CHAPTER ONE

The two itinerant warriors approached the hostel tram opposite directions.
Bot h were garbed conventionally: dark pantal oons cinched at wai st and knee,

| oose white jacket reaching to hips and el bows and hangi ng open at the front,
el astic sneakers. Both wore their hair nedium cropped above the eyebrows in
front, above the ears on the sides, and above the jacket collar behind,
unconbed. Both beards were short and scant.

The man fromthe east wore a standard strai ght sword, the plastic
scabbard strapped across his broad back. He was young and large, if
unhandsone, and his black brows and hair gave hima forbidding air that did
not match his nature. He was well-nuscled and carried his weight with the
assurance of a practicing athlete.

The one fromthe west was shorter and nore slender, but also in fine
physical trim H s blue eyes and fair hair set off a countenance so finely
nol ded that it woul d have been al nost womani sh wi thout the beard, but there
was not hi ng ef fem nate about his manner. He pushed before hima little
one-wheel ed cart, a barrow bag, from which several feet of shining netal pole
pr oj ect ed.

The dark-haired man arrived before the round building first and waited
politely for the other to come up. The3 surveyed each other briefly before
speaki ng. A young wonman energed, dressed in the attractive one-piece wap
around of the available. She | ooked fromone visitor to the other, her eyes
fixing for a nmoment upon the handsone gol den bracel et clasping the left wi st
of each, but kept her silence.

The sworder glanced at her once as she approached appreciating the
l ength of her glossy nidnight tresses and the studied vol uptuousness of her
figure, then spoke to the man with the cart. "WII| you share | odging with ne
tonight, friend? | seek mastery of other things than nmen."

"I seek mastery in the circle," the other replied, "but I will share
| odgi ng." They smled and shook hands.

The bl ond man faced the girl. "I need no woman."

She dropped her eyes, disappointed, but flicked themup i mediately to
cover the sworder. He responded after an appropriate pause. "WII you try the
night with me, then, dansel? | promi se no nore."

The girl flushed with pleasure. "I will try the night with you, sword,
expecting no nore."

He grinned and cl apped his right hand to the bracelet, twisting it off.
"I am Sol the sword, of philosophic bent. Can you cook?" She nodded, and he
handed the bracelet to her. "You will, cater to ny friend also, for the
evening nmeal, and clean his uniform"

The other man interrupted his smle. "Did | nmishear your name, sir? | am
Sol . "

The larger warrior turned slowmy, frowning. "I regret you did not.
have held this name since | took up nmy blade this spring. But perhaps you
enpl oy anot her weapon? There is no need for us to differ."

The girl's eyes went back and forth between them "Surely your armis
the staff, warrior," she said anxiously, gesturing at the barrow

"I am Sol," the man said firmy, "of the staff-and the sword. No one
el se may bear ny nane."

The sworder |ooked disgruntled. "Do you quarrel with me, then? | would
have it otherw se."

"I quarrel only with your nane. Take another, and there is no strife
bet ween us."

"I have earned this nanme by this blade. | can not give it up."

"Then | rmust deprive you of it in the circle, sir."

"Please,"” the girl protested. "Wait until norning. There is a tel evision
inside, and a bath, and | will fix a fine repast."

"Wul d you borrow the bracel et of a nman whose name has been questioned?"



the sworder inquired gently. "It nust be now, pretty plaything. You may serve
the w nner."

She bit her red lip, chastened, and handed back the bracelet. "Then
will you permt me to stand wi tness?"

The nmen exchanged gl ances and shrugged. "Stand witness, girl, if you
have the stomach for it," the blond man said.' He |l ed the way down a beaten
side-trail marked in red.

A hundred yards below the cabin a fifteen-foot ring was laid out, marked
by a flat plastic rimof bright yellow and an outer fringe of gravel. The
center was flat, finely barbered turf, a perfect disk of green | awn. This was
the battle circle, heart of this world s culture.

The bl ack-haired nman renmpved his harness and jacket to expose the
physi que of a giant, great sheathes of muscle overlaid shoulders, rib-cage and
belly, and his neck and wai st were thick. He drew his sword: a gleaning | ength
of tempered steel with a beaten silver hilt. He flexed it in the air a few
times and tested it on a nearby sapling. A single swing and the tree fell
cleanly severed at the base.

The ot her opened his barrow and drew forth a sinmilar weapon froma
conpartnent. Packed beside it were dagger, singlesticks, a club, the netal
ball of a norningstar mace and the |l ong quarterstaff. "You master all these
weapons?" the girl inquired, astonished. He only nodded.

The two men approached the circle and faced each other across it, toes
touching the outer rim "I contest for the nanme," the blond declared, "by
sword, staff, stick, star, knife and club. Select an alternate, and this is
unnecessary."

"I will go nameless first," the dark one replied: "By the sword | claim
the nane, and if | ever take another weapon it will be only to preserve that
nane. Take your best instrunment: | will match with ny bl ade.™

"For nane and weapons, then," the bl ond said, beginning to show anger
"The victor will possess themall. But, since |l wish you no personal harm |
will instead oppose you with the staff."

"Agreed!" It was the other's turn to glower. "The one who is defeated
yi el ds the nane and these six weapons, nor will he ever lay claimto any of
t hese again!"

The girl |istened appalled, hearing the stakes nmagnify beyond reason

but did not dare protest.

They stepped inside the battle circle and became blurs of notion. The
girl had expected a certain incongruity, since small men usually carried the
lighter or sharper weapons while the heavy club and long staff were left to
the large men. Both warriors were so skilled, however, that such notions
became neani ngl ess. She tried to follow thrust and counter, but soon becane
hopel essly confused. The figures whirled and struck, ducked and parried, netal
bl ade rebounding frommetal staff and, in turn, blocking defensively.
Gradual |y, she nmade out the course of the fight.

The sword was actually a fairly massive weapon; though hard to stop, it
was al so slow to change its course, so there was generally tinme for the
opposi ng party to counter an aggressive swing. The |long staff, on the other
hand, was nore agile than it | ooked, since both hands exerted force upon it
and made for good | everage-but it could deliver a punishing bl ow only agai nst
a properly exposed target. The sword was primarily of fensive; the staff,
defensive. Again and again the sword whistled savagely at neck or leg or
torso, only to be bl ocked crosswi se by sone section of the staff.

At first, it had seemed as though the nen, were out to kill each other
then, it was evident that each expected his aggressive noves to be countered
and was not trying for bloody victory so much as tactical initiative. Finally,
it appeared to be a deadl ock between two extraordinarily talented warriors.

Then the tenpo changed. The bl ond Sol took the offensive, using the
swift staff to force his opponents back and Of bal ance by repeated bl ows at
arnms, |egs and head. The sworder junped out of the way often, rather than
trying to parry the nultiple blows with his single instrunent; evidently the



wei ght of his weapon was growi ng as the furious pace continued. Swords were
not weapons of endurance. The staffer had conserved his strength and now had
t he advantage.. Soon the tiring sword-armwould slow too nuch and | eave the
body vul nerabl e.

But not quite yet. Even she, an inexperienced observer, could guess that
the large man was tiring too quickly for the anount of nuscle he possessed. It
was a ruse-and the staffer suspected it, too, for the nore the nmotions sl owed
the nore cautious he becane. He refused to be lured into any risky conmm tnent.

Then the sworder tried an astonishing strategem as the end of the staff
drove at his side in a fast horizontal swi ng, he neither bl ocked nor
retreated. He threw hinmself to the ground, letting the staff pass over him
Then, rolling on his side, he slashed, in a vicious backhand arc ainmed at the
ankl es. The staffer junped, surprised by this unconventional and dangerous
maneuver; but even as his feet rose over the blade and came down again, it was
swi shing in a reverse arc.

The staffer was unable to | eap agai n qui ckly enough, since he was just
| andi ng. But he was not so easily trapped. He had kept his bal ance and
mai nt ai ned control over his weapon with marvel ous coordi nati on. He janmed the
end of the staff into the turf between his feet just as the sword struck.

Bl ood spurted as the blade cut into one calf, but the netal of the staff bore
the brunt and saved himfrom hanstringi ng or worse. He was wounded and
partially crippled, but still able to fight.

The ploy had failed, and it was the end for the sworder. The staff
lifted and struck himneatly across the side of the head as he tried to rise,
sendi ng hi mspinning out of the circle. He fell in the gravel, stunned, stil
gri ppi ng his weapon but no longer able to bring it into play. After a nonment
he realized where he was, gave one groan of dismay, and dropped the sword. He
had | ost.

Sol, now the sole owner of the nanme, hurled the staff into the ground
besi de his barrow and stepped over the plastic rim He gripped the loser's arm
and hel ped himto his feet. "Cone-we nust eat," he said.

The girl was jolted out of her reverie. "Yes-! will tend your wounds,"
she said. She led the way back to the cabin, prettier now that she was not
trying to inpress.

The buil ding was a snooth cylinder, thirty feet in diameter and ten
hi gh, the outer wall a sheet of hard plastic seenmingly wapped around it wth
no nmore original effort than one m ght have applied to encl ose a package. A
transparent cone topped it, punctured at the apex to allow the chi mey col um
to energe. Froma distance it was possible to see through the cone to the
shiny machi nery beneath it: paraphernalia that caught and taned the |ight of
the sun and provided regular power for the operation of the interior devices.

There were no wi ndows, and the single door faced south: a rotating trio
of glassy panels that adnmitted themsingly wthout allow ng any great flow of
air. It was cool inside, and bright; the large central conpartnment was
illumnated by the diffused i ncandescence of floor and ceiling.

The girl haul ed down couch-bunks fromthe curving inner side of the wall
and saw them seat ed upon the nyl on uphol stery. She di pped around the rack of
assorted weapons, clothing and bracelets to run water in the sink set into the
central colum, In a nmonent she brought back a basin of warm water and set
about sponging off Sol's bleeding |eg and dressing it. She went on to care for
the bruise on the loser's head, while the two nmen tal ked. There was no rancor
bet ween them now that the controversy had been resol ved.

"How did you cone by that notion with the sword?" Sol inquired, not
appearing to notice the mnistrations of the girl though she gave himnore
than perfunctory attention. "It very nearly vanqui shed ne."

"I amunsatisfied with conventional ways," the nanel ess one replied as
the girl applied astringent nedication. "I ask 'Wiy nust this be?" and ' How
can it be inproved?' and 'Is. there neaning in this act? | study the witings
of the ancients, and sonetinmes | come upon the answers, if | can not work them
out for nyself."



"I aminpressed. | have nmet no warrior before who could read-and you
fought well."

"Not well enough." The tone was flat. "Now | nust seek the mountain."

"I amsorry this had to pass," Sol said sincerely.

The nanel ess one nodded curtly. No nore was said for a tinme. They took
turns in the shower conpartnent, also set in the central colum, and dried and
changed clothing, indifferent to the presence of the girl.

Bandaged on head and | eg, they shared the supper the girl prepared. She
had quietly fol ded down the dining table fromthe north face and set up
stools, while she kept her feet and ferried di shes fromrange and
refrigerator-the last of the fixtures of the colum. They did not inquire the
source of the spiced white meat or the delicate wine; such things were taken
for granted, and even | ooked down upon, as was the hostel itself.

"What is your objective in |life?" the nanmel ess one inquired as they
lingered over the ice cream and the girl washed the dishes.

"I mean to fashion an enpire.”

"Atribe of your own? | have no doubt you can do it."

"An enmpire. Many tribes. | ama skilled warrior-better in the circle
than any | have seen. Better than the masters of tribes. | will take what ny
arm brings me-but | have not encountered any | wi sh to keep, except yourself,
and we did not contest for mastery. Had | known how good you were, | would
have set different terns."

The ot her chose to ignore the conplinent, but it pleased him "To build
a tribe you need honorable nmen, proficient in their specialties, who are
capabl e of fighting for you and bringing others into your group. You need
young ones, as young as yourself, who will listen to advice and profit from
it. To build an empire you need nore."

"More? | have not even found young warriors that are worthwhile. Only
i nconmpetent amateurs and feeble ol dsters. ™

"I know. | saw few good fighters in the east, and had you found any in
the west you woul d not have travel ed alone. | never |ost an engagenent,
before.” He was silent a nonment, remenbering that he was no | onger a warrior
To cover up the hurt that grew in him he spoke again. "Haven't you noticed
how ol d the masters are, and how careful ? They will not fight at all unless
they believe they can win, and they are shrewd at such judgments. Al the best
warriors are tied to them"

"Yes," Sol agreed, perturbed. "The good ones will not contend for
mast ership, only for sport. It makes nme angry."

"Why shoul d they? Why shoul d an established master risk the work of a
lifetime, while you risk only your service? You nust have stature. You mnust
have a tribe to match his; only then will any master neet you in the circle."

"How can | form a decent tribe when no decent men will fight?" So
demanded, growi ng heated again. "Do your books answer that?"

"I never sought mastery. But if | were building a tribe, or an enmpire

especially, | would search out pronising youths and bind themto nyself, even
t hough they were not proficient in the circle yet. Then | would take themto
some private place and teach themall | knew about combat, and make them

practice agai nst each other and ne until they were fully conmpetent. Then |
woul d have a respectable tribe, and I wuld take it out to neet and conquer
established tribes."

"What if the other nasters still refused to enter the circle?" Sol was
quite interested in this turn of the discussion.

"I would find some way to persuade them Strategy woul d be required-the
terms woul d have to appear even, or slightly in favor of the other party. |
woul d show them nen that they wanted, and bargain with themuntil they were
ashamed not to neet ne."

"I am not good at bargaining," Sol said.

"You coul d have sone bright tribesnen bargain for you, just as you would
have others to fight for you. The master doesn't have to do everything
hi nsel f; he del egates the chores to others, while he governs over all."



Sol was thoughtful. "That never occurred to nme. Fighters with the
weapons and fighters with the nmind." He pondered sone nore. "How | ong would it
take to train such a tribe, once the men were taken?"

"That depends upon how good you are at training, and how good the nen
are that you have to work with. How well they get along. There are many
factors."

"If you were doing it, with the men you have net in your travels."

"A year."

"A year!" Sol was di smayed

"There is no substitute for careful preparation. A mediocre tribe could
perhaps be formed in a few nonths, but not an organization fit to conquer an
enpire. That would have to be prepared for every contingency, and that takes
times. Tine and constant effort and patience."

"I do not have patience.”

