"

"Certainly we're charging! W are not a charitable institution. But another party has
undertaken to cover it. So it is no |onger necessary for you to do so, though we have been well
satisfied with your contribution. W shall be ow ng you noney, as | said, at graduation.”

"Who- why- ?"

"The lord who is to marry her, of course.
with this placenent; it is an auspicious one."

"Ch'in!" he cried, making the connection

"He prefers anonynity, prior to the cerenony,” she said. "That is why | did not nmention it
to you before. But you do deserve to know, and with his livery so evident.... He desired a foreign
bride, being nonentarily sated with donestic affairs.”

Her nicety of expression was wasted on him "But Ch'in!"

"Isn't this what you said you wanted? The hi ghest possible placenment for your ward, that
she shoul d never again be in want, never again run with a savage?" Once nore that obscure gl ance

Yes, it was what he had wanted. What he had thought he had wanted, once. The nmatron had
nmore than fulfilled the bargain. He could not back out of it now

"it is not necessary for you to be separated fromher," she continued with a certain w se
conpassion. "The Enperor Ch'in is always in the narket for strong nen-at-arns. . . and he sel dom
pays close attention to a wife for nore than a year. His earlier wi ves have consi derable freedom

provi ded they are circunmspect.”

Var had once been naive about such things, but he had | earned fromexperience. In this
| and, the appearance was often nore inportant than the reality as it was in Anerica, too. She was
suggesting to himthat he take service with the enperor now. . . and nmake his overtures to Sol
after a year or so, when she night have borne a child to Ch'in and when some newer bride woul d
conmand Ch'in's attention. Such arrangenents were conmmon, and the enperor, though cognizant, did
not object-so long as no public issue was nmade. Soli could have a royal life, and Var could have
Soli-if he were patient and di screet.

The matron had showed hi mthe expedi ent course. He thanked her and left. But he was not

Again that intent |ook. "We're rather pleased
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satisfied, and expedi ence had sel dom appeal ed to hi m before. Suddenly the thought of Soli rolling
in the arnms of a stout Chinese enperor repelled him He had never thought it through to this
monent to realize that she would buy her luxury with her body, as surely as he 'had bought her
training with his own body. He was furiously jeal ous-of the suitor he had never seen, and whom
Soli had never seen.

He renmenbered Soli's insistence that she did not favor the schooling and only wanted to
travel with him Now, suddenly, this |oonmed far nore inportantly. Now that she could marry richly-
woul d she feel the sane?

It becane inperative that he ask her

But of course he could not sinmply walk into the school dormitory and put the question to
her there. There were strict regul ati ons. She would be beaten if she were caught speaking to him
just as any girl was beaten who di sobeyed any school rule, however nminor. But this late in the
termthey were supposed to discipline thenselves, and increasing social stigmata attached to
infractions. Soli, a foreigner, had becone quite as sensitive to this as any native. So- Var
approached cautiously. She would speak to himif he were circunspect: that is, if they were not
caught .

And he di scovered that the enperor's nmen were on the job. Every approach to Soli's
dormtory was subtly guarded.

Var, not to be put off by merely physical barriers, picked the weakest section of the
defense and noved t hrough. This was the garden behi nd her second-fl oor window. He intended only to
knock the lone sentry out with one blow fromone stick-but the man was alert, and escaped the
bl ow, and fired his pistol. Var brought hi mdown, but roughly, and there was no chance to scale
the Wall before reinforcenments cane.

They were well organized, and they had rifles. A semcircle of uniformed nmen closed in,

pinning himin a shrinking area beside the wall. A vehicle crashed through the bushes, naking hi m
wi nce because he had carefully tended those plants. A light speared fromit, catching him
Var stood still, knowi ng he was trapped. He had not suspected that they would act so

conpetently. He could not make a break against |ights and guns.
"Who is it?" a voice called fromthe truck

"A mai nt enance worker," another replied. "I've seen himaround."

"What is he doing here?"

"He cuts the hedges."

"At night?"

"What are you doing here, |aborer?" This was directed at Var.

"I have to talk to-a girl," he. said, realizing that he was hurting hinself by his
di r ect ness.

"Which girl?"

There was a huddl e behind the light. Var remenbered that they had renaned Soli for school
purposes, in the interest of mnimzing her vulgar origin. The nane he had used was not faniliar
to them and he could avoid the truth even now. "The one you guard-betrothed to Ch'in."

"Bring himto the barracks," the officer snapped.

They brought him "What do you want of this girl?" the officer demanded, in the privacy of
the tenporary building the soldiers used.

"To take her away, if she wants to cone.'

The truth conforted himin the telling, despite

the effect it had on these nen. He did want Soli, even though it m ght cost her |uxury. He knew
t hat now.

"Do you understand that we shall kill anyone who tries such a thing?"

"Yes."

The officer paused, thinking hima fool or a sinpleton.

"You struck down the sentry?

"Yes."

"Why do you want to take this particular girl?"

"l love her."

"Why do you think she might go with you, an ugly hunchback, when the pinnacle is within
her reach by stayi ng?"

"l brought her."

"You knew her before?”

"For four years we travel ed together."

"Fetch the matron," the officer said to one of the nen. "Heat the knife," he said to
another. And to Var: "If she denies your story, you shall die as an exanple to those who woul d
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thwart Ch'in. If she confirns it, you will nmerely lose your interest in this girl. In any girl."

Var wat ched the knife being turned over and over in the flame of a great candl e and
pondered how many he could kill before that blade touched him

The matron canme. "It is true," she said. "He brought her, and has paid for her keep by his
| abors, and kept her here when she wanted to escape. It is his right to take her away again-if she
wi shes to acconpany him™"

"It was his right," the officer said grimy, "until the Enperor Ch'in selected her for his
retinue. No other rights exist."

She faced himw thout alarm "W are not in Ch'in's denesne."