The girl finished her work and returned to listen. There were no
conpartnents within the cabin, but she had gone around the colum to the
shower stall and changed. She now wore an alluring gown that accentuated a
fine cl eavage and a narrow wai st .

Sol remai ned thoughtful, not seemng to notice the girl though she drew
her stool close to him "Were would there be a suitable place for such
training, where others would not spy and interfere?"

"I n the badl ands."

"The badl ands! No one goes therel™

"Precisely. No one would come across you there, or suspect what you were
doi ng. Can you think of a better situation?"

"But it is death!" the girl said, forgetting her place.

"Not necessarily. | have learned that the kill-spirits of the Blast are
retreating. The old books call it 'radiation, and it fades in tine. The
intensity is neasured in Roentgen and it is strongest in the center. It should
be possible to tell by the plants and aninmal s whether a given area within the
mar kers has becone safe. You would have to be very careful about penetrating
too far inside, but near the edge-"

"I would not have you go to the mountain,” Sol broke in. "I have need of
a man |ike you."

"Nanel ess and weaponl ess?" He | aughed bitterly. "Go your way, fashion
your enpire, Sol of all instrunents. | was nerely conjecturing."

Sol persisted. "Serve me for a year, and | will give you back a portion
of your nanme. It is your mind | require, for it is better than mne."

"My mnd!'" But the black-haired one was intrigued. He had spoken of the
mount ai n, but did not really want to die. There were nany curious things
remai ning to be fathoned, many books to be studied, many thoughts to be
t hought. He had enpl oyed his weapon in the circle because it was the
est abl i shed net hod of manhood, but despite his erstwhile prowess and physique
he was a schol ar and experinenter at heart.

Sol was watching him "I offer-Sos."

"Sos-the weaponless,” he said, nmulling it over. He did not |like the
sound of it, but it was a reasonable alternative, close to his original nane.
"What woul d you want ne to do, in return for the nanme?"

"The training, the canp, the building of enpire you described-1 want you
to do it for me. To be nmy fighter of the m nd. My advisor."

"Sos the advisor." The notion grew on him and The name sounded better

"The men would not listen to nme. | would need conplete authority, or it
woul d cone to nothing. If they argued, and I with no weapon-"

"Who argues, dies," Sol said with absolute conviction. "By my hand."

"For one year-and | keep the nane?"

"Yes."

He t hought of the challenge of it, the chance to test his theories in
action. "l accept the offer."

They reached across the table and shook hands gravely. "Tonorrow we
begin the enpire,"” Sol said.



The girl | ooked up. "I would come with you," she said. Sol sniled, not
| ooki ng at her. "She wants your bracel et again, Sos."
"No." She was troubl ed, seeing her hints come to nothing. "Not-wthout-"

"Grl," Sol rem nded her sternly, "I want no wonan. This man fought
well; he is stronger than many who still bear weapons, and a schol ar, which
am not. You would not be shaned to wear his enblem"™

She thrust out her lip. "I would come-mnysel f."

Sol shrugged. "As you wish. You will cook and wash for us, until you
take a man. W will not be staying in a cabin always, though." He paused,

t hi nki ng of sonething. "Sos, my advisor-is this w se?"

Sos studi ed the woman, now petul ant but still lovely. He tried, not to

be moved by her cleavage. "I do not think so. She is excellently proportioned

and a tal ented cook, but headstrong. She would be a disruptive influence,
unat t ached. "

She glared at him "I want a nane, as you do!" she snapped. "An
honor abl e nane. "

Sol crashed his first against the table so hard the vinyl surface
flexed. "You anger nme, girl! Do you claimthe name | give | acks honor?"

She retreated hastily. "No, man of all weapons. But you do not offer it

to ne."

"Take it, then!" He flung his gol den bracelet at her. "But | need no
wonan. "

Baffl ed but exultant, she picked up the heavy pi ece am squeezed it
together to fit her wist. Sos |ooked on, ill at ease.

CHAPTER TWD

Two weeks later they struck the red markers of warning in the open
country to the north. The foliage did not change, but they knew there would be
few ani mal s and no nen beyond the sinister line of demarcation. Even those who
chose to die preferred the mountain, for that was a qui ck, honorable
| eavet aki ng, while the badl ands were reputed to bring torture and horror

Sol stopped, di scommoded by the markers. "If it is safe, why are they
still here?" he demanded. Sol a nodded heartily, unashamed of her fear

"Because the crazies haven't updated their maps in fifty years," Sos
replied. "This area is overdue for resurvey, and one of these nmonths they'l
get around to it and set the markers back ten or fifteen mles. | told you
radiation isn't a permanent thing; it fades away slowy."

Sol was not convinced, now that conmitnment was imrinent. "You say this
‘radiation' is sonething you can't see or hear or snmell or feel, but it kills
you just the same? | know you studi ed the books, but that just doesn't make
sense to ne."

"Maybe the books are lying," Sola put in, sitting down. The days of
forced marching had tightened the muscles of her |egs but di m ni shed none of
her femal eness. She was a good-1| ooki ng woman and knew it.

"I'"ve had doubts nyself,"” Sos admtted. "There are many things |I don't
under st and, and many books |'ve never had the chance to read. One text says
that half the nen will die when exposed to 450 Roentgen, while npbsquitoes can
survive over a hundred thousand-but | don't know how nmuch radiation one
Roentgen is, or howto spot it. The crazies have boxes that click when they
get near radiation; that's how they know. "

"One click to a Roent, naybe," she said, sinmplifying it. "If the books
are honest."
"I think they are. Alot of it nakes no sense at all, at first, but I've

never caught themin an error. This radiation-as nearly as | can make it, it
was put here by the Blast, and it's like fungus-light. You can't see the
fungus glow in the daytime, but you know that light is still there. You can
box it with your hands to shut out the sun, and the green-"



"Fungus-light," Sol said solemly.

"Just inmagine that it is poisonous, that it will make you sick if it
touches your skin. At night you can avoid it, but in the day you're in
trouble. You can't see it or feel it... that's what radiation is, except that

it fills up everything where it exists. The ground, the trees, the air."

"Then how do we know it's gone?' Sola demanded. There was an edge to her
voi ce which Sos put down to fear and fatigue. She had gradually lost the air
of sweet naiveté she had affected the first evening at the hostel

"Because it affects the plants and aninmals, too. They get at the fringe,
and everything is dead at the center. As long as they look all right, we
shoul d, be safe. There should be several nmiles clear of it beyond the markers
now. It's a risk-but a worthwhile one, in the circunstances."”

"And no cabins?" she asked a little forlornly.

"I doubt it. The crazies don't |like radiation any better than we do, so
they'd have no reason to build here until they survey it. We'll have to forage
and sleep out."

"We'd better pick up bows and tents, then," Sol said.

They left Sola to watch Sol's barrow while they backtracked three niles
to the last hostel. They entered its heatpunp interior confort and sel ected
two sturdy bows and arrow packs fromits arnory. They donned canpi ng gear
light plastic |eggings, helnets and traveling packs. Each man placed three
swift shots in the standing target near the battle circle, feeling out the
i nstruments, then shoul dered themand returned to the trail.

Sol a was asl eep against a tree, hiking skirt hitched up indecorously.
Sos | ooked away; the sight of her body stirred himin spite of what he knew of
her bad tenper. He had al ways taken his wonen as they cane and formed no
lasting rel ationships; this continued proximty to another man's w fe acted
upon himin a way he did not |ike.

Sol kicked her. "lIs this the way you guard my weapons, woman?"

She junmped up, enbarrassed and angry. "It's the sane way you take care
of mine!" she retorted. Then, afraid, she bit her lip.

Sol ignored her. "Let's find a place quickly," he said, glancing at the
nearest marker. Sos gave the woman the | eggi ngs and hel met he had brought for
her; Sol hadn't thought of it. Sos wondered why they stayed together, when
they evidently didn't get along. Could sex mean so nuch?

He forced his eyes away from her again, afraid to answer that.

They stepped across the line and noved slowy into the badl ands. Sos
repressed the nervous twi nge he felt at the action, knowing that if he felt
it, the others were struck much nore forcefully. He was supposed to know, he
had, to prove he was right. Three |lives depended on his al ertness now.

Even so, the personal problem preoccupied him Sol had said at the
outset that he needed no wonman. This had sounded |ike a courteous deferral to
the other man, since no second wonan was avail able. But then he had given the
girl his bracelet, signifying their marriage. They had sl ept together two
weeks, yet she now dared to express open dissatisfaction. Sos did not |like the
| ook of it

The | eaves and underbrush of the forest and field seemed healthy, but
the rustle of wildlife faded out as they penetrated deeper. There were birds
and nurerous flying insects, but no deer, groundhogs or bear. Sos watched for
the traces and found none. They woul d have trouble |l ocating gane for their
arrows if this were typical. At |least the presence of the birds seened to
i ndicate that the area was safe, so far; he did not know their tol erance, but
assunmed that one warm bl ooded creature should be able to stand about as nuch
as another. The birds would have to stay put while nesting, and woul d
certainly have devel oped sickness if they were going to.

The trees, gave way to a wi de-open field | eading down to a nmeandering
stream They stopped to drink. Sos hesitated until he saw small fish in the
water, quick to flee his descending hand. Wat fish could thrive in, man could
drink.

Two birds shot across the field in a silent dance. Up and around they



spun, the large one following' the small. It was a hawk runni ng down sone ki nd
of sparrow, and the chase was near its end. Cbviously exhausted, the small
bird barely avoi ded the outstretched cl aws and powerful beak. The nen watched
indifferently.

Suddenly the sparrow fluttered directly at them as though inploring
their protection. The hawk hovered uncertainly, then winged after it.

"Stop it!" Sola cried, noved by the fancied appeal. Surprised, So
| ooked at her, then held up his hand to bl ock off the hawk.

The predator sheered off, while the sparrow fl opped to the ground al npst
at Sola's feet and hunched there, unable or afraid to rise again. Sos
suspected that it was as nuch afraid of the people as the enenmy. The hawk
circled at a distance, then made up its nmind. It was hungry.

Sot reached inside his barrow so quickly that his hand was a blur and
whi pped out a singlestick. As the hawk swooped | ow, intent on the grounded
bird, he swung. Sos knew that the predator was out of reach and far too swft
for such antics . . . but it gave a single sharp cry as the stick knocked it
out of the air and hurled its broken body into the river

Sos stared. It had been the quickest, nost accurate notion with a weapon
he had ever seen, yet the man had done it casually, in a fit of pique at a
creature who di sobeyed his warning. He had thought that it was nerely the luck
of the battle that had given Sol the 'victory in the circle, though the man
was certainly able. Now he understood that there had been no |uck about it;

Sol had sinply toyed with himuntil wounded, then finished it off quickly.

The little bird hopped on the ground, fluttering ineffectively. Sola
retreated fromit, perversely alarned now that the action was over. Sos donned
a gauntlet from his canpi ng pack and reached down carefully to pinion the
flappi ng wi ngs and pick up the frightened creature.

It was not a sparrow after all, but sone simlar bird. There were fl ecks
of yellow and orange in the brown wings, and the bill was |arge and bl unt.
"Must be a mutant," he said. "lI've never spotted one like this before."

Sol shrugged, not interested, and fished the body of the hawk out of the
water. It would do for meat if they found nothing better

Sos opened his glove and freed the bird. It lay in his palm [|ooking at
himbut too terrified to nove. "Take off, stupid,” he hid, shaking it gently.

Its little claws found his thunb and cl enched upon it.

He reached slowmy with his bare hand, satisfied that the creature was
not vicious, and pulled at a wing to see if it were broken. The feathers

spread apart evenly. He checked the other w ng, keeping his touch 'light so
that the bird could slip free harmessly if it decided to fly. Neither was
damaged as far as he could tell. "Take off," he urged it again, flipping his

hand in the air.

The bird hung tight, only spreading its wings monmentarily to preserve
its equilibrium

"As you wish," he said, He brought the glove to the strap over his
shoul der and jostled until the bird transferred its perch to the nylon
"Stupid," he repeated, not unkindly.

They resuned the march. Fields and brush alternated with islands of
trees, and as dusk cane the shrilling of insects became anplified, always
| oudest just a little distance away, but never fromthe ground. They crossed
the spoor of no larger animals. At length they canped by the bank of the
stream and netted several small fish. Sos struck a fire while Sola cleaned and
prepared the flesh. The wonan appeared to have had a good education; she could
do things.

As the night advanced they opened the packs and set up the two
nyl on-mesh tents. Sos dug a pit downstream for offal while Sol did isonetric
exerci ses. Sola gathered a stock of dry branches for the fire, whose bl aze
seenmed to give her confort.

The bird remained with Sos all this tine, nmoving fromhis shoul der when
he had to get at the pack, but never straying far. It did not eat. "You can't
live long that way, stupid," he rem nded it affectionately. And that becane



its nanme: Stupid.

A white shape rose before himas he returned fromthe pit, spookily
silent. One of the great hawk noths, he decided, and stepped toward it.

St upi d squawked unnel odiously and flew at it. There was a brief struggle
inthe air-the insect seemed as large as the bird, in this light-then the
white col |l apsed and di sappeared into the outsize avian nmouth. Sos under st ood:
his bird was a night feeder, at a disadvantage in full daylight. Probably the
hawk had surprised it sleeping and run it down while in a befuddl ed state. Al
Stupid wanted was a safe place to perch and snooze by day.

In the norning they struck canmp and advanced farther into the forbidden
area. Still there was no aninmal life on the ground, mamual, reptile or
anphi bi an, nor, be realized was there insect life there. Butterflies, bees,
flies, winged beetles and the | arge nocturnal noths abounded but the ground
itself was clean. It was ordinarily the richest of nature's spawning habitats.

Radiation in the earth, lingering |longer than that el sewhere? But npst
insects had a larval stage in ground or water.. . and the plants were
unaffected. He squatted to dig into the humus with a stick

They were there: grubs and earthwornms and burrow ng-beetles, seem ngly
normal . Life existed under the ground and above it-but what had happened to
the surface denizens?

"Looking for a friend?" Sola inquired acidly. He did not attenpt to
expl ai n what was bothering him since he was not sure hinself.

In the afternoon they found it: a beautiful open valley, flat where a
river had once flooded, and with a line of trees where the river remained.
Upstreamthe valley narrowed into a cleft and waterfall, easy to guard, while
downstreamthe river spread into a reedy swanp that neither foot nor boat
could traverse handily. There were green passes through the rounded nount ains
on either side.