"You may readily be added to it, nmadam"

She shrugged. "A strike into this region at this tine would unite the enemies of Ch'in in
the north, at a time when his main force is occupied to the south. Is one bride worth it?"

The of ficer pondered, taken aback by the political acunen of the matron. "The Enperor does
not wi sh bl oodshed to mar his wedding day. We shall pay this man a fair price for his prior claim
and deport himunharmed fromthe vicinity. Should he return before the nuptial, he will be held
until that day is passed-then suffer the death of a thousand cuts." He fetched a bag of coins.
"This will cover it."

The matron | ooked at Var soberly. "H's conprom se is reasonable. Accept it, nonad. And
take this too." She handed him a packet

Var was remi nded of the manner of M nos, god of New Crete, as he gave Soli the keys to the
power boat. He realized that in some subtle manner she was hel ping him He could either start
fighting nowsure death, however many he took with himor trust her guidance and acqui esce to the
officer's terns.

He accepted the noney and the package and acconpani ed the guards to their truck. He had
not given up, but this did seemto be the best present course.

Six hours later he was set down, alone, a hundred nmiles to the north. Dawn was breaking
over the badl ands.

The packet contained a map and a human t hunb.

The map was routine, covering all this region. Except for a single |ocation nmarked in red.
The thunmb- Var was famliar with digits, since his own were ms-, shapen. He could recognize
certain men as readily by their hands as by their faces. This was not a Chinese digit; was
Anerican. Massive, with fine mesh under the skin, scarred.

This was the Master's thunb.

Qovi ously the matron knew where the Master was alive or dead, and had known for sone tine.
She nust then al so know the connection between Var and Soli and the Namel ess One. Now she had
chosen to reveal her information to Var. Wy?

He shook his head, not conprehending that part of it. She was an honest woman, but, |ike
so many of these people, nysterious in her ways.
He had less than a fortnight to recover Soli-if he intended to do so before Ch'in took her

to his couch. If he wanted to present her with a fair choice between the ugly nonmad and the rich
power ful enperor.

He could return to the school in tine, for they had underestimated his capacity for
wal ki ng. But he knew the officer had not been bluffing about the fate that awaited himthere. And
suddenly he was unsure what Soli's reaction would be. She had been angry with him and she could
have a |uxurious life.

He could get to the indicated spot on the map in a week's strenuous nmarching. Surely the
Master's thumb had come fromthere. It was time for himto settle his difference with his longtine
friend and nentor-or to know for certain that it could never be settled. If the great nan were
dead.

It was an arena. d adiators met each other and wild animals in nortal conbat, for the
delight of paying spectators. The star attraction was a pair of foreign savages- prisoners
captured half a year before by troops of a | esser kingdomin a border skirm sh. Sol and the
Mast er, of course.

Brief inquiry enabled Var to cone at some senbl ance of the truth. The two had foll owed Var
into the Al eutian tunnel but, nore canny than he, had avoi ded the nenace of the automatic sweeper.
They had fought off the amazons, but had been bal ked by the radiation at the bridge. So they had
taken the | ong way round, know ng that Var would not stop until he reached the mainland across the
ocean. Back through the tunnel, overland north to the true transpacific tunnel, and down the
Asi atic coast. They had traversed a lot of territory, fighting off enem es of animate and
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i nani mate types, and had taken years in the process. Then they had run afoul of one border patro
too many-actually a quasi-official bandit band-and had been taken under the threat of nassed
rifles.

After their wounds had heal ed, the two had been sold to the arena. Their left thunbs had
been cut off, to mark their status. Now they were earning out their contracts-at fees that woul d
necessitate a decade to neet the price.

"I will pay off the contract,"
agent at the gate.

The man counted the noney and nodded. "Ch'in currency. Very strong. For which one?"

Var described the Master.

"Very well." Var had expected haggling, for his little bag could hardly be worth a ten-
year contract. The nan gave hima receipt, witten in the Chinese synbols. Var took it eagerly and
entered the grounds, finding his way toward the gl adi ators' accomodations. It had been
surprisingly easy.

But he had a second thought, and paused to puzzle out the synbols. The note was phony it
granted adnmission to the grounds and nothing el se. He bad been cheated.

Angry, he started back-but soon realized that the nan woul d have hi dden the noney and

Var said. He put the bag of coins into the hand of the

per haps di sappeared hinself, after this illicit haul. No one el se woul d choose to believe Var's
conpl aint. Arenas were known to be dens of vice and corruption; he should have been alert.
Still, they had set the pattern, neeting his honest if naive approach with dishonesty.

Var's ethics of civilization were not fundamentally ingrained, for he had conme by themonly
through his contact with the Master, and had not had themreinforced by his adventures beyond
Anerica. He treated other nmen as they treated hini-and he knew how to | ook out for hinmself, thus
war ned.

He threw away t he paper and continued to the gl adi atonal pen. This was a high wire
stockade at whose corners wooden towers rose. Anman with a rifle stood watch within each edifice,
facing toward the center

Near by were the ani mal cages. Tigers, bison, snakes, vicious dogs-and sonme nutants from
t he badl ands. These were set up as a si deshow when not in use. Fromthe healing wounds sone had,
Var inferred that they were used repeatedly. Probably the gl adiators were given a bonus for
defeating an aninmal inpressively without killing it.

He scouted the rest of the conmpound. This was an off day. The shows only took place every
three of four afternoons. Relatively few sightseers like hinmself were about. In one side lot there
Were several trucks, used for transporting aninmals and equi pnent fromtine to tine. The show
travel ed every few nonths, seeking new pasture and new audi ence-and perhaps as a hedge agai nst too
great an accumnul ati on of vengeance-m nded suckers.

Satisfied, Var retreated to a confortable w | derness patch and slept. He would be busy
toni ght.