"A hundred nmen and their famlies could canp here!" Sol exclainmed. "Two,
three hundred!" He had brightened considerably since discovering that the
nenmesi s of the badl ands had no teeth.

"It | ooks good," Sos adnmitted. "Provided there is no danger we don't
know about." And was there?

"No gane," Sol said seriously. "But there are fish and birds, and we can
send out foraging parties. | have seen fruit trees, too." He had really taken
this project to heart, Sos saw, and was alert for everything affecting its
success. Yet there was danger in becom ng prematurely positive, too.

"Fish and fruit!" Sola nuttered, making a face, but she seemed gl ad t hat
at least they would not be going deeper into the danger zone. Sos was gl ad,
too; he felt the aura of the badl ands, and knew that its nystery was nore than
what coul d be neasured i n Roentgens.

Stupi d squawked again as the great white shapes of night appeared. There
were several in sight on the plain, their col or nmaking them appear nuch | arger
than they were, and the bird flapped happily after them Apparently the
tremendous noths were its only diet-his diet, Sos thought, assigning a
sui tabl e sex-and he consuned themindefatigably. Did Stupid store themup in
his crop for |ean nights?

"Awful sound," Sola remarked, and he realized that she neant Stupid's
harsh cry. Sos found no feasible retort. This wonan both fascinated and
i nfuriated hi mbut her opinion hardly made a difference to the bird.

One of the noths fluttered silently under Sol's nose on its way to their
fire. Sol made that lightning notion and caught it in his hand, curious about
it. Then he cursed and brushed it away as it stung him and Stupid fetched it
in.

"It stung you?" Sos inquired. "Let me see that hand.” He drew Sol to the
fire and studi ed the puncture.

There was a single red-rinmed spot in the flesh at the base of the
thunb, with no other inflammation or swelling. "Probably nothing, just a
defensive bite," Sos said. "I'mno doctor. But |I don't like it. If | were you,
I'"d cut, it open and suck out any venomthere nmay be, just to be sure. | never



heard of a' noth with a sting."

"Injure my own right hand?" Sol |aughed. "Wbrry over sonething el se,
advi sor. "

"You won't be fighting for at |east a week-tinme enough for it to heal."

"No." And that was that.

They slept as they had before: the tents pitched side by side, the
couple in one, Sos in the other. He lay tense and sl eepl ess, not certain what
it was that disturbed himso nuch. Wen he finally slept, it was to dream of
m ghty wi ngs and enornous breasts, both images dead white, and he didn't know
whi ch frightened himnore.

Sol did not awaken in the norning. He lay in his tent, fully clothed and
burning with fever. His eyes were half open but staring, the lids fluttering
sporadically. H's respiration was fast and shallow, as though his chest were
constricted-and it was, for the large nmuscles of |linbs and torso were rigid.

"The kill-spirit has taken him" Sola cried. "The radiation."

Sos was checking over the I aboring body, inpressed by the solidity and
power of it even in illness. He had thought the nan was coordi nated rat her
than strong, but another reassessnent was in order. Sol usually noved so
snoothly that the nuscle was hardly apparent. But now he was in grave trouble,
as some devastating toxin ravaged his system

"No," he told her. "Radiation would have affected us as well."

"What is it then?" she demanded nervously.

"A harmess sting." But the irony was wasted on her. He had dreamed of
deat h-white wi ngs; she hadn't. "Grab his feet. I"'mgoing to try dunking himin
the water, to cool himoff." He wi shed he had seen nore medi cal texts, though
he hardly understood what had been avail abl e. The body of a man generally knew
what it was doing, and perhaps there was reason for the fever-to burn off the
toxi n?-but he was afraid to let it ranpage anid the tissues of nuscle and
brai n any | onger.

Sol a obeyed, and together they dragged the sturdy body to the river's
edge. "Get his clothing off," Sos snapped. "He may swing into chills after
this, and we'll have to keep himfromstrangling in wet garnments.”

She hesitated. "I never-"

"Hurry!" he shouted, startling her into action. "Your husband's life is
at stake."

Sos ripped off the tough nylon jacket while Sola | oosened the waist cord
and worked the pantal oons down. "Ch!" she cited.

He was about to rebuke her again. She had no cause to be sensitive about
mal e exposure at this stage. Then he saw what she was | ooking at. Suddenly he
under st ood what had been wong between them

Injury, birth defect or nutation-he could not be certain. Sol would
never be a father. No wonder he sought success in, his own lifetinme. There
woul d be no sons to follow him

"He is still a man," Sos said. "Many wonen will envy his bracelet." But
he was' enbarrassed to renenber how sinilar Sol's own defence of himhad been
after their encounter in the circle. "Tell no one.™

"N-no," she said, shuddering. "No one." Two tears flowed down her
cheeks. "Never." He knew she was thinking of fine children she m ght have had
by this expert warrior, matchless in every respect except one.

They westled the body into the water, and Sos held the head up. He had
hoped the cold shock woul d have a beneficial effect, but there was no change
in the patient. Sol would live or die as the situation determ ned; there was
not hi ng nore they could do except watch.

After a few minutes he rolled Sol back onto the bank. Stupid perched on
hi s head, upset by the commotion. The bird did not |ike deep water.

Sos took stock. "We'll have to stay here until his condition changes,"
he said, refraining fromdiscussion of the likely direction of the change. "He
has a powerful constitution. Possibly the crisis is over already. W don't
dare get stung ourselves by those noths, though-chances are we'd die before
the night was out. Best to sleep during the day and stand guard at night.



Maybe we can all get into one tent, and let Stupid fly around outside. And
gl oves-keep themon all night."

"Yes," she said, no | onger aggressive or snide.

He knew it was going to be a rough period. They would be terrified
prisoners at night, confined in far too small a space and unable to step out
for any reason, natural or tenperamental, watching for white-w nged terror
while trying to care for a man who could die at any tine.

nd it did not help to renenber that Sol, though he night regain conplete
heal th, coul d never bed his woman-the provocatively proportioned fenmal e Sos
woul d now be jamred against, all night |ong.

CHAPTER THREE

"Look!" Sola cried, pointing to the hillside across the valley.

It was noon, and Sol was no better. They had tried to feed him but his
t hroat woul d not swallow and they were afraid water woul d choke him Sos kept
himin the tent and fenced out the sun and the boldly prying flies, furious in
his uncertainty and inability to do anything nore positive. He ignored the
girl's silly distraction

But their problens had only begun. "Sos, |ook!" she repeated, coming to
grab at his arm

"Cet away fromne," he growl ed, but he did I ook

A gray carpet was spreading over the hill and sliding grandly toward the
pl ain, as though some cosmic jug were spilling thick oil upon the |andscape.

"What is it?" she asked himwi th the enphasis that was becon ng
annoyi ng. He rem nded hinself that at |east she no | onger disdained his
opi ni ons. "The Roents?"

He cupped his eyes in a vain attenpt to make out sone detail. The stuff
was not oil, obviously. "I"'mafraid it's what abolished the gane in this
region." His naneless fears were being anply realized

He went to Sol's barrow and drew out the two slimsinglesticks: |ight

pol i shed rods two feet long and an inch and a half in diameter, rounded at the
ends. They were made of sinulated wood and were quite hard. "Take these, Sola.
W're going to have to fight it off sonehow, and these should conme naturally
to you."

She accepted the sticks, her eyes fixed on the approaching tide, though
she showed no confidence in themas a weapon.

Sos brought out the club: the weapon no | onger than the singlestick and
fashi oned of simlar material, but far nore hefty. Froma confortable, ribbed
handle it bulged into a snmooth teardrop eight inches in dianeter at the
t hi ckest point, with the wei ght concentrated near the end, and it wei ghed six
pounds. It took a powerful man to handl e such an instrument with facility, and
when it struck with full effect the inpact was as damaging as that of a
sl edgehamer. The cl ub was clunsy, conpared to other weapons-but one solid
bl ow usually sufficed to end the contest, and many nen feared it.

He felt uneasy, taking up this thing, both because it was not his weapon
and because he was bound by his battle path never to use it in the circle. But
he repressed these sentinents as foolish; he' was not taking the club as a
weapon and had no intention of entering the circle with it. He required an
ef fecti ve node of defence against a strange nenace, and in that sense the club
was no nore a weapon of honor than the bow It was the best thing at hand to
beat back what ever approached.

"When it gets here, strike at the edge,"” he told her

"Sos! It-it's alive!"

"That's what | was afraid of. Snall aninmals, nmillions of' them ravaging
t he ground and consuning every flesh bearing creature upon it. Like arny
ants.”

"Ants!" she said, |ooking at the sticks in her hands.



"Li ke themonly worse."

The living tide had reached the plateau and was coning across in a
nmonstrous ripple. Already some front-runners were near enough to nmake out
separately. This close, the liquid effect was gone.

"Mce!" she exclained, relieved. "Tiny mce!"

"Maybe- because they're anong the small est mammal s, and they reproduce
fastest. Mammal s are the nbst savage and versatile vertebrates on Earth. M
guess is that these are carnivorous, whatever they are."

"M ce? But how"

"Radi ation. It affects, the babies in sonme way, makes them mutants.

Al most al ways harnful -but the few good ones survive and take over, stronger
t han before. The books claimthat's how man hinself evol ved."

"But mce!"
The outriders were at their feet. Sos felt inane, holding the club al oft
agai nst such enem es. "Shrews, |I'mafraid. Insectivores, originally. If the

radi ation killed off everything but the insects, these would be the first to
nmove in again." He squatted and swept one up in his glove and held it for her
to see. She didn't |ook, but Stupid did, and he wasn't happy. "The small est

but rmost vicious manmmal of all. Two inches long, sharp teeth, deadly nerve
poi son though there isn't enough of it in a shrewto kill a human being. This
creature will attack anything that lives, and it eats twice its own weight in

nmeat in a day."

Sol a was dancing about, trying to avoid the charging mdgets. 'She did
not seemto be foolishly afraid of them as some wonen were, but certainly did
not want them on her body or under her feet. "Look!" she screamed. "They're-."

He had already seen it. A dozen of the tiny animals were scranbling into
the tent, clinbing over Sol, sniffing out the best places to bite.

Sos lunged at them smacking the ground with the club while Sola struck
with the sticks, but the horde had arrived in a mass. For every one they
killed with clunsy blows a score were charging past, mniature teeth

searching. The 'little bodies of the casualties were quickly torn apart by
ot hers and consuned.
The troops were snmall, but this was full-scale war.
"We can't fight themall!" Sos gasped. "Into the water!" They opened the

tent and haul ed Sol out by his arns and splashed into the river. Sos waded to
chest height, shaking off the determined tiny nonsters. He discovered that his
arnms were bleeding frommultiple scratches inflicted by the shrews. He hoped
he was wong about their poison; he, and Sola mnmust already have sustained nore
t han enough bites to knock themout, if the effect were cunul ative.

The little bundles of viciousness bal ked at the waterline, and for a
nmonent he thought the maneuver had been successful. Then the hardier
i ndi vidual s plunged in and began swi mm ng across, beady eyes fixed upon the
target. Mre splashed in after them until the surface of the river was
covered with furry bodies.

"We've got to get away fromthem " Sos shouted. "Swimfor it!" Stupid
had already flown to the opposite shore, and was perched anxi ously upon a
bush. No nystery any nore why the surface of the | and was cl ean

"But the tents, the supplies-"

She was right. They had to have a tent, or nightfall would | eave them
exposed to the noths. Sheer nunmbers would protect the army of shrews, but al
| arger aninmals were vulnerable. "I'Il go back for them " he said, hooking his
forearmunder Sol's chin' and striking out sidestroke for the bank. He had
thrown aside the club sonmewhere; it was usel ess, anyway.

They out di stanced the aninmals and stunbled onto | and. Sola bent down to
give the patient what attention she could while Sos plunged back into the
wat er for one of the nmost unpl easant tasks of his |life. He swam across,
stroking nore strongly now that he had no burden-but at the far side he had to
cut through the living | ayer of carnivores. H s face was at their |evel.

He gul ped a breath and ducked under, swimrng as far as he could before
coming up for air. Then he braced his feet against the bottom and | aunched



hi nsel f upward at an angle. He broke water, spraying shrews in every
direction, drew his breath through clenched teeth and di ved agai n.

At the shore he lurched out, stepping on squealing struggling fur, swept
up the nearest pack and ripped his standing tent |oose fromits noorings. If
only they had folded them and put the things away. . . but Sol's illness had
pre-enpted everything.

The creatures were everywhere, wiggling over and inside the pack and
t hrough the folds of the bunched tent. Their pointed hairy snouts nuzzl ed at
his face, the needl e teeth seeking purchase, as he clasped the baggage to his
chest. He shook the arnful, not daring to stop running, but they clung tight,
nocki ng him and | eaped for his eyes the nmonent he stopped.

He dived clumsily into the water, feeling the living |layer he | anded
upon, and kicked violently with his feet. He could not subnerge, this tineg;

t he pack had been constructed to float, the tent had trapped a volune of air
and both arms were encunbered. Still the tiny devils danced, upon the burden
and cl awed over his lips and nose, finding ready anchorage there. He screwed
his eyes shut and continued ki cking, hoping he was going in the right
direction, while things scranbled through his hair and bit at his ears and
tried 'to craw inside earholes and nostrils. He heard Stupid s harsh cry, and
knew that the bird had flown to neet himand been routed; at |east he could
stay clear by flying. Sos kept his teeth clenched, sucking air through themto
prevent the attackers fromentering there, too.

"Sos! Here!"

Sola was calling him Blindly grateful, he drove for the sound-end then
he was out of the |unmpy soup and swi mm ng through clear water. He had
out di stanced t hem agai n!

The water had infiltrated the pack and tent, nullifying their buoyancy,
and he was able to duck his head and open his eyes underwater, while the
shrews got picked off by the current.

Her | egs were before him |eading the way. He had never seen anything
quite so | ovely.

Soon he was spraw ed upon the bank, and she was brushing things from him
and stanping theminto the nuck.

"Come on!" she cried into his ear. "They're hal fway across!"

No rest, no rest, though he was abominably tired. He strove to his feet
and shook hinself |ike a great hairy dog. The scratches on his face stung and
the nmuscles of his arnms refused to | oosen. Sonehow he found Sol's body and
picked it up and slung it over his shoulders in the fireman's carry and
| unbered up the steep hillside. He was panting, although he was hardly noving.

"Cone on!" her voice was screaning thinly, over and over. "Cgne on
Coneoncomreon! " He saw her ahead of himwearing the pack,' the material of the
tent jamred crudely inside and dripping onto her wet bottom Fabul ous bottom
he thought, and tried to fix his attention on that instead of the merciless
wei ght upon his shoulders. It didn't work.

The retreat went on forever, a nightmare of exertion and fatigue. H's
| egs punped neani ngl essly, nunb stal ks, stabbing into the ground but never
conquering it. He fell, only to be roused by her pitiless scream ng, and
stunbl ed another futile thousand mles and fell again. And again. Furry snouts
with glistening, blood-tinted teeth sped toward his eyes, his nostrils, his
t ongue; warm bodi es crunched and squeal ed i n agony under his col ossal feet, so
many bags of bl ood and cartil age; and stupendous, bone-white wi ngs swirled
i ke snowfl akes wherever he | ooked.

And it was dark, and he was shivering on the soaking ground, a corpse
beside him He rolled over, wondering why death had not yet come-and there was
a flutter of wings, brown wings flecked with yellow, and Stupid was sitting on
hi s head.

"Bl ess you!" he whispered, know ng the noths woul d not get close
toni ght, and sank out of sight.



CHAPTER FOUR

Flickering |ight against his eyelids woke himagain. Sot was |lying next to
him living after all, and in the erratic glow froman outside fire he could
see Sola sitting up, nude.

Then he realized that they were all naked. Sol had had m ni mal cl othing
since the dunking in the river, and the others- "On a line by the fire," she
said. "You were shaking so badly |I had to get the sopping stuff off you. M ne
was wet, too."

"You were right," he said. He had been quick enough to subordinate Sol's
nodesty to need; the sane applied to hinself. He wondered how she had gotten
the clothing off him he was certainly too heavy for her to lift. There nust
have been a real chore, there.

"I think they're dry now," she said. "But the noths-"

He saw the material of the tent enclosing them She had situated the
fire so that it radiated through the light netting In front, heating the
interior without flooding it with snmoke. She had placed the two nen prone,
heads near the heat, while she kneel ed between their feet at the far end,
| eani ng over so that the sloping nylon did not touch her back. It could hardly
be a confortable position, though fromthis angle it showed her unsupported
bosom of f to advant age.

He rebuked hinmself for his preoccupation with her body at such an
i nappropriate tinme. Yet it always canme to this; he could not |ook at her
wi t hout turning physical, any tine. This was the other fear of his erstwhile
dream that be would covet his conpanion's wife and be led to dishonor. Sol a
had acted with eni nent common sense and di spatch, even courage, and it was an
insult to put a sexual nmeaning on it. She was naked and desirable.. . and wore
anot her man's bracel et.

"Maybe | can fetch the clothing,"” he said.

"No. The noths are 'everywhere-nuch thicker than before. Stupid is
gorging hinsel f-but we can't put a hand outside."

"I"ll have to stoke up the fire pretty soon.” It was cold outside, and
his feet could feel it despite the greenhouse effect of the closed tent. He
could see her shivering, since she was nore distant fromthe bl aze.

"We can lie together," she said. "It will keep us all warm if you can
stand nmy weight."

Again, it made sense. The tent was not w de enough for three, but if she
lay on top of the two men there would be both roomand a prismof warnth. Both
were in urgent demand. She was being suprenely businesslike about it; could he
be | ess?

Her thigh rubbed against his foot, a silken contact as she adjusted her
wei ght. Intimte nessages ran up his |eg.

"I think his fever is broken," she said. "If we can keep hi mwarm
toni ght, he nmay inprove tonorrow "

"Maybe the shrew venom counteracted the noth poison," he said, glad to
change the subject. "Wiere are we now? | don't renmenber getting here."

"Over the pass, the other side of the river. | don't think they can
catch up to us here. Not tonight. Do they travel at night?"

"I wouldn't think so. Not if they travel by day. They nust sleep
sometine." He paused. "Straight in fromthe river? That means we're that nuch
farther into the badl ands."

"But you said the radiation is gone."

"I said it is retreating. | don't know how far or fast. We could be in
it now "

"I don't feel anything," she said nervously.

"You can't feel it." But it was a pointless discussion. They had no way
to escape it, if they were in the fringe zone. "If the plants haven't changed,
it must be all right. It kills everything." But insects were a hundred tines
as tolerant as nman, and there were nore noths than ever.



The conversation | apsed. He knew what the problem was: though they had
agreed on the necessity to conserve heat, and knew what was called for, it was
awkward initiating the action. He could not boldly invite her to lay her
generous breasts against his naked body, and she could not stretch upon him
wi t hout some specific pretext. What was intellectually sensible remined
soci al |y awkward-the nore so because the prospect of such contact excited him
practical as its purpose mght be, and he war sure it woul d show. Perhaps it
interested her as well, since they both knew that Sol would never enbrace her

"That was the bravest thing | ever saw," she said. "Going back for the
tent like that."

"It had to be done. | don't remenber nuch about it, except your
screaming at me 'Cone on! Cone on!'" He realized that sounded ungracious. "You
were right, of course. You kept ne going. | didn't know what | was doing."

"I only yelled once.™

So it had been in his head, along with the other phantasms. "But you
gui ded ne away fromthe shrews."

"I was afraid of them You picked up Sol and ran after ne. On and on. |

don't know how you did it. | thought you were done when you tripped, but you
kept getting up again."
"The books call it hysterical strength."

"Yes, you are very strong," she agreed, not understanding him "Maybe
not so quick with your hands as he is, but nuch stronger."

"Still, you carried the gear," he rem nded her. "And you set all this
up." He | ooked about the tent, knowi ng that she nust have carved pegs to
repl ace the ones | ost when he uprooted the works ami d the shrew invasi on, and
that she nust have hammered theminto the ground with a stone. The tent was
not mounted evenly, and she had forgotten to dig a drainage trench around it,
but the props were firmand the flaps tight. It was proof against the noths,
with luck and vigilance, which was what counted, and could probably w thstand
rough use. The placenment of the fire was a stroke of genius. "An excell ent
job, too. You have a lot nore ability than | gave you credit for."

"Thank you," she said, |ooking down. "It had to be done."

There was silence again. The fire was sinking, and all he could see were
the highlights of her face and the rounded upper contours of her breasts, al
lovely. It was tinme to lie down together, but still they held back

"Sonetines we canped out, when | was with ny famly," she said. "That's
how | knew to pitch the tent on a rise, in case it rained." So she had been
aware of the necessity for drainage. "W used to sing songs around the fire,
my brothers and I, trying to see how |l ate we could stay awake."

"So did we," he said rem niscently. "But | can only renmenber one song

NOW.

"Sing it for ne."

"I can't," he protested, enbarrassed. "My notes are all off-key."

"So are mne. Wiat's the song?"

"' &xeensl eeves.'"

"I don't knowit. Sing it."

"I can't sing lying on ny side."

"Sit up, then. There's room™

He fl oundered into an upright posture, facing her across the |ength of
the tent, Sol's still formstretched out diagonally between them He was gl ad,
now, that it was dark.

"It isn't suitable," he said.

"A fol k song?" Her tone made the notion ridicul ous.

He took a breath and tried, having run out of objections:

Al as, ny love, you do me wong
To cast me out discourteously
When | have | oved you so | ong
Del i ghting in your company.



"Why that's beautiful!" she exclained. "A |love ballad."
"l don't remenber the other verses. Just the refrain."
"CGo ahead."

G eensl eeves was ny del i ght
Greensl eeves was all ny joy
Greensl eeves was ny heart of gold
And who but ny | ady G eensleeves?

"Does a man really love a wonan |like that?" she inquired nmeditatively.
"I mean, just thinking about her and being delighted in her company?"

"Sonetines. It depends on the man. And the wonan, | suppose.”

"I't nust be nice," she said sadly. "Nobody ever |oaned ne his bracelet,
just for conpany. That kind, | mean. Except-"

He saw her eyes nove to Sol, or thought he did, and spoke to cut off the
awkwar d thought. "Wat do you | ook for ma man?"

"Leadership, nmostly. My father was second-ranked in the tribe, but never
the master, and it wasn't much of a tribe. He finally got wounded too bad and
retired to the crazies, and | was so ashamed | struck out on ny own. | want a
nane everyone will admire. Mre than anything else, | want that."

"You may have it already. He is a renmarkable warrior, and he wants an
enpire." He refrained again fromremn nding her what that name could not

provi de.
"Yes." She did not sound happy.
"What is your song?"
"'Red River Valley.' | think there was such a place, before the Blast."
"There was. In Texas, | believe."

W thout further urging she began singing. Her voice, untrained, was
better than his.

Cone and sit by nmy side if you |love ne
Do not hasten to bid nme adieu

But renmenber the Red R ver Valley

And the girl who has | oved you so true.

"How did you get to be a scholar?" she asked hi mthen, as though
retreating fromthe intinacy of the song.

"The crazies run a school in the east," he explained. "I was al ways
,curious about things. | kept asking questions nobody coul d answer, |ike what
was the cause of the Blast, and finally ny folks turned ne over to the crazies
for service, provided they educated ne. So | carried their slops and cl eaned
their equi pment, and they taught ne to read and figure."

"It must have been awful ."

"I't was wonderful. | had a strong back, so the work didn't bother ne,
and when they sawthat | really wanted to | earn they put me in school ful
time. The ol d books they contained incredible things. There was a whol e
history of the world, before the Blast, going back thousands of years. There
used to be nations, and enpires, much bigger than any of the tribes today, and
so many people thee wasn't enough food to feed them They were even buil di ng
ships to go into space, to the other planets we see in the sky.

"Ch," she said, uninterested. "Msthology."

He gave it up as a bad job. Al nbst nobody, apart fron the crazies, cared
about the old times. To the average person the world began with the Blast, and
that was as far a curiosity extended. Two groups existed upon the gl obe: the
warriors and the crazies, and nothing else that mattered The former were nonmad
famlies and tribes, travelling fromcabin to cabin and canp to canp,
achi eving individual status and rearing children. The latter were thinker and
buil ders who were said to draw their nunbers fromretired or unsuccessful
warriors; they enployed great pre Blast machines to assenble cabins and cl ear
pat hs through the forests. They distributed the weapons and cl ot hi ng and ot her



supplies, but did not produce them they clainmed; no one knew where such
things cane from or worried par ticularly about it. People cared only for the
i medi aci es so long as the system functioned, no one worried about it Those
who i nvol ved thensel ves with studies of the past and similarly usel ess
pursuits were crazy. Hence the "crazies" nmen and wonen very |ike the nomads,

if the truth were known, and not at all denented.

Sos had cone to respect them sincerely. The past lay with the
crazi es-and, he suspected, the future, too. They alone |ed a productive
exi stence. The present situation was bound to be tenmporary. G vilization
al ways di spl aced anarchy, in tine, as the histories had clearly shown.

"Why aren't you a-" she cut herself off. The last light fromthe fire
had gone and only her voice betrayed hei location. He realized that his
sitting posture cut off eves nore of the, heat from her, though she had not
conpl ai ned.

"A crazy?" He had often wondered about that matter hinself. Yet the
nonmad |ife had its rough appeal and tender nmonents. It was good to train the
body, too, and to trust in warrior honor. The books contai ned marvel s-but so
did the present world. He wanted both. "I suppose | find it natural to fight
with a man when |I choose, and to | ove a worman the sanme way. To do what | want,
when | want, and be behol den to no one else, only to the power of ny right arm
inthe circle.”

But that wasn't true any nore. He had been deprived of his rights in the
circle, and the woman he woul d have cl asped had gi ven herself to another man.
Hi s own foolishness had led himto frustration

"We'd better sleep," he said gruffly, |ying down again.

She waited for himto get settled, then craw ed upon himw thout a word.
She pl aced herself face down upon the backs of the two nen. Sos felt her head
with its soft hair. nestling upon his right shoul der, ticklish tresses
brushi ng down between his arm and body suggestively, though he knew this
aspect of her repose was accidental. Wnen were not always aware of the sexua
properties of long hair. Her warm|eft breast flattened agai nst his back, and
her snooth fleshy thigh fell inside his knee. Her belly expanded 'as she
breat hed, pressing rhythm cally against his buttock

In the dark he clenched his fist.

CHAPTER FI VE

"Next time, advisor, if you tell me to smash ny own hand to pulp with the
club, I will do it gladly," Sol said, acknow edging his error about the noth
sting. His features were pale, but he had recovered. They had dressed himin
new trunks fromthe pack before he woke, and | et hi mguess what he night about
the I oss of the other clothing. He did not inquire.

Sol a had found small green fruit on a wild apple tree, and they nade a
di stasteful neal of it. Sos expl ained about their flight fromthe shrews,
skinping on certain details, while the woman nodded.

"So we can't use the valley," Sol said, dismssing the rest of it.

"On the contrary-it is a fine training ground."

Sola squinted at' him "Wth the shrews?"

Sos turned seriously to Sol. "G ve me twenty good nen and a nonth to
work, and I'll have it secure the year around.”

Sol shrugged. "Al'l right."

"How are we going to get out of here?" Sola wanted to know.

"The sane way we cane in. Those shrews are defeated by their appetites.
They can't wait around very long in any one place, and there was hardly
anything for themto eat in that valley. They nust have noved on to fresher
pastures already, and soon they'll die off. Their life cycle is short They
probably only swarmevery third or fourth generation, though that would stil
be several tinmes a year."



"Where did they cone fron?" Sol asked

"Must have been mutated fromthe fringe radiation.”

He began his description of evolution, but Sol yawned. "At any rate they
nmust have been changed in some way to give themthe conmpetitive edge, here,
and now they are wi ping out al nost every formof ground life. They'll have to
range farther and farther, or starve; they can't go on indefinitely |like
this."

"And you can keep them clear of the valley?"

"Yes, after preparations.”

"Let's nove."

The vall ey was enpty again. No trace of the tiny mammual s renai ned,
except for the matted grass flattened by their nyriad feet and brown earth
showi ng where they had burrowed for fat grubs. They had evidently clinbed
every stalk in search of food, bearing it down by the weight of nunbers and
chewi ng experinmentally. Strange scourge!

Sol eyed the waste. "Twenty nen?"

"And a nonth."

They went on.