At night, refreshed, Var re-entered the conpound, using his well-versed stealth. He prised
down a window in a | ocked truck, got the door open, used pliers on the wiring in the manner he had
| earned as a handyman dealing w th bal ky equi pnent, and unbl ocked t he wheels. Then he noved to the
nearest guard tower, clinbed it noiselessly and tapped the rifleman on the head with a makeshift
singlestick. He did the sanme for the second tower, having learned fromhis brief experience with
Ch'in's men not to give a man with a gun any chance to react. The section of fence between these
two points was partially out of sight of the far towers, so a passage was clear. Var took netal
clippers and nmade a hole. He entered, carrying a handgun and flashlight taken fromthe second
guard.

The gladiators were in a | ocked shed that reeked of excrement. Var used screwdriver and
crowbar to unlock it with mnimum noi se, working on the side away fromthe nmanned towers. He knew
t he occupants woul d overhear, but would not give himaway. They m ght, however, attenpt to
overpower him and nake their own escape. He had to be ready.

He ki cked open the door, shone the light inside, and stood back. "I have a gun," he said
softly in the local dialect. Then, in American: "Cone out singly and make no sound-if you want
your freedom "

"Var the Stick!" the Master said at once, but low, for he was well aware that they had to
stay below the hearing | evel of the tower guards. His bulk showed in the doorway. "Do you bring a
gun to neet ne?"

That fanmiliar voice sent a shiver through him but Var answered firmy. "No. This is not
the circle. You swore to kill me because you thought | had killed your daughter. | did not kil
her. I will take you to her now "
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There was a | ong pause. "Not ny daughter-his," the Master said at last. And Sol appeared
besi de him a sonber shape. "W suspected as nmuch, when we had the description of the boy you
traveled with. But we didn't know and you kept running~ So we had to follow "

So the entire chase had been for nothing! Var could have taken Soli to the Master, or even
| et Sol see her, that tine they net in the circle, and the oath would have been voided. It would
not even have affected the contest for the nountain, because Bob had already reniged on that
agreenment. Such irony!

Var | ooked up to discover the Master before him well within striking range. But of course
the Weaponl ess woul d not have struck, outside the circle-not against one who shared t hat
convention. And had he wanted to violate the code, he could have thrown sonething. Except that his
thunb was missing; that would have nade it harder

"I shoul d have questioned you," the Nanel ess One said. "A day after you were gone, | knew
| had acted wongly, for you had done only what | sent you to do. It was the nountain Helicon that
betrayed us both. Betrayed Sol too, for he did not know that his child had been sent-until he
| earned that she was dead."

Var renenbered that Soli had said her parents hadn't known, that Bob al nost never told the
truth, and that she had cooperated because of Bob's threat against their lives. Ugly business-the
underworl d master's revenge for the nonad attack. "That's why he canme-to avenge her?"

"To bury her. He had al ready avenged her when he slew Bob and fired Heicon. Sosa-

di sappeared in that carnage. Al that was left was to bury Soli-but he could not find her body. So
he cane-and by the tine we net and worked it out, you were gone again, with your... sister.”

They were wasting tinme. "Conme with me," Var said. "She is in-in a school. There will be
trouble."

It was as though there bad never been strife between them They cane: the Mster, Sol, and
four other gladiators of diverse and grotesque aspect. Var |led themthrough the fence and past the
ani mal cages, ready to | oose the beasts upon the conpound if any alarmwere cried. But, al npst
di sappoi ntingly, there was no di sturbance. They piled into the truck and Var started it, using the
shorted wiring. They were off.

Emperor Ch'in had arrived, together with nore of his retinue, by the time the truckful of
gl adi ators nudged into the vicinity and parked surreptitiously near the school grounds. Uniformed
troops were everywhere. A frontal attack woul d have been sheer folly. And-they still were not sure
how Soli would feel about it.

"She did not ask to attend the school ?" the Master inquired. "She was satisfied to trave
with you?"

"So she said," Var adnitted. "A year ago. But she was growing up...."

"Now she is grown-why should the situation be otherw se? Wuld you have her roam agai n?"

Terrible uncertainty snote him "I don't know. "

"This Ch'in-1 have heard of him Isn't that a good marri age?"

"Yes."

"But you don't want her to have it?"

Var becane even nore confused. "I want to talk to her. If she wants to marry Ch'in-"

The Master grunted. "We shall put her to the test"

They spent the night in the truck in the woods. The Chinese gl adiators went after food and
gasoline zestfully, enjoying this lark. The Master questioned himon every aspect of his
association with Soli, while Sol, eerily silent, listened. It occurred to Var that be did not know
what was in the minds of these nen. So far as Soli was concerned, their reactions were suspect.
They mi ght have no synpathy whatever with his blunted desires.

But he discovered that he had | ost his independence of action since releasing these men.
The Master dominated the entire group, and his intelligence radi ated out al nost tangibly. Var
t hought he recognized in this man sone of the qualities that nade Soli what she was-that had, in
fact, attracted him to her-yet the Master denied siring her. So things bad been thrown into
conf usi on agai n.

Var peered fromthe conceal ed truck while the others narched off to attend the graduation
cerenony, his heart pounding. Eager to act, he was hel pl ess, dependent on the notives of others,
uncertain of his own.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

Soli slept fitfully. The events of her life passed through her m nd, now that she faced a
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drastic change. She did not renmenber her early residence anong the nonads-only snow and terrible
cold, her father Sol protecting her though they both neant to die. Then, sonehow, they were alive
again, painfully so, and Sosa was her new nother. And after the shock of change, it bad been good,
for Sosa was a renarkabl e wonan-at once devastating in combat and loving in person. And the
underworl d was fascinating.

Until Bob had acquainted her with the brutality of politics and sent her out with her
sticks to defend her way of life fromthe savages.

She bad supposed all nomads to be mutilated, for Sol had been one and he had no genitals,
and Sosa had been one and she was barren. Var had had spl otched skin and funny hands and a hunch
in his back. Yet Sosa bad taught her that appearance neant little In a nman; that his endurance and
skill in conbat were nore inportant, and his personality nore inportant still. "If a man is strong
and honest and kind-like your father-trust in himand nake himyour friend," bad been her advice

The nen of the underworld had not net this sinple set of standards. Jimthe Librarian was
honest and kind and intelligent, but not strong; a single blowto the gut would have put himin
the infirmary. Bob the Leader was strong but neither honest nor kind. In fact, only her father Sol
met Sosa's standards. So She |learned the art of the sticks fromhim and learned it well, and
wai t ed.

And Ugly Var had been strong, if not as skilled with the sticks as the. And he bad been
honest, for he bad not dropped rocks on her, though she woul d have dodged any that m ght have
conme. And he had been kind, for he had protected her against the awful cold, even as her father
had done before. That was the one eneny she could not face boldly: she hated and feared the cold

So she had known him for a good nan, though he was an eneny savage-and she had never been-
di sappoi nted subsequently. Oh, he was not exactly smart-but neither was Sol. Men |ike Bob and the
Nanel ess One were awesone, because their mnds were nore deadly than their bodies. She preferred
an associ ate whose notives she coul d fathom

At what point this appreciation had phased into | ove she was not certain. It had been a
gradual thing, deepening with further association and ripening with her womanhood. But she tended
to place the transition at the time she had been stung in the cold by the poisonous bug, and he
had carried her all the way back to the cabin and cared for her there. She had been consci ous much
of the tinme, but unable to nove or respond. Thus she had observed hi m when he supposed hinsel f
effectively alone, and knew that he had fought for her |ong before he confessed as nuch.

She had deci ded then to take his gol den bracel et-when she was old enough to do so and to
honor the full commitnent the act inplied. Wen she had | earned that Sol was foll owi ng them too,
she had stayed with Var despite her ache to rejoin her father, know ng she would |ose Var if she
I et himgo on alone. Then he had saved her fromthe tunnel sweeper, and fromthe vicious anazons,
and yet again fromthe radiation she could not detect for herself. And once nore, in the boat: he
had intercepted with his own body the arrows nmarked for her

Five times he had preserved her life at peril to his own, asking nothing in return, not
even her conpany unless freely given. He was quite a man, and not nerely for his courage and
sacrifice. If she had not |oved him already, she would surely have done so then. But when she
brought themto New Crete he had been dying. Then she bad seen the manner she had to repay her
debt to him For a nonent she had been tenpted to cash in his golden bracelet, realizing its
di sproportionate value there; but that woul d have made it unavail able for her own subsequent
possessi on and what went with it. And they mght just have taken it as they took the boat, with no
return favor. Though they both might die, she could not bring herself to give up that dream

So it had had to be the tenple-the one offering they could not sinply claimoffhand, the
one bargain she could hold themto. She had cried, not so rmuch for herself as for her loss of him
She had known, via the tenple grapevine, that he had settled into a mundane task, and she suffered
to i magi ne how t hat denmeaned himwhile she thrilled to believe that he mi ssed her as she m ssed
him Sweet girlish dreans, nonsensical but essential She even fancied that he watched her from
time to tinel romantically, that he might even challenge the god M nos for her

And then be had come, just when she was resigned to her violent dem se. And she had told
hi m no, crying yes! inside, and pushed himaway while yearning for his enbrace. For it was her
comritment that had saved him and it would have been a denial of it all bad she reniged at the
end. And she bad watched himgo into the Iabyrinth, and condemmed herself for her idealistic
folly.

"If ever | see himagain alive," she had sworn to herself as she stood chai ned and
hel pl ess, "I shall clasp himto nme and tell himl love him" But it had been the abandoned
convi ction of desperation.

Yet it had happened.

And sonehow, fromthat noment, she had ceased to understand him She was woman now, ready
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and able to accept himas nman, and the proof had been nade. Still he treated her as child. Wy-
when they had al ready made spectacul ar | ove? Way did he wi t hdraw when she approached? Wiy had he
stayed two years, retaining his bracelet, and cone for-her arid taken her-only to Ignore her

of feri ngs now?

She had gone al ong, powerless to change the situation

And gradual ly she discovered that she had changed, not he-and that he did not realize
this. Not quite. Vat was naive~ He had begun his journey with a child, and in his mnd he stil
traveled with a child. Apparently he did not conprehend what had happened on New Crete. In his
eye, she woul d always be child.

Then, just as she was adjusting to that situation, a raiding party had caught her unaware
and brought her here. At first she thought Var was dead; then she |earned that he had arranged it.
Her fury had lasted for weeks.

Until it occurred to her that she could energe fromthis inane purgatory a wonan-in his
estinmation. He wanted her here so that he could officially accept the transition that had already
taken place. So that he could present her his bracel et honorably.

That changed her attitude. She discovered that there was a good education to be had here
The matrons were rigorous but sincere, and they knew a great deal of value. Soli perfected her
reading ability in the synbols of this continent and nastered other disciplines she had hardly
been aware existed. Mdst inportant, she becanme adept at femmle artistries that would tw st and
renold the inpetus of alnpbst any male. This, indeed, was as intricate a conbat as any with
weapons, and as potentially rewardi ng.

Var had sone surprises comng

Now she had been betrot hed-against her will-to the enperor Ch'in. It was an advant ageous
liaison, no question of that. Hs very nane enul ated the foundi ng dynasty of this realm thousands
of years before the Blast-or so the local nythologies had it. No doubt Ch'in's public relations
departnent had had a hand in that. But her studies had also pin-pointed Ch'in for what he was: a
ponpous, arrogant, niddle-aged prince with the suprene good fortune to have a |l oyal tactica
genius for an adviser. Thus Ch'in could sate himself in ever-younger distaff flesh while his
masterful |y managed enpire expanded. Many wonmen were flattered to attract his roving eye and to
join his luxurious harem Soli was not. She had |ong since chosen her man, and she was not readily
di verted.