Sol seened to gain strength as he marched, little worse for wear. The
ot her two exchanged gl ances occasionally and shook their heads. The man m ght
make a good show of it, but he had been very near death and had to be feeling
the residual effects now.

They set a swift pace, anxious to get out of the badl ands before dusk.
Travel was nmuch nore rapid now that they knew where they were going, and by
nightfall they were near the markers. Stupid remained with Sos, perched on his
shoul der, and this protection encouraged themto keep moving through the dusk
toward the hostel

There they coll apsed for a night and a day, basking in its controlled
tenperature, safe sleeping and anple food. Sola slept beside her nan, no
| onger conplaining. It was as though their experience of the last night in the
badl ands nmeant nothing to her-until Sos heard her humm ng "G eensl eeves." Then
he knew that no victor stood in this circle yet. She had to make her choice
bet ween opposi ng desires, and when she canme to her decision she would either
gi ve back Sol's bracelet-or keep it.

Stupid seened to have no probl em adapting to a diet of |esser insects.
The white nmoths were a phenonenon of the badl ands only, but the bird el ected
to stick with the enpire even at the sacrifice of his favorite victual

They travel ed again. Two days out they nmet a single warrior carrying a

staff; He was young and fair, like Sol, and seened to snile' perpetually. "
am Say the Staffer," he said, "in quest of adventure. Who will neet ne in the
circle?"

"I fight for service," Sol replied. "I amfornmng a tribe."

"Ch? What is your weapon?"
"The staff, if you prefer.”
"You use nore than one weapon?"

"All of them"
"WIl you take the club against ne?"
"Yes."

"I"mvery good against the club.”

Sol opened his barrow and drew out the club.

Sav eyed himam ably. "But I'mnot formng any tribe nyself. Don't
m sunderstand, friend-1"mwlling to join yours if you beat nme, but | don't
want your service if | beat you. Do you have anything el se to put up?"

Sol | ooked at himbaffled. He turned to Sos.

"He's thinking of your woman," Sos said, keeping it carefully neutral
"I'f she will accept his bracelet for a few nights, as forfeit-"

"One night is enough,"” Sav said. "I like to keep moving." Sol turned to
her uncertainly. He had spoken truly when he said he was a good bargai ner
Standard terns were fine, but a variable or three-person arrangenment left him
hangi ng.



"I'f you beat my husband,” Sola said to the staffer, "I will accept your
bracel et for as many nights as you desire." And Sos understood her nostal gia
for attentions other than sexual; this conmtnment was routine. She paid a
penalty for her beauty.

"One night," Sav repeated. "No offense, miss. | never visit the sane
pl ace tw ce."

Sos said nothing nore. The staffer was disarm ngly frank, and whatever
Sol a was, she was no hypocrite. She went to the best man, wanting his name. If
she had to put herself on the line to pronote a settlenment, she would. There
was little roomin her philosophy for a loser, as he had | earned.

O did she have such confidence in Sol that she knew she risked not hi ng?

"Agreed then," Sol said. They trekked as a party to the nearest hostel
several mles down the trail

Sos had his private doubts as the two nmen stepped up to the circle. So
was exceedingly swift, but the club was basically a power tool, not given to
cl ever maneuvering. Even if it didn't showin ordinary travel, Sol's recent
illness was bound to have its effect upon his strength and endurance in
battle. The staff was a defensive weapon, well suited to a prol onged
encounter, while the club rapidly sapped the strength of the w el der. Sol had
committed hinself foolishly and given hinself the very worst chance.

Yet what did it matter to hin? If Sol won, the tribe had its first rea
nmenber. If he lost, Sola would take another bracel et and becone Sava, and
likely be free shortly thereafter. Sos could not be certain which alternative
woul d benefit himpersonally, if either did. Best to let the circle decide.

No! He had agreed to serve Sol, in exchange for a name. He shoul d have
seen to it that Sol's chances were good. As it was, he had already let the man
down, when he should have been alert. Now he could only hope that his |apse
did not cost Sol the victory.

The two nmen entered the ring, and the contest began i mredi ately. There
were no manners in the battle circle, only victory and def eat.

Sav sparred, expecting a fierce attack. It did not cone. The staff was
about six and a half feet long and the sane dianeter as a singlesticlc, with
square-cut ends; it flexed slightly when put under strain, but otherw se was
nothing nore or less than a rigid pole. It was one of the easiest weapons to
use, though it seldomled to a quick decision. It readily bl ocked any ot her
instrument, but was as easily bl ocked itself.

Sol feinted four tinmes with the heavy club, watching the defensive
posture of his opponent, then shrugged and | ashed out with a backhand blow to
the chest that neatly bypassed the horizontal shaft.

Sav | ooked surprised, fighting for the wind and steamthat had been
knocked out of him Sol placed his club gently against the staff and pushed.
The man fell backwards out of the circle.

Sos was amazed. It had | ooked so sinple, as though a lucky blow, but he
knew it was not. Sol had expertly tested his opponent's reflexes, then struck
wi th such quick precision that no parry had been feasible. It was a renarkabl e
feat with the crude club-and no accident. Sol, nothing special outside the
circle, was a tactical genius within it. A man had been added to the group
efficiently and virtually uninjured.

It appeared Sol needed no advice on terns of conbat.

Sav took it philosophically. "I |ooked pretty foolish, didn't |, after
all ny talk," he said, and that was all. He didn't nope and he nade no further
overtures to Sol a.

The | aw of averages Sos had read about indicated that it would be a
coupl e of weeks before they encountered any really able warrior. That
aft ernoon, notwi thstanding, they met two men with swords, Tor and Tyl. The
first was swarthy and greatbearded, the second slim and cl eanshaven. Sworders
often shaved, as did daggers; it was an unofficial mark of their specialty,
since it subtly hinted their skill with the blade. Sos had tried to shave with
his sword once and had sliced his face severely; after that he stuck to the
shears and did not try for closeness. There were electric razors in the



éabi ns, though few nmen condescended to use them He had never understood why
it should be considered degrading to use the crazies' razors, while all right
to eat their food, but that was the way convention had it.

Both sworders were narried, and Tor had a little girl. They were
friends, but it turned out that Tyl was the naster of the group of two. Both
agreed to fight, Tor first, with the stipulation that what he won bel onged to
Tyl. That was the way of a tribe of any size.

Agai nst Tor, Sol took a matching sword. These were straight, flat,
slashing instruments twenty inches |ong, pointed but sel domused for stabbing.
Sword contests were usually dramatic and swift. Unfortunately, wounds were
frequent, too, and deaths not uncomron. That was why Sol had taken the staff
agai nst Sos, weeks ago; he had really been sure O his skill and had not
wanted to risk injuring his opponent seriously.

"His wife and daughter are watching," Sola murmured beside him "Wy
does he match weapons?"

Sos understood her question to nean Tora and Tori as spectators and
Sol's matching sword to sword. "Because Tyl is also watching," he told her

Tor was powerful and |launched. a vigorous attack, while Sol nerely
fended himoff. Then Sol took his turn on the offense, hardly seem ng to make
an effort yet pressing the other man closely. After that there was a pause in
the circle as neither attacked.

"Yield," Tyl said to his man.

Tor stepped out and it was over, bloodlessly after all. The little girl
gaped, not understandi ng, and Sola shared this confusion, but Sos had | earned
two inmportant things. First, he had seen that Tor was an expert sworder who
m ght very well have defeated Sos hinself in conbat. Second, he knew Tyl was
even better. This was a rare pair to cone upon so casually, after going so
| ong wi thout neeting anyone of caliber-except that that was the way the
aver ages wor ked.

Sol a had thought that sword against sword neant inevitable bl oodshed,
but in this situation the truth was opposite. Tor had felt out Sol, and been
felt out in turn, neither really trying for a crippling blow Tyl had watched,
not his own man whose capabilities he knew, but Sol, and made his judgnment. He
had seen what Sos had seen: that Sol possessed a clear advantage in technique
and woul d al nost certainly prevail in the end. Tyl had been sensible: he had
yi el ded his man before the end came, accepting the odds. Perhaps the little
girl was disappointed, thinking her father invul nerable-but her education in
this respect woul d have been rude indeed.

"I see," Sola said, keeping her voice |law. "But suppose they had been
j ust about even?

Sos didn't bother to answer.

As it was, Sol had won painlessly again, and added a good man to his
roster. Only by enploying a weapon Tyl knew well could he have made his point
so clearly.

Sos had maintained a wait-and-see attitude on Sol's plans for enpire,
knowi ng how rmuch nore than speed and versatility in the circle was required.
H s doubts were rapidly evaporating. If Sol could performlike this in the
time of his weakness, there seened to be no practical limt to his
capabilities as he regained strength. He had now denpnstrated superlative
proficiency with staff, club and sword, and had never been close to defeat.
There seened to be no barrier to continued additions to his tribe.

Tyl stood up and presented a surprise of his own: he set aside his sword
and brought out a pair of singlesticks. He was a man of two weapons and had
decided not to tackle Sol with the one just denonstrated.

Sol only snmiled and drew out his own sticks. The fight was swift and
deci sive, as Sos had expected after witnessing the skill of Sol's wist. The
four sticks flashed and spun, striking, thrusting and bl ocking, acting both as
dull swords and light staffs. This was a special art, for two inplenments had
to be controlled and parried simultaneously, and excell ent coordi nation was
required. It was hardly possible for those outside the circle to tell which



man had the advantage-until one stick flew out of the circle, and Tyl backed,
out, half disarned and defeated. There was bl ood on the knuckles of his left
hand where the skin had been broken by Sol's connection

Yet bruises were appearing upon Sol's body, too, and bl ood dripped from
a tear over his eye. The battle bad not been one-sided.

Three nen now bel onged to his group, and two were not beginners.

Two weeks later Sos had his twenty men. He |l ed them back toward the
badl ands, while Sol went on al one except for Sola.

CHAPTER SI X

"Pitch your tents well up on the hillside, two nen or one famly to a unit,
with a spare pack stacked across the river," Sos directed the group when they

arrived in the valley. "Two nen will wal k guard day and ni ght around the
perimeter; the rest will work by day and be confined to their tents by night,
wi t hout exception. The night guards will be entirely covered with nmesh at al
times and will scrupul ously avoid any contact with the flying white noths.
There will be a four-man hunting party and a simlar carrying party each day.
The rest will dig our trench.”

"Why?" one man demanded. "Wat's the point of all this foolishness?" It
was Nar, a blustering dagger who did not accept orders readily.

Sos told them why.

"You expect us to believe such fantastic stories by a man without a
weapon?" Nar shouted indignantly. "A man who rai ses birds instead of
fighting?"

Sos held his tenper. He had known that sonething like this would comne
up. There was al ways sone boor who thought that honor and courtesy did not
extend beyond the cirele. "You will stand guard tonight. If you don't choose
to believe me, open your face and arns to the nmoths," He made the other
assignments, and the nen got busy setting up the canp.

Tyl approached him "If there is trouble with the nmen .

Sos understood him "Thanks," he said gruffly.

There was tinme that afternoon to mark off the trench he had in mind. Sos
took a crew of men and laid out light cord, tying it to pegs hamrered into the
ground at suitable intervals. In this fashion, they marked off a wide
sem circle encl osing the packs stored beside the river with a radius of about
a quarter mle.

They ate fromstored rations well before dusk, and Sos nmade a persona
i nspection of all tents, insisting that any defects be corrected i medi ately.
The obj ect was to have each unit tight: no space open | arge enough for a noth
to crawl through. There were grunbles, but it was done. As night filled the
valley, all but the two marching guards retired to their tents, there to stay
sealed in until daylight.

Sos turned in, satisfied. It was a good begi nning. He wondered where the
nmot hs hid during the day, where neither sun nor shrew could find them

Say, who shared his tent, was not so optimstic. "There's going to be
trouble in Red River Valley," he remarked in his forthright nanner

"Red River Valley?"

"Fromthat song you humall the tine. | know 'emall. Wn't you think of
the valley you're leaving, Ch, howlonely and sad it will be; Ch, think of the
fond heart you're breaking, and the grief-'"

"Al'l right!" Sos exclai med, enbarrassed.

"Well, they aren't going to like digging and carrying," Sav continued,
his usually aniable face serious. "And the kids'I| be hard to keep in at
ni ght. They don't pay much attention to regulations, you know. If any of them
get stung and die-"

"Their parents will blane ne. | know. " Discipline was mandatory. It
woul d be necessary to nmake a convinci ng denonstration before things got out of

he mur nur ed.



hand.

The opportunity came sooner than he liked. In the norning Nar was
di scovered in his tent. He had not been stung by the noths. He was sound
asl eep.

Sos called an inmedi ate assenbly. He pointed out three nen at random
"You are official wtnesses. Take note of everything you see this norning and
renmenber it." They nodded, perpl exed.

"Take away the children,"” he said next. Now the nothers were upset,
knowi ng that they were about to miss sonething inportant; but in a,few mnutes
only the men and about half the wonen renai ned.

He summoned Nar. "You are accused of dereliction in the perfornmance of
your duty. You were assigned to nount guard, but you slept in the tent
i nstead. Have you any defense to nake?"

Nar was vexed at being caught but decided to bluster it CQut. "\Wat are
you going to do about it, bird-nmn?"

This was the awkward point. Sos could not take up his sword and renmain
true to his oath, though he had no doubt of his ability to handle this man in
the circle. He could not afford to wait the weeks until Sol would show up
again. He had to take action now.

"Children night have died through your neglect,” he said. "A tent m ght
have been torn unnoticed, or the shrews night have cone after all by night.
Until we have security fromthese dangers, | can not allow one man's | azi ness
to endanger the group.”

"What danger? How cone none of us have seen this terrible horde of
itty-bitty critters?" Nar exclained, |aughing. There were a few smles around
the group. Sos saw that Sav was not smiling; he had predicted this.

"I"mgranting you a trial, however," Sos said evenly. "By conbat."

Nar drew his two daggers, still laughing. "I'm gonna carve ne a big

bi rd!”

"Take care of the matter, Tyl," Sos said, turning away. He forced his
nmuscles to relax so that he would not show his tension, know ng that he would
be branded a coward.

Tyl stepped forward, drawing his sword. "Make a circle," he said.

"Now just a mnute!" Nar protested, alarnmed. "It's himl| got the fight
with. Bird-brain, there."”

Stupid perched on Sos's shoul der, and for once he wi shed the bird's
loyalty lay el sewhere

"You owe service to Sol," Tyl said, "and the forfeit is your life, as it
is for all of us. He appointed Sos | eader of this party, and Sos has appoi nted
me to settle matters of discipline.”

"Al'l right!" Nar shouted, brazen through his fear. "Try one of these in
your gut!"

Sos continued to face away as the sounds of battle conmenced. He was not
proud of himself or of what he had to do, but he had seen no alternative. If
this action served to prevent recurrences, it was worth it. It had to be.

There was a scream and a gurgle, followed by the thud of a body hitting
the ground. Tyl came up to stand beside him w ping the bright Iife blood from
his sword. "He was found guilty," he said gently.

Why, then, was it Sos who felt guilty?

In a week the trench was conplete, and the crews were working on the
ranp just inside it. Sos insisted that the bottomof the trench be I evel and
that the water be diverted to flow through it steadily. "Little dribble Iike
that won't stop the beasties,"” Say remarked dubi ously. "Anyhow, didn't you say
they coul d sw nP?"

"Right." Sos went on to supervise the installation of mounted
fire-strikers, set in the inner edge of the trench and spaced every hundred
yar ds.

Meanwhi |l e the bearers were hauling druns of alcohol fromall cabins in
range-but not for drinking. They were stored at intervals along the ranp.
Anot her week passed, and still the shrews did not cone. A row of battle



circles was set up, and a huge central tent fashioned of sewn fanily-tent
sheet s-but the group continued to canp at night in the tight little tents
across the river. The hunting parties reported that game was nmoving into the
area: deer and wild goats, followed by wol ves and large cats and a few fierce
pigs, as well as nore nunerous rodents. There was fresh neat for all.

Tyl went on enforcing discipline, usually with the sticks; one
execution, though of doubtful validity, had been enough. But the seem ng
poi ntl essness of the | abor made the nmen surly; they were accustoned to
honorabl e fighting, not nenial construction, and they did not |ike taking
orders froma coward who bore no weapon.

"It would be better if you did it yourself," Sav said, comenting on one
of Tyl's neasures. "It needs to be done-we all know that-but when he does it
it makes himthe | eader. No one respects you-and that bird doesn't hel p nuch,
either."”

Sav was such a harnl ess, easygoing sort that it was inpossible to take
of fense at what he said. It was true: Sos was acconplishing his purpose at the
expense of his reputation, which had not been good to begin with. None of
t hese peopl e knew the circunmstances of his deprivation of weapons or his bond
to Sol, and he did not care to publishize it.

Tyl was the de facto | eader of the valley group-and if Sol did not
return, Tyl would surely take over. He had had aspirations for a tribe of his
own, and he was a highly skilled warrior. Like Sol, he had spurned i nept
opponents, and so hid accunul ated only one tribesman in his travels; but also
like Sol, he was quick enough to appreciate what could be, done with ordi nary
men once the way was shown. \WAs he being genuinely hel pful -or was he biding
his time while he consolidated the group around hinsel f?

Sos could not carry a weapon. He was dependent upon Tyl's good will and
his own intellectual abilities. He had a year of service to give, and he neant
to conplete it honorably. After that-

At night it was Sola's face he saw, and Sola's body. he felt touching
his, her hair upon his shoulder. Here, too, he would never prevail wthout a
weapon. The truth was that he was as dangerous to Sol's anbitions as was Tyl,
because he wanted what only compl ete | eadership would bring. Sola would not
accept the bracelet of the second warrior of the tribe, or the third or
fourth. She had been candi d about that.

Yet even if he carried a weapon, he could not defeat Sol in the circle,
or even Tyl. It would be fatally unrealistic ever to assume ot herw se. To that
extent his disarmed state was his protection

Finally the shrews struck. They boiled over the hillside in
m d- aft ernoon and steanmed toward the canp defenses. He was alnost glad to see
them at least this would vindicate his el aborate precaiti 6ns. They had been
gone a long time, as the resurgence of ganme proved; it would have destroyed
his program paradoxically, if they had not come atall

"Dunp the barrels!" he shouted, and the nmen assigned to this task and
drilled for it repetitively knocked open the containers of al cohol and began
pouring themcarefully into that shall ow noat.

"Wiren and children to the tents!" Protesting shrilly, now that the
excitment had come, the families forded the river and mounted the hillside.

"Stand by with weapons!" And all those not otherw se occupied took up
t he defensive formation, somewhat shanefaced as they saw the size of their
adversaries. There were fifteen men and several of the ol der boys present; the
hunting party happened to be out.

The barrel -dunpers finished their job, not without regretful glances at
t he good intoxicant going to waste, and stood by the extended wooden handl es
of the fire-strikers. Sos held off, hoping that the - hunters woul d appear
but there was no sign of them

The shrews surged up to the npat and milled about, mstrusting the snell
of it. Then, as before, the bol der ones plunged in, and the mass crossing
commenced. Sos wondered whether the aninmals could beconme intoxicated in the
sane fashion as nen



"Fire!" he yelled. The assigned drummer beat a sl ow, regul ar cadence,
and in absolute unison the nmen struck the igniters and | eaped back. This had
been one of the really sore spots of the training: grown men dancing to a
nmusi cal rhyt hm

A sheet of flame shot up fromthe noat, and the stench and snoke of
i mproperly conbusted al cohol filled the air. They were fenced in by a rising
semcircle of fire. Watching it, the "dancers" shielded their eyes and gaped,;
now t hey understood what coul d have happened to the |late man.

Sos had worked this out carefully. He knew from his readings that
al cohol in its various fornms would float on water and, if ignited, would burn
nore readily there than on | and, where dirt or wood woul d absorb it. The |ayer
of water in the noat offered a perfect surface for it, and the current would
carry it along the entire perinmeter. He was glad to have the proof; even he
had had his doubts, since combn sense encouraged himto believe that water
guenched all fires. Wiy hadn't he thought to spill a few drops of the stuff
into a basin of water and experinent?

Sone ani mal s had gotten through. The nmen were busy al ready beating the
ground with sticks and clubs, trying to flatten the savage but el usive
creatures. Several warriors cursed as they were bitten. There was no | onger
any reason to disparage the ferocity of the tiny enemes.

The burni ng vapors sank; the al cohol volatized too rapidly to last |ong.
At Sos's signal the men rolled up nore barrels fromthe big central tent. Here
t hey stopped-they could not dunp nore al cohol until the blaze died entirely,
or they would be trapped in the mdst of the rising fire and possibly bl own
apart by ignition of the barrels thenselves. This was a probl em Sos had not
anticipated; the main conflagrati on had subsi ded, but individual flanes would
remain for sone tine at the canal banks where fuel had seeped into the ground.

Tor the sworder came up, his black beard singed. "The upper end is
clear," he gasped. "If you dunp there-"

Sos cursed hinmself for not thinking of that before. The current had
swept the upriver section of the noat clean, and the shrews were already
swar m ng across to consunme their roasted vanguard and clinb the breastwork.

Al cohol coul d be dunped there a barrel at a tine, and the current would feed
it through the entire retrenchment at a reduced rate and enable themto
maintain a controlled fire. "Take care of it!" he told Tor, and the man ran
of f, shouting to those nearby for help.

Everyone was occupi ed, stanping and striking at the endl ess supply of
m ni ature appetites. The swarm beyond the nmoat rem nded Sos again of a
di vi sion of invading ants, except that the mammal s | acked the organizati on of
the insects. The flames came up again as Tor put his plan into operation, but
sonmehow t he nunbers of the eneny did not seemto dimnish. Were were they
com ng fronf

He found out. The shrews were swinming out into the river and recurving
to land within the protected senmicircle! Mst of themdid not make it, since
there was no coherent organization to their advance; they either got caught in
the fringe fire or went straight across to land on the opposite shore. Many
drowned in the center current, and nore died fighting in the water for the
corpses, but the supply was such that even five or ten per cent drifting back
into the open area behind the parapet was enough. to overrun the area.

Woul d al cohol dunped directly into the river stop then? Sos ruled it out
qui ckly. There was not enough left, and if it did not do the job the entire
human party could be trapped by the lingering fires of its own defense, while
the animals i nundated the base.

He decided to cut his losses. The shrews had won this battle.
"Evacuate!"

The nen, once contenptuous of the eneny, had had enough. Shrews
decorated arns and | egs and wiggled in pantal oons and carpeted the ground,
teeth everywhere. Warriors dived into the river and swam for safety, ducking
under the surface whenever they could, in full retreat. Sos made a qui ck check
to see that no wounded renmined, and followed.



It was now |l ate afternoon. Was there tinme to nove the tents back before
nightfall ?-O would the shrews stop before reaching the present encanpnent? He
had to decide in a hurry.

He could not take the risk. "Pick up tents and nove back as far as you
can before dusk," he shouted. "Single men may canp here and stand guard." He
had stored the duplicate packs within the enclosure-in case the shrews
attacked fromthe unexpected side of the river, and those reserves were now
i naccessi ble. Another error in judgnment-yet until he was sure of the route and
timng of the hordes, such | osses woul d occur

The shrews did not ascend the hill that night. This species, at |east,
was a daytine marauder. Perhaps the moths sawto that. In the norning the main
body, gorged on its casualties and still nunberless, crossed the river and

mar ched downstream Only a few hardy clinbers on the outskirts reached the
tents.

Sos | ooked about. He could not assume that this was a safe |ocation, and
it was certainly not as convenient as the valley plain. There was no nore
wildlife here than below. It mght nerely nmean that the shrews' route was
randony obviously they could overrun the hill if they chose to. Mst |ikely
they followed the general contours of the | and, ascendi ng where there was
snoot her goi ng, and cane down at this point when they canme this way.

At | east he had | earned one thing: the shrews traveled only in the
group, and thus were governed by group dynami cs. He strained to renenber the
commentary in a conplex text on the subject, that he had not suspected woul d
ever have neani ngful application to his life. Goups were shaped by | eaders
and reflected the personalities and drives of those |eaders; divert the key
i ndi vidual s, and you diverted the pack. He would have to think about that, and
apply it to this situation

It would al so be wise to spy on the continuing progress of the horde and
learn for certain what finally happened to it. And to trace its origin-there
m ght be a restricted breeding ground that could be put to the fire before the
next swarm becanme a nenace. He bad been preoccupied with defense, and he saw
now t hat that wouldn't work.

By noon the eneny was gone, and the nmen were able to recover their
canpsite. It was a ruin; even nylon was marked by the bite of nyriad teeth and
foul ed by | ayers of dung.

A committee plunged eagerly into the problem of shrew tracing and
di version, while wonmen and children noved into the main senicircle to clean up
and pitch newtents. It seemed as safe a place as any, since the follow ng
horde woul d starve if it followed the identical route of this one. The next
shrew foray was nore likely to cone down the opposite bank. Besides, there was
a great deal of laundry to do in the river

The bones and gear of the missing hunting party were di scovered three
mles upriver. Suddenly everyone appreci ated the nmenace properly, and no nore
grunbl es about the work were heard. Sos, too, was treated with sonewhat nore
respect than hitherto. He had proved his point.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Sol arrived two weeks later with another group of fifty men. He now had
a fair-sized tribe of sixty-five warriors, though the majority of these were
i nexperi enced and untrai ned youths. The best nen were still tied up in
established tribes, as Sos had pointed out in their discussion but that
situation woul d change in due course.

Sos trotted out the witnesses to the execution of Nar and had them
describe to Sol what they had observed. There were only two; the third had
been a hunter on the day of warfare. Sos was not certain how the master of the
tribe would take it, since his managenment of the valley group had cost five
men. That was a full quarter of the conplenment put in his charge



"There were two guards?" Sol inquired.

The wi t nesses nodded. "Al ways."

"And the other that night did not report that the first was sl eeping?"

Sos clapped his palmto his forehead. For a man who fancied his brain,
he had bl undered ridicul ously. Two had been guilty, not one.

In the end Tyl had another job with the sticks, while Sos and So
retired for a private consultation. Sos described in detail the events of the
past five weeks, and this time Sol's attention never wandered. He had little
patience with history or biology, but the practical matters of enpire building
were of prine interest to him Sos wondered whether the man had al so had sone
i ntervening experience with the problens of discipline. It seened likely.

"And you can formthese new nen into a group that will conquer other
tribes?" Sol inquired, wanting the reassurance.

"I think I can, in six nonths, now that we have plenty of nen and good
grounds. Provided they will obey me inplicitly."

"They obey Tyl."

Sos | ooked at him disturbed. He had expected to have Sol's direct
backing for this longer haul. "Aren't you going to stay here?"

"I go out tonorrow to recruit nmore nmen. | leave their training to you."

"But sixty-five warriors! There is bound to be trouble."

"Wth Tyl, you nean? Does he want to be the | eader?" Sol was perceptive
enough, where his enpire was concer ned.

"He has never said so, and he has stood by ne steadily," Sos admtted,
wanting to be fair. "But he would not be human if he did not think in such
ternms."”

"What is your advice?"

Now it was in his own lap again. At tines Sol's faith in himwas
awkward. He could not demand that the master stay with his tribe; Sol
evidently liked recruiting. He could ask himto take Tyl with himbut that
woul d only require his replacenent as disciplinary | eader, and the next man
woul d present much the same problem "I have no evidence that Tyl |acks
honor," he said. "I think it would be best to give himgood reason to stay
with your tribe. That is, show himthat he stands to profit nmore by renaining
with you than by striking out on his own, with or without any of the present
group. "

"He stands to profit the loss of his head, if he noves against ne!"

"Still-you could designate himfirst warrior, in your absence, and put
himin charge of his own group. Gve hima title to sport, so to speak."

"But | want you to train my nen."

"Put himover nme and give himthe orders. It will amount to the sane

t hi ng.

Sol thought it over. "All right," he said. "And what must | give you?"

"Me?" Sos was taken aback. "I agreed to serve you one year, to earn ny
nane. There is nothing else you need to give ne." But he saw Sol's point. If
Tyl's loyalty required buttressing, what about his own? Sol was well aware
that the training was, in the long run, nore inportant-than the discipline of
t he nmonent, and ho had | ess hold on Sos than on the others. Theoretically Sos
could renounce the nane and | eave at any tine.

"I like your bird," Sol said surprisingly. "WIIl you give himto nme?"

Sos peeked sidewise at the little fell ow snoozing on his shoulder. The
bird had becone so much a part of his life that he hardly thought about the
matter any nmore. "No one owns Stupid. Certainly you have as much claimon him
as | do-you were the one who cut down the hawk and saved him The bird just
happened to fix on nme, for sone reason nobody understands, even though | did
nothing for himand tried to shoo himaway. | can't give himto you."