But there renmmined the problemof foiling Ch'in while snaring Var. She had confidence in
her ability to do either-but not to do them simultaneously.

Var had cone to her at last, barely before graduation but, manlike, he had bungled it. He
had tried to scale the wall, and had been intercepted by Ch'in's m nions and questioned and
deported. They nmight have castrated himhad they been certain of his purpose. She bad asked the
head natron to intercede, and that stern, kindly, courageous wonan had obliged. So Var had been
reprieved of his folly and set down in another territory, unharnmed, with noney. He would be safe
for the time being, so long as he did nothing el se foolish.

Still she slept fitfully. For the situation was by no neans tied up neatly, and many
things could go wong. She had not yet decided howto deal with Ch'in. If she sinply refused to
oblige him she mght find herself kidnapped and ravi shed and nurdered. The enperor bad an
i nfamous tenper, especially when his pride was bruised. And the school would suffer too, perhaps
harshly. No-an outright bal k woul d not be expedient.

She could give Ch'in a gala wedding night, then spin a tearful tale of frustrated love. A
proper appeal to his protective vanity might work wonders, particularly If the suggestion of
political advantage were not too subtle. A romantically enhanced i mage would nitigate the effect
of certain crude mlitary policies, such as dethunbing valiant prisoners and selling themto
gl adi atorial arenas. Not that Ch'in was the only offender, the practice was general, but still it
rankl ed. | nmage was very inportant here.

Yes, the weddi ng pl oy seened best. She could always run away, after a reasonabl e interval
if her plan didn't work. That way the school would not be blamed. Then she could | ocate Var and
bring himto terns.

Except-she was not sure of Var. Ch, she could bring out the male in him no question of
that. But she distrusted his commbn sense. She coul d not assune that he would not do anyt hing
fool hardy. He might get tardily jeal ous and make sone bl underi ng nove against Ch'in, or even cone
back to the school before graduation. Var just was not bright about such things, and he coul d be
preposterously stubborn. H's defiance of M nos had been incredible folly.

And of course that was why she loved him

Maybe she had been wong to encourage himto seek the Chinese Helicon. There was one,
somewhere, but they were obviously not at all close to it. Probably its underwonders were fully as
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secretive as those of the American unit, so that such a search would be quite difficult. But her
pur pose had not been to find it, only to give Var a suitable nission. A nission she could
participate in, while she grew

She wondered what had happened to her father and the Nanel ess One. Had they finally given
up the chase? She doubted it. Once she had Var in hand, she would have to arratige a
reconciliation. It had hurt her to run from Sol, but she knew she could not return to Heicon with
him and it was essential to keep track of Var. Sol had been the man of her chil dhood; Var was to
be the man of her wonanhood.

But the thought of Helicon remi nded her of Sosa, the only nother she remenbered. In
certain ways the | oss of Sosa was worse than that of Sol. What was that proud small woman doi ng
now? Had she resigned herself to the absence of both husband and daughter? Soli doubted it, and
this hurt.

Finally her nenories and al arnms and conjectures subsided, and she sl ept.

Ch'in was nore portly than she had heard. In fact he was fat. H s face retained the
suggestion of lines that in youth woul d have been handsonme, but he was | ong past youth. Not even
the grandeur of his robes could render himesthetic.

Soli glinpsed himnonmentarily, as she peered froma front w ndow graduati on norning. He
was review ng his troops, not even bothering to rise fromthe plush seat of his chauffeured open
car. Suddenly she was unsure of her ability to play on his enptions; he | ooked too set, too jaded
to be affected by a nere girl.

She ate a swift breakfast and performed her toilette, first a warm shower, then a
tedi ously neticul ous dressing, |ayer by layer. Then the conbing of her hair to make it |ustrous;
nail-filing, nakeup-a conplete conversion process, to convert girl into Lady. She inspected
herself thoroughly in the mirror

She was a colorful creature of skirts and frills and beads and sparkles. Her feet appeared
tiny in the artful slippers, her face elfin under the spreading hat. No worman in America wore
clothing like this-yet it was not unattractive.

The graduati on cerenony occurred precisely on schedule. Thirty-five girls received their
di pl omas and noved single file, to the courtyard where proud rel atives awai ted t hem Soh was | ast-a
pl ace of honor, for it was acknow edgenent that small attention would accrue to any girl follow ng
her. This was partly because she was the | one representative of her race. But she was al so aware
that though she was younger than some-thirteen-she was beautiful in her own right. She knew this
because it was to her advantage to know it, and she possessed the poise to show herself off
properly. Had she not mastered the essential techniques, she would not have graduated.

Ch'in was waiting for her, buttressed by a phal anx of soldiers. He was resplendent in a
sem-mlitary uniformgirt with nedals and sashes; indeed, had he been snaller around the m ddle
there m ght not have been roomfor all the decorations. But of course he wore no gol den bracelet-
and that made all the difference.

She snmiled at him turning her face to catch the sunlight nonentarily so that her eyes and
teeth flashed. Then she wal ked to him noving her body with just that flair to hei ghten breast and
hip and sl ender wai st, and took his hands.

Oh, she was giving the audi ence the show Ch'in had bought. She had to sparkle, to validate
the training she had had. Appearance was everything.

The enperor turned, and she turned with himas though connected and acconpani ed hi mtoward
the royal car.

Peopl e thronged behind the |line of guards, eager for an envious glinpse of the Enperor and
his lovely bride. Mbst were locals, owing no present allegiance to Ch'in but fascinated by the
trappi ngs of power-and well aware that tonmorrow or next year they might very well come to owe him
that allegiance. But a nunber had evidently traveled far for this occasion. Conspicuously absent
were the patrols of the monarch of this territory; he wanted no trouble at all with Ch'in.

Near the polished car stood a sonber, cloaked man.

Monmentarily she net his gaze, glanced on

"Sol!'" she breat hed.

The sight of her father, so unexpected after five years and thousands of niles,
overwhel med her. She had seen himlast in Helicon, but his dear face was still as familiar to her
as any she knew.

Ch'in heard her exclamation and foll owed her gaze. "Wo is that man?" he demanded.

The soldiers whirled i medi ately and grasped Sol. H's hands cane into sight-and she saw
that his left thunb was gone.

First she felt shock, then fury. They had sold her father as a gl adiator! And,
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unr easonably, she fixed the blanme on Ch'in.

She struck, using the technique Sosa had versed her in so well. Ch'in gasped and tottered,
conpl etely surprised.

The soldiers drew their pistols.

Then Sol was noving, striking left and right, throwing the guards aside. A sword appeared
in his hand. He | eaped and cane to stand beside Soli, the blade at Ch'in's throat.

The cordon of soldiers broke, letting the amazed spectators throng close. Soli saw guns
| evel, and knew that Sol would be killed where he stood, whatever he did. There were too many
troops, too many guns. Someone woul d shoot in the confusion, even though it cost the life of the
enper or .

Then grotesque figures rose up within the crowd and began throw ng peopl e about.

d adi at ors-ranpagi ng outside their arena! Hungry tigers could not have w eaked nore havoc! In
monents, every man with a gun had been incapacitated. Some weapons fired, but not with accuracy.
The mél ée becane inchoate and purely mnuscul ar

Sol pushed Ch'in roughly away, put his armabout her, and lifted her into the car. A giant
hurl ed the chauffeur out and vaulted into the driver's seat. The nmotor roared. Two nore trenmendous
men piled in, shaking the vehicle as it noved out. They held curved bright swords al oft and swung
them warningly at other trespassers. Wen the car becane nmired in the press of surroundi ng bodies
these two junped down to shove people out of the way of the wheels, working so quickly that no
organi zed resi stance coul d devel op

Soli hung on and wat ched. Suddenly she recognized the driver. - He was the Nanel ess One-
the man who had swornto kill Var!

Now there were shots and screans, as the departure of the gladiators allowed the soldiers,
to recover their guns. But the crowd was such that the bullets scored only on innocent targets,
not the fugitives. Then the car was finally free of the press, and speeding over the roadway. Sol
had supposed the vehicle was just for show, but it was a fully functioning machine.

"Hope Var nmkes it," the Nanel ess CQue said, glancing back

"Var?" she asked breathlessly. "You found Var?"

"He found us. Freed us. Brought us here. W were-" He held up the stub of his thunb.

"You didn't-fight? You and Var?" But obviously they hadn't.

"Do you, want to travel with the wild boy?" He asked instead.

She wondered why the Nanel ess One should care how she felt about Var. But she answered.
"Yes."

The car sped on, northward.

CHAPTER TVENTY

Var, gal vanized into action when he heard the shots, started the truck and nudged forward toward
the crowd. If Soll had been hurt, he would run down the enperor

Then he saw the car pull out, the Master driving, Soli beside him two gladiators aboard
They had done it!

But the troops, only tenmporarily nonpiussed, were massing, leveling their rifles. Var
goosed the notor and careered across their path, spoiling their aimwhile the car fled. Men junped
at him He veered, then recogni zed the naked thews of the remaining two gl adiators. He eased up
all owi ng themto clanber aboard. Then he took off.

No one el se got hold of the truck-not with those two free-sw nging bodyguards on it. But
there were no other vehicles to cross his own path and interfere with the aimof those rifles.
There were shots; his tires popped. Var drove doggedly on, knowing that if he stopped for
anyt hing, they all were dooned.

The wheel wenched at his hand. The notor slowed and knocked. He used the clutch, raced
the engine, and eased it back into harness. The truck bobbled and throbbed with the irregularity
of skewed rubber, but it noved.

It was not fast enough. The troops had been | eft behind, and now a hillock in the road cut
off the direct fire, but other cars would catch up in mnutes. "W'Ill have to run for it!" Var
cried, as the notor finally overheated and stall ed.

They piled out and charged into the forest as the first pursuing car appeared. There were
cries and shots as the troops spied the truck, not realizing that it was enpty.

Var and the two gl adi ators kept running, knowi ng the enperor's nmen would pick up their
trail soon enough. Alone, he could have lost hinself easily, for the forest was his natura
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habi tat and he could hide in the badl ands. But the other men, skilled as they night be in conbat,
wer e behenot hs here. The end was inevitabl e-unl ess they separated soon.

He could elude the gladiators. No problem about that. But was' it fair? They had hel ped
himfree Soli, at the risk of their lives, and one of themwas wounded in that action. Though he
had freed theminitially, at the risk of his own welfare. Were did the onus |ie?

"W have repaid you," one of them panted. "Now we nust hide anong our own people, as you
cannot. Otherwise we all will die, for Ch'in is ruthless."

"Yes," Var agreed. "You owe nme nothing. It is fair."

The gl adi ator nodded. "It is fair. W regret-but it nust be.”

They thought they were protecting him And that he would die if they deserted him The
three had al nost brought destruction on their own heads, through m splaced |oyalty.

"It is fair. Go your way," Var repeated. He saluted them both and faded into the
wi | der ness.

Secure at last frompursuit, he had opportunity to worry about the others. Soli and her
father and the Master had driven north. Wuld they be able to outdistance the enperor's nen and
make a | asting escape? And if they did could he |ocate thenf

In fact-would they let himlocate then? Sol had been reunited with his daughter, after Var
i nadvertently kept them apart these | ong years. They could go hone to Anerica. They did not need
the wild boy. And might not want him For what would he do, except try to take Soli away agai n?