"I lost my bracelet in a simlar fashion," Sal said, touching his bare
Wi st.

Sos | ooked away unconfortably.

"Yet if | borrowed your bird, and he mated and fathered an egg, | would
return that egg to you," Sol murnured



Sos stonped away, too angry to speak

No further words passed between them but the next norning Sol set out
agai n, alone, and Sol a stayed at the canp.

Tyl seemed quite satisfied with his pronotion. He sunmoned Sos as soon

as the nmaster was out of sight. "I want you to fashion this bunch into the
finest fighting force in the area,"” he said. "Anyone who malingers wll answer
to ne."

Sos nodded and proceeded with his original plan.

First he watched each nman practice in the circle, and assessed his style
and strengths and weaknesses, maki ng notes on a pad of paper in the script of
the ancient texts. Then he ranked the warriors in order, by weapon: first
sword, second sword, first staff, and so on. There were twenty swords in the
collection; it was the nost popul ar instrunent, though the injury and death
rate was high. There were sixteen clubs, twelve staffs, ten sticks (he had
never di scovered why the msnomer "singlestick" should apply to the pair),
five daggers and a solitary star.

The first month consisted entirely of drill w thin the individua
groups, and continual exercise. There was nuch nore of both than the warriors
had ever had before, because contestants were readily avail able and there was
no delay or traveling between encounters. Each practiced with his weapon unti
fatigued, then ran |l aps around the inner perinmeter of the canp and returned
for nore practice. The best nman in each weapon class was appoi nted | eader and
told to instruct the others in the fine points of his trade. The origina
ranki ngs could be altered by challenge frombel ow, so that those whose skil
i ncreased coul d achi eve hi gher standing. There was vi gorous conpetition as
they fell into the spirit of it, with spectators from other weapons
appl audi ng, jeering and watching to prevent injurious tactics.

The star, in a group of one, practiced with the clubs. The norningstar
weapon was an oddity: a short, stout handle with a heavy spi ked bail attached
by a length of chain. It was a particularly dangerous device; since it |acked
control, it was inpossible to deliver a gentle blow The devastating star-bal
either struck its target, the points gouging out flesh and bone, or it didn't;
it could not be used defensively. The | oser of a star vs. star match was often
killed or grievously wounded, even in "friendly" matches, and not always by
his opponent's strike. Even experienced warriors hesitated to nmeet an angry
staber in the circle; internecine casualties were too likely.

So it went. The men were hardly aware of general inprovenment, but Sos
saw it and knew that a nunber of themwere turning into very fine artists of
battl e.

By twos and threes, new nen and their famlies arrived to join the
group, sent hither by Sol. They were integrated into the specialty conpanies
and ranked as their skills warranted; the old-timers remarked that the quality
of recruits seened to be descending. By the end of that first nmonth the tribe
had swelled to over a hundred fighting mnen.

At first there were many gawky youngsters, taken only because they were
avai |l abl e. Sos had cautioned Sol not to judge by initial skill or appearance.
As the training and exercise continued, these youngsters began to fill out and
| earn the vital nuances of position and pacing, and soon were rising up their
respective | adders. Some of the best, Sos suspected, would never have |ived
| ong enough to have becone really proficient in the normal course; their
i ncorporation into Sol's tribe was their greatest fortune.

Gradually the dissimlar and sonetinmes surly individuals thrown together
by the luck of conquest caught the spirit of the group. A general atnosphere
of expectancy developed. It was evident that this was a tribe destined for
greater things. Sos picked out the nost intelligent nen and began instructing
themin group tactics: when to fight and when not to fight, and how to cone
out ahead when the sides seenmed even

"I'f your group has six good nen ranked in order, and you neet a group
with six men, each of whomis just a little better than yours, how should you
arrange your battle order?" he asked them one day.



"How nuch better?" Tun wanted to know. He was a dubber, | ow ranked
because he was too 'heavy to nove quickly.

"Their first man can take your first. Their second can take your second
but not your first. Their third can take your third, but not your second or
first, and so on down the line."

"l have no one who can beat their first?"

"No one-and he insists on fighting, as do the rest."’

"But their first will certainly not stand by and let ny first overcone a
| esser weapon. He will challenge ny first, and take himfromne. Then their
second will do the same to ny second.

"Ri ght."

Tun pondered the matter. "The luck of the circle should give nme one
victory, perhaps two-but | should do best not to neet this tribe."

Tor, the black-bearded sworder, brightened. "I can take five of their
men, and | ose only ny poorest."

"How?" Tun demanded. "Theirs are all better than-"

"I will send nmy sixth man agai nst their |eader, as though he were ny
best, and keep the rest of ny order the sane."

"But your first would never agree to fight bel ow your sixth!"

"My first will take ny orders, even if he thinks they insult him" Tor
said. "He will meet their second, and defeat him and then ny second will take
their third, and finally ny fifth will take their sixth."

"But their first-"

"WIl conquer only ny sixth-who would have likely lost to any other man.
| do not need him"

"And you will have ten nen, while he is left with only two," Sos
finished. "Yet his teamwas better than yours, before you fought."
Tun gaped, then |laughed, seeing it, for he was not a stupid man. "I will

renmenber that!" he exclaimed. Then he sobered. "Only-what if their best
refused to fight any but ny best?"

"How i s he to know?" Tor demanded. "How do you know his ranki ngs?"

They agreed that the strategy would be effective only with advance
scouting, preferably by some experienced but retired warrior. Before |long they
were all eagerly inventing simlar problenms and chal |l engi ng each other for
solutions. They fetched dom noes fromthe gane-conpartment of the hostel and
set them up agai nst each other as tactical situations, the higher val ues
i ndi cating greater proficiency. Tor soon proved to be cleverest at this, and
got so that he could parlay al nost any random deal into a winning effort. Sos
had started this type of conpetition, but he lost ground to his pupils.

He had shown themhow to win with their intelligence when they could not
do it by brute force, and he was well satisfied.

The second nonth, with the physical rankings firmy established, the
tri be began inter-weapon conpetition. The advisors rejoined their own ranks
and conspired to overcone all enemes by nmeans of their nore subtle skills.
Each subgroup now had esprit de corps and was eager to denonstrate its
superiority over its fell ows.

Sos trained nen to keep tally: a point for each victory, nothing for
each | oss. Some | aughed to see grown nen carrying pencil and pad, emul ating
scri bes anbng the crazies, and soon the wonmen noved in to take over this task.
They prevail ed upon Sos to teach themhowto wite identifications for each
group, so that conpetitive scores could be posted on a public board. Instead
be suggested that they learn to nake synbols: sinplified swords, clubs and
ot her weapons, to be followed by lines slashed in bunches of five for ready
conpari son. Every day nmen were to be seen trekking to that board and
exclaimng over their victories or bempaning their |osses of rank. As the
fives grew too cunbersone with the curul ative totals, the wonen mastered the
nore versatile Arabic. nunerals, and, after them the nen. This was a dividend
Sos had not anticipated; the tribe was learning to figure. He wal ked by one
day and spied a little girl adding up her group's daily total on her fingers.
Then she took the pencil and posted "56" beside the sword-synbol.



That was when he realized how sinple it would be to set up a training
course in basic mathematics, and even in full-fledged witing. The nomads were
illiterate because they had no reason to read or wite. Gven that need, the
situation could quickly change. But he was too busy to make anything of it at
the tinme.

The daggers, being the smallest group, were at a di sadvantage. Their
| eader conplained to Sos that, even if all five of them won every encounter
they could hardly keep up with the swords, who could | ose nore than they won
and still finish the day with nore points. Sos decided that this was a valid
obj ection, so he showed them how to figure on index: the nunber of points per
man. Then he did have to start his class in maths, to teach the wonen how to
conpute the averages. Sola joined it; she was not the snartest woman avail abl e
but, since she was al one, she had nore tine and was able to master the
procedures well enough to instruct them Sos appreciated the help, but her
proximty disturbed him She was too beautiful, and she cane too cl ose when he
was expl ai ni ng sonet hi ng.

Strange things happened in the circle. It was discovered that the
ranki ng swords were not necessarily the nost effective against the crude
clubs, and that those who could master clubs m ght be weak against the staffs.
The advi sors who first caught on to the need to shift rankings as the type of
opposi tion shifted gai ned many points for their groups.

Tyl cane upon Tor setting out his donminoes in his tent and | aughed. Then
he saw Tor make notes and call off a nmarvelously effective battle strategy,
and stopped | aughing. Tyl, also aloof at first because of the deference he
felt due his position, watched the individual progress being made and deci ded
to participate. No one could afford to stand still, and already there were
sworders rivaling his prowess. The time even cane when he was seen pondering
domi noes.

The third nmonth they began doubles drill. Two nen had to take the circle
agai nst two opponents and defeat themas a team

"Four men in the circle?" Tyl demanded, shocked. "What charade is this?"

"Ever hear of the tribe of Pit?"

"A very powerful organization in the far east. They put up their swords
by pairs, and their clubs and staffs. They will not enter the circle singly.
Do you want themto claima victory over us by default?"

"No!"™ And the drill went on.

The daggers and sticks had little trouble, but the staffs could entangle
each other and the free-swi nging clubs and swords were as likely to injure
their partners as their targets. The first day's doubles practice was costly.
Agai n the rankings were shuffled, as the teamed first and second swords found
t hensel ves ignom ni ously defeated by the tenth and fifteenth duo. Wiy? Because
the top-rankers were individualists, while the | ower nunbers had wi sely paired
conpl ementary styles: the aggressive but fool hardy of fense supported by the
staid but certain defense. While the two top sworders |urched agai nst each
ot her and hel d back strokes because they could not separate friend from foe,
the snmooth teamwrk of the |esser warriors prevail ed.

Then inter-group conpetition again, with reshuffled rankings, and
finally m xed doubles: sword paired with club, dagger with staff, until every
man could pair with any other weapon agai nst any conbi nati on and fi ght
ef fectively. The scoring had to be revised to match; the wonen | earned
fractions and apportioned the sections of the victories where due. Months
passed unnoticed as the endl ess conbi nati ons were explored, and an experienced
cadre devel oped to break in the newcomers, naturally bew | dered, and show how
to i nprove and ascend the rankings.

The | eaves fell, then snow, and the noths and shrews di sappeared, though
group vigilance and action had | ong since reduced these nmenaces to conparative
i npotence. As a matter of fact, shrew stew had becone a staple in the diet,
and it was awkward to replace this bountiful source of neat when wi nter cane.

The rings were swept clean each day and the intermnable drill went on
in shine or snow. Additional warriors appeared steadily, but still Sol did not



return.

CHAPTER EI GHT

Wth the cold weather, Sav elected to nove into the main tent, which was
heated by a perpetual fire. It had been subdivided i nto numerous small er
conpartnents, for a certain amount of privacy between famlies. Increasingly,
el i gi bl e young wonmen were showing up in search of bracelets. Sav was candid
about passing his around.

Sos stayed in the small tent, unwilling to mix freely with those who
bore weapons. His inpotence in the circle was a matter of increasing distress,
t hough he could not admit it openly. He had not appreciated the extent of his
conpul sion to assert hinself and solve problens by force of arnms until denied
this privilege. He had to have a weapon agai n-but was barred from enpl oyi ng
any of the six that the crazies distributed to the cabins. These were' nass
produced somewhere, standardized and stocked freely in the hostels, and
al ternates such as the bow and arrows were not useful in the circle.

He had wondered often about this entire state of affairs. Wiy did the
crazies take so much trouble to provide these things, making the nomad
exi stence possible, then affect conplete |lack of concern for the use nmen made
of thenP Sonetine he neant to have the answer. Meanwhile he was a nmenber of
the battle society, and it was necessary for himto assert himself inits
terms. If he were able.

He stripped his clothing and clinbed naked into the warm sl eepi ng bag.
This was another itemthe crazies obligingly stocked in wintertinme, and many
nore than the normal nunber had been provided at the |ocal cabin, in response
to the increased drain on its facilities. They all nost certainly knew about
this canmp, but didn't seemto care. Were the nen were, they sent supplies and
sought no other controls.

He had a small gas | amp now, which enabled himto read the occasiona
books the crazies |left behind. Even In this regard they were hel pful; when he
started taki ng books fromthe hostel, nore appeared, and on the subjects he
seened to favor. He Iit the [ anp and opened his present volune: a text on
farm ng, pre-Blast style. He tried to read it, but it was conplicated and his
m nd could not concentrate. Type and quantity of fertilizer for specified
acreage; crop rotation, pesticide, applications of and cautions concerning..
such inconprehensible statistifying, when all he wanted to know was how to
grow peanuts and carrots. He put the book aside and turned off the light.

It was lonely, now that Sav was gone, and sleep did not come readily. He
kept thinking of Sav, passing his bracelet around, enbracing yieldi ng and
willing flesh, there in the main tent. Sos could have done |ikew se; there
were worren who had eyed his own clasp suggestively even though he carried no
weapon. He had told hinself that his position required that he remain
unattached, even for isolated nights. He knew that he decei ved hinself.
Possessi on of a woman was the other half of manhood, and a warrior could
bol ster his reputation in that manner as readily as in the circle. The truth
was that he refused to take a worman because he was ashaned to do so while
weaponl ess.

Soneone was approaching his tent. Possibly Tor, wanting to nmake a
private suggestion. The beard had a good mind and had taken such serious
interest in group organi zation and tactics that he outstripped Sos in this
regard. They had becone good friends, as far as their special circunstances
permtted. Sonetimes Sos had eaten with Tor's fanmily, though the contact wth
pl unmp good-natured Tora and precoci ous Tori only served to rem nd hi mhow nmuch
he had wanted a famly of his own.

Had wanted? It was the other way around. He had never been conscious of
the need until recently.

" Sos?"



It was a wonan's voi ce-one he knew too well. 'Wat do you want, Sola?"

Her "hooded head showed before the entrance, black against the
background snow. "May | conme in? It's cold out here.™

"It is cold here, too, Sola. Perhaps you should return to your own
tent." She, like him had maintai ned her own residence, pitched near Tyl's.
She had devel oped an acquai ntance with Tyla. She still wore Sol's bracelet,
and the men stayed scrupul ously clear of her

"Let me in," she said.

He pull ed open the nesh with one bare arm He had forgotten to | et down
the solid covering after shutting off the lanp. Sola scranbled in on hands and
knees, al nost knocking over the lanp, and | ay down beside his bag. Sos now
dropped the nylon panel, cutting off nmost of the outside |light and, he hoped,
heat | oss fromi nside.

"I get so tired, sleeping alone," she said.

"You cane here to sleep?"

"Yes."

He had intended the question facetiously and was set back by her answer.
A sudden, fierce hope set his pul ses thudding, seemng nore powerful for its
surprise. He had deceived hinself doubly: it was neither his position nor his
| ack of a weapon that inhibited him but his obsession with one particular
woman. This one.

"You want ny bracel et ?"

"No. "
The di sappoi ntnment was fiercer. "Get out."
"No. "
"I will not dishoner another man's bracelet. O adulterate nmy own. I|f
you will not |eave yourself, | will have you out by force."

"And what if | scream and bring the whol e canp runni ng?" Her voice was
| ow.

He renmenbered encountering a simlar situation in his diverse readi ngs,
and knew that a man who succunbed to that ploy the first time could never
recover his independence of decision. Tine would only make it worse. "Scream
if you must. You will not stay."

"You woul d not |ay your hands on me," she said smugly, not noving.

He sat up and gripped her furry parka, furious with her and with his
guilty longing. The material fell open i medi ately, w apped but not fastened.
H s hand and the filtered light still reflecting in fromthe snow told him
qui ckly that she wore nothing underneath. No wonder she had been col d!

"I't would not | ook very nice, a naked man struggling in his tent with a
naked woman, " she said.

"It happens all the tinme."

"Not when she objects.”

"In ny tent? They woul d ask why she cane naked to it, and did not scream
before entering."

"She cane dressed, to inquire about a difficult problem An error in
fractions." She funbled in the pocket and drew out a pad with figures scraw ed
upon it-he could not see them but was sure she bad done her homework in this
respect. Even to the error, one worthy of his attention. "He drew her
i nsi de-no, tricked her there-then tore off her clothing."

He had fallen rather neatly into her trap after all. She was too well
versed. H's usefulness to the group would be over, if the alarmwere given
now. "Wat do you want ?"

"I want to get warm There is roomin your bag for two."

"This will gain you nothing. Are you trying to drive ne out?"

"No." She found the zipper and opened the bag, letting the cold air in.
In a noment she was |ying against him bare and warm her parka outside and
t he zi pper refastened.

"Sleep, then." He tried to turn away from her, but the novenent only
br ought them cl oser together

She attenpted to bring his head over to hers, catching at his hair with



one hand, but he was rigid. "Ch, Sos, | did not cone to tornment you!"

He refused to answer that.

She lay still for alittle while, and the burning nuliebrity of her laid
siege to his resistance. Everything he desired, so close. Available-in the
name of dishonor.

Why did she choose this way? She had only to put aside Sol's enblemfor
alittle while..

Anot her figure detached itself fromthe shadow of the main tent and trod
t hrough the packed snow. Sos could see it, though his eyes were closed, for be
recogni zed the tread. Tor.

"You have your wish. Tor is coning."

Then her bluff stood exposed, for she shrank into the bag and tired to
hi de. "Send hi maway!" she whi spered.

Sos grabbed the parka and tossed it to the foot of the tent. He drew the
lip of the bag over her head, hoping the closure wouldn't suffocate her. He
wai t ed.

Tor's feet came up to the tent and stopped. No word was spoken. Then Tor
wheel ed and departed, evidently deciding that the dark, closed tent meant that
his friend was al ready asl eep.

Sol a's head enmerged when it was safe. "You do want e,
coul d have enbarrassed ne.

"Certainly I want you. Renove his bracelet and take mne, if you want
t he proof."

"Do you renenber when we |ay agai nst each other before?" she nurmnured,
this time evading the direct refusal

"' &reensl eeves.'"

"And 'Red River Valley.' And you asked ne what | wanted in a man, and
told you | eadership."

"You made your choice." He heard the bitterness in his tone.

"But | did not know then what he wanted." She shifted position, placing
her free armunder his and around his back and Sos was unable to control the
heat of his reaction and knew she knew it.

"You are the | eader of this canp,"” she said. "Everybody knows it, even
Tyl. Even Sol. He knew it first of all."

"I'f you believe that, why do you keep his bracel et ?"

"Because | amnot a selfish woman!" she flared, amazing him "He gave ne
hi s name when he didn't want to, and | nust give himsomething in return, even
if I don't want to. | can't |leave himuntil we are even."

"l don't understand."

It was her turn for bitterness. "You understand!"

"You have a strange system of accounting."

"It is his system not mne. It doesn't fit into your nunbers."

"Why not pick on some other man for your purpose?”

"Because he trusts you-and | |ove you."

He could offer no rebuttal to that statenent. Sol had nade the origina
of fer, not her.

"I will leave now, if you ask me," she whispered. "No scream ng, no
trouble, and I will not cone again."

She could not afford the gesture. She had al ready won. Wirdl essly he
cl asped her and sought her |ips and body.

And now she hel d back. "You know the price?"

"I know the price."

Then she was as eager as he.

she said. "You

CHAPTER NI NE

In the spring Sol reappeared, |ean and scarred and solemm, toting his barrow
More than two hundred nen were there to greet him tough and eager to the



| ast. They knew his return neant action for them all

He listened to Tyl's report and nodded matter-of-factly. "W march
tonorrow, " he said.

That night Sav cane to share his tent again. It occurred to Sos that the
staffer's departure and return had been remarkably convenient, but he did not
comment directly. "Your bracelet got tired?"

"I like to keep moving. 'Bout run out of ground.”

"Can't raise nuch of a famly that way."

"Sure can't!" Say agreed. "Anyway, | need ny strength. |I'm second staff
now. "

Yes, he thought forlornly. The first had becone second, and there was
nothing' to do but abide by it. The winter had been warmer than the spring.

The tribe marched. The swords, fifty strong, nmoved out first, claining
their privilege as eventual w nners of the point-score tournament. The daggers
foll owed, wi nners on index, and then the sticks, staffs and clubs. The |one
nor ni ngstar brought up the rear, |ow scorer but not put out. "My weapon is not
for ganes," he said, with sone justice.

Sol no | onger fought. He stayed with Sol a, show ng unusual concern for
her welfare, and let the fine mlitary machi ne Sos had fashi oned operate with
little overt direction. Did he know what his wi fe had been doing all w nter?
He had to, for Sola was pregnant.

Tyl ran the tribe. When they encountered a single man who was willing to
cone to ternms, Tyl gave the assignnent to the group corresponding to the man's
weapon and |l et the | eader of that group select a representative to enter the
circle. The advantage of the extended training quickly showed: the appointed
warriors were generally in better physical shape than their opponents and
superior strategists, and al nost al ways won. Wen they lost, nmore often than
not the victor, perceiving the size and power of the tribe, challenged the
group leader in order to be incorporated into it. Tyl allowed no one to travel
with the tribe who was not bound to it.

Only Sos was independent-and he wi shed he were not. A week out they
caught up to another tribe. It contained about forty nen, and its | eader was
typical of the crafty oldsters Sos had anticipated. The man net Tyl and
surveyed the situation-and agreed to put up just four warriors for the circle:
sword, staff, sticks and club. He refused to risk nore.

Disgruntled, Tyl retired for a conference with Sos. "lIt's a small tribe,
but he has many good nen. | can tell they are experienced and capable by the
way they nove and the nature of their scars.”

"And perhaps al so by the report-of our advance scouts," Sos nurnured.

"He won't 'even send his best against us!" Tyl said indignantly.

"Put up fifty men and chal |l enge hi myourself for his entire group. Let
hi minspect the nmen and satisfy hinself that they are worth his trouble."

Tyl smiled and went to obtain Sol's official approval, a formality only.
In due course he had forty-five assorted warriors assenbl ed.

"Won't work." Tor rmnuttered

The wily tribenaster |ooked over the offerings, grunting with approval.
"Good men," he agreed. Then be contenplated TyL "Aren't you the man of two
weapons?"

"Sword and stick."

"You used to travel al one and now you are second in comand to a tribe
of two hundred."”

"That's right."

"I will not fight you."

"You insist upon neeting our naster Sol ?"

"Certainly not!"

Tyl controlled his tenper with obvious difficulty and turned to Sos.
"What now, advisor?" he denanded with irony.

"Now you take Tor's advice." Sos didn't know what the beard had in mnd
but suspected it woul d work.

"I think his weak spot is his pride,’

Tor said conspiratorily. "He won't



fight if he thinks he m ght [ose, and he won't put up nore than a few nen at a
time, so he can quit as sqon as the wind bl ows against him No profit for us
there. But if we can make him| ook ridicul ous-"

"Marvel ous!" Sos excl ai ned, catching on. "We'Il pick up four jokers and
shanme himinto a serious entry!"
"And we'll assign a core of chucklers. The | oudest mouths we have."

"And we have plenty," Sos agreed, renenbering the quality of heckling
t hat had devel oped during the intense intergroup conpetition

Tyl shrugged dubiously. "You handle it. | want no part of this." He went
to his tent.

"He really wanted to fight hinself," Tor remarked. "But he's out. He
never | aughs."

They compared notes and deci ded upon a suitable quartet for the circle.
After that they rounded up an even nore special group of front-row spectators.

The first match began at noon. The opposing sworder strode up to the
circle, atall, serious man somewhat beyond the first flush of youth. From
Sol's ranks canme Dal, the second dagger: a round-faced, short-bodi ed man whose
frequent | augh sounded nore like a giggle. He was not a very good fighter
overall, but the intense practice had shown up his good point: he had never
been defeated by the sword. No one quite fathomed this oddity, since a stout
man was generally nost vul nerable to sharp instruments, but it had been
verified many times over.

The sworder stared dourly at his opponent, then stepped into the circle
and stood on-guard. Dal drew one of his knives and faced hi m precociously
imtating with the eight-inch blade the formal stance of the other. The picked
wat cher s | aughed.

More perpl exed than angry, the sworder feinted experinmentally. Dal
countered with the dimnutive knife as though it were a full-sized sword.
Agai n the audi ence | aughed, nore boisterously than strictly necessary.

Sos aimed a surreptitious glance at the other tribe's master. The nman
was not at all anused.

Now t he sworder attacked in earnest, and Dal was obliged to draw his
second dagger daintily and hold off the heavier weapon with quick feints and
maneuvers. A pair of daggers were generally considered to be no match for a
sword unless the wielder were extrenely agile. Dal |ooked quite unagil e-but
hi s round body al ways happened to be just a hair out of the sword' s path, and
he was quick to take advantage of the openings created by the sword's inertia.
No one who faced the twin blades in the circle could afford to forget that
there were two, and that the bearer had to be held at a safe distance at al
times. It was useless to block a single knife if the second were on its way to
a vul nerabl e target.

Had the sworder been a better nman, the tactics would have been
f ool hardy; but again and again Dal was able to send his opponent | unbering
awkwardly past, wi de open for a crippling stab. Dal didn't stab. |Instead he
flicked off a |ock of the sworder's hair and waved it about |ike a tasse
whi | e the picked audi ence roared. He slit the back of the sworder's
pant al oons, forcing himto grab themhastily, while Sol's nen rolled on the
ground, yanked up their own trunks and sl apped each ot her on shoul ders and
backs.

Finally the man tripped over Dal's artful foot and fell out of the
circle, ignomniously defeated. But Dal didn't |eave the circle. He kept on
feinting and flipping his knives as though unaware that his opponent was
gone.

The opposite master watched with frozen face.

Their next was the staffer. Against him Tor had sent the sticks, and the
performance was a virtual duplicate of the first. Kin the Sticker fenced
[ udi crously with one hand while carrying the alternate singlestick under his
arm in his teeth or between his legs, to the lewd glees of the scoffers. He
managed to make the staffer | ook inept and untrained, though the man was
neither. Kin beat a tattoo against the staff, as though playing nusic, and



bent down to pepper the man's feet painfully. By this tine even sone of the
warriors of the other tribe were chuckling. . . but not their chief.

The third match was the reverse: Sav met the sticks. He hunmed a nmerry
fol ksong as he poked the slightly bulky belly of his opposite with the end of
his staff, preventing himfromgetting close. "Swing | ow, sweet chariot!" he
sang as he jabbed. The man had to take both sticks in one hand in order ,to
make a grab for the staff with the other. "Ch, no John, no John, no John, no!"
Say carol ed as he wrapped that double hand and sent both sticks flying.

It was not his nane, but that nman was ever after to be known in the
tribe as Jon.

Agai nst their club went Mk the Mrningstar. He charged into the circle
whirling the terrible spiked ball over his head so that the wind sang through
t he spi kes, and when the club blocked it the chain wapped around t he hand
until the orbiting ball cane up tight against the dubber's hand and crushed it
pai nful ly. Mok yanked, and the club came away, while the man | ooked at his
bl eeding fingers. As the star had clainmed; his was not a weapon for gamnes.

Mok caught the club, reversed it, and offered the handle to his opponent
with a bow. "You have another hand," he said courteously. "Wy waste it while
good bones remai n?" The man stared at hi mand backed out of the circle,
utterly hunbl ed. The last fight was over

The other naster was al nost incoherent. "Never have | seen such-such-"

"What did you expect fromthe buffoons you sent against us?" a slim
baby-faced youngster replied, |eaning against his sword. He had been forenpst
anong the scoffers, though he hardly | ooked big enough to heft his weapon. "W
cane to fight, but your cavorting cl owns-"

"You!" the master cried out furiously. "You neet ny first sword, then!"

The boy | ooked frightened. "But you said only four-"

"No! All nmy nmen will fight. But first | want you-and that foul beard
next to you. And those two | oud nout hed cl ubbers!™

"Done!" the boy cried, standing up and running to the circle, It was
Neq, despite his youth and dimnutive stature the fourth sword of fifty.

The beard, of course, was clever Tor hinself, now third sword. The two
cl ubbers were first and second in their group of thirty-seven.

At the end of the day Sol's tribe was richer by some thirty nen.

Sol pondered the matter for a day. He talked with Tyl and thought sone
nmore. Finally he sumoned Sos and Tor: "This dishonors the circle,” he said.
"We fight to win or lose, not to |laugh."

Then he sent Sos after the other naster to apol ogi ze and offer a serious
return match, but the man had had enough. 'Were you not weaponless, | would
split your head in the circle!" he said.

So it went. The