If Soli had any such inclination. Now he doubted it. She had been furious when he put her
in the school, and cool to himsince, the fewtinmes he had seen her at all privately. She had been
set up for an excellent marriage until he had arranged to break it up. Now she was with her
father, a better nman than Var. Surely she would either stay with Sol-or go back to Enperor Ch'in.

So he woul d be best advised to hide in the badlands and | et her go her way.

He circled back to the road, knowi ng no one would expect to find himthere, and trotted in
the direction the car had gone, north. He never had taken the best advice.

Every so often a vehicle passed, and Var |eaped into the ditch and hid, emerging
i medi ately afterwards to continue his solitary trek. Sooner or later he would catch up to the car-
or discover the trail where the party left it. Then-

Anot her truck was bouncing south and he junped for cover. He snelled the dust of it,

underl aid by gas funmes, nmanure odor. . . and Soli's perfune.

He charged into the road, shouting. Either Ch'in's nmen had captured her already, or The
truck stopped. Soli stepped down prettily and waved her bonnet, |ooking incredibly genteel. "GCet
in, you mangy idiot!" she cried. "I knew you'd get lost."

So the four were together for the first tinme: Var, Soli, Sol and the - Master. The two
remai ni ng gl adi ators had gone their own ways, having fulfilled their obligation

“"Now we'll have to plan - our escape," the Master said as he drove. "There'll be road
bl ocks. W foiled them by doubling back in another vehicle, but that won't work a second tine. So
we'll have to take to the hills soon; and they'll be tracking us with dogs. This Ch'in is not one
to give up readily, and that general of his is an expert at this sort of chase. W'Il| probably

take | osses-better count on fifty per cent.”

Var didn't recognize the term "How many?"

"Two of us may die."

Var | ooked at Soli. She perched on Sol's lap, between Var and the Master, and her el egant
coi ffure was undi sturbed. She was as lovely and distant a |lady as he had ever seen, and a striking
contrast to the brutish, stinking men about her. How well she had responded to the training!

And how al oof fromhimnow His tentative fancies were |udicrous. She had no need of him
She was with her father again, and the chase was over, and Var was superfluous. They had returned
to pick himup out of common courtesy, no nore.

"You' ve been here a year, Var," the Master said. "You know the region. Wat's our best
escape route and where can we make a stand if caught?"

Var pondered it. "The land is fairly open to the south, but that's Ch'in's territory.
There are nountain ranges east and west, so that no truck-roads go through, though we could scale
one of the passes on foot. Except for the dogs," he added, realizing that they had to stay with
the vehicle. "To the north is really best, except for the-"

He stopped, appreciating as he suspected the Master had al ready, the predicanment they were
in. Far north the land was wild and open, so that pursuit woul d be awkward even with nany nen and
dogs. WId tribes fought anything resenbling an organized, civilized force, but tended to ignore
refugees. ldeal for this group. But the near north was a bottleneck. Hardly fifty mles beyond the
area where he had found the gl adiators potent badl ands began. These intense bands of radiation
ext ended east and west for hundreds of miles, acting as an invul nerable natural barrier between
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the civilized southerners and the prinmitive tribes.

Only one road went through, for only one pass was clear of the deadly emanations, and that
barely. This was fortified and al ways garri soned; he and Soli had had to pass through it and pay
token toll even as foot travelers, on their original journey south. This was not in Ch'in's
domai n, but the personnel were friendly to him Ch'in's public relations with such key - outposts
were uni formy good-one of the reasons his power was on the ascent.

"I think we shall have to take the badl ands pass," the Master said.

No one answered. The feat was of course inpossible.

“Inny tine as a gladiator,” the Master said, "I pondered this as a theoretical problem
How hal f a dozen bold nen night overcone the garrison and hold the pass indefinitely."

"But we are four!" Var protested, knowing that with even a hundred it could not be done.
That fortress had bal ked entire arnies in the past.

The Nanel ess One shrugged and drove on. \Wen they passed other vehicles the passengers
hunched down so as not to attract unwelconed attention. In due course he turned off the main -
road, heading toward the badl ands section adjacent to the pass. "Gve warning," he said to Var

Var gave warning. The Master stopped i mediately and backed away fromthe radiation thus
advertised. "Now find a hot rock that we can put aboard with some shielding. Several, in fact.
Don't touch them of course-just point themout. W'Ill rig a derrick and hook themin at the end
of a pole. Aten foot pole," he said, sniling nonentarily for some reason

It was done. Var |ocated several small stones with intense radioactivity, and they |evered
theminto the back of the truck by rope and stick. The men were dosed, inevitably, but not
seriously. Soli |ooked on, concerned and not quite approving. Var privately agreed with her. This
was dangerous work, to no apparent purpose-and it consunmed tine far better spent in fleeing the
searching Ch'in forces.

Then they dumped- larger rocks and dirt into the main body of the truck, to serve as a
shi el d between the cab and the radiation. When Var pronounced the cab clean, they poured their
remai ning fuel -the I ast of several big cans the truck carried as a standard precaution, since fue
stations were far between-into the tank and set off for the pass.

"Now cones the rough part," the Master said, as they ground up the w nding approach. "The
garrison has geiger counters, and we can be sure they're thoroughly leary of radiation. In fact,
this is known as a hardship post, because of that danger. There's a rapid turnover in personnel to
prevent |ow grade illness from peripheral radiation, too."

The Master had obviously done nore than just think about that pass. He had studied it,
probably readi ng books on the subject. Var wondered how a gl adi ator woul d get hold of books. But
no amount of study could get them past.

"Those nen will shy away fromradiation automatically, and go into blind terror if trapped
init," the Master said.

"Who woul dn't?" Soli inquired. "It's a horrible death. | bit my tongue three tines just
wat chi ng you play with those stones.”

Var renenbered the Master's own experience with radiation, in the American badl ands, and
marvel ed that he was not nore leary of it hinself. But he was beginning to see sone nethod in this
cargo. They carried a truckl oad of terror..

"W can use this to drive themoff," the Master said. "They won't even shoot, because that
coul d bl ast radioactive fragnents all over the station. They'll retreat with alacrity. They'l
have to."

"But why should they fear it-in a shielded truck?" Varasked

“I't won't stay in the truck. We'll bring it inside."

Var felt a shock of horror he knew the others shared. "Carry it? Wthout the poles?"

"Two people can do the job. And hold the pass for hours afterward. So two can escape, and
reach the wilds and | ater the coast, and-"

"No!" Var and Soli cried together

"I did nention fifty per cent casualties,” the Nanel ess One replied. "Perhaps you
youngsters have becone softened by ivilized life. Have you any illusions what it would nmean to
fall into the hands of Ch'in's nen now? We shall surely do so if we do not escape this region
pronptly. Already the dogs nust have been unl eashed-and those hounds are not gentle either. So
and | have net a few in our business."

Var knew he was right. The gl adiators were better equipped to face reality and to take the
prospect of torture and death in stride. They had to get through the pass, and they could not do
so by bluff. They were known now, and their crinme was known, and these soldiers were tough and
di sciplined. No appeal would nove them no ruse confound them no enpty threat cow them Nothing
short of artillery would dislodge them. . . except radiation
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"Who escapes?" Soli asked in a small voice.

"You do," the Master said brusquely. "And one to guard you."

"Who?" Soli asked again.

"One close to you. One you' trust. One you love." A pause, then: "Not ne."

That left two to choose from Var saw. Hinself and Sol. He understood what was necessary.
"Her father."

"Sol," the Master said quickly.

Sol, being voiceless, did not say anything.

So it was decided. Var felt cold all through, knowi nhg he was going to die, and not
swiftly. His skin would warn himof radiation, but could not protect himotherwi se. He survived it
by avoiding it, where others received fatal dosages unawares. |f he touched one of those stones-
Yet there was a norbid satisfaction in it too. He had never asked for nore than the right to live
and di e beside the Master. Now he would do so. And Soli would be saved, and her father would guard
her, as he had before. They would return to America, to the |and of true solace, |and of the
circle code. He felt a trenmendous nostalgia for it, for its courtesies and conbats, even for the
crazy crazies.

That was what neant nobst to Var: that Soli be safe and happy and hone. That was what he
had really tried, so unsuccessfully, to arrange for her before. A safe, happy hone.

He woul d di e thinking of her, loving her.

The chal l enge point came into sight. Metal bars closed off the road. As the truck stopped
before them other bars dropped behind, powered by a massive winch. "Dismount!" the guard bell owed
fromhis interior tower.

The four got down and lined up before the truck

"That's the girl!" the guard cried. "Ch'in's bride, the foreign piece!"

The Master turned-and suddenly a bow was in his hands, an arrow nocked, |oosed, sw shing
up-and the tower guard collapsed silently, the missile through his wi ndpipe.

Now was the time to pick up the rocks. Var stepped toward the back, girding hinmself for
the flashing pain of contact-and the Master's huge hand fell on his arm Var stunbled back
bewi | dered. Then he was shoved brusquely forward.

At the sane tine Sol whirled on his daughter, grasping her by the upper arms and lifting
her bodily before him She and Var met face to face, involuntarily, each held from behind. The
Master's hand cl apped down on Var's wist, twisting off the bracelet. Sol reached out to take it
and shove it on to Soli's wist and squeeze it tight. Then Var and Soli were dropped, clutching at
each other to keep fromfalling.

As they disengaged and righted thensel ves, they saw that Sol and the Nanel ess One had
al ready grabbed hot stones. The two nmen | eaped for either side of the grating, clinmbing rapidly
with the deadly stones tucked into their waistbands. That was a talent the Master had not had
before! They were at the top by the tine the other guards di scovered what had happened.

The Master hurled a stone toward a panel. "Listen!" he bellowed. Var heard the fevered
chatter of crazy-type click boxes, the screanms of anmazenent and fear
The Master began to crank up the forward grill. Var saw the counterwei ghts descendi ng, the

road openi ng ahead.

"Drive!" the Master shouted down. Var obeyed unthinkingly. He scranmbled into the driver's
seat, Soli into the other. The notor was running; it had never been turned off, he realized only
now. The Master had pl anned every detail

As the gate cleared, he nudged out. The top of the cab scraped the bars; then they were
free.

As he started down the north slope, Var heard the portcullis crash behind. The Master had
let it, drop suddenly. Probably he had cut the counterweight-rope, so that the barrier could not
be lifted again wi thout tedious repairs. There would be no vehicle pursuit.

Safely away fromthe fortress, Var braked the truck. "This isn't right," he said,
recovering equilibrium "I should be back there-"

"No," she said. "This is the way they neant it to be."

"But Soli-"

"Vara," she said.

Var stared at the gold band on her wist, realizing what it nmeant. "But | didn't-"

"Yes, you did," she said, pretending to m sunderstand. "Back on New Crete, by Mnos' cave.
And you will again, tonight. Wth nore art, | trust. And then we shall go back to America and tel
t hem what we know. that we have the best social systemin the world, and dare not destroy it
through enpire. Helicon nust be rebuilt, the nomads nust di shand, the guns nust be abolished. W
shall go to the crazy demesnes and tell them ny husband."
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"Yes," he said, seeing it clearly at |ast.
Then, renmenbering the valiant sacrifice of her two fathers, Vara fell against him and
sobbed, the little girl again.
"They di e together-friends,

Var said. And that was true, but it was scant confort.
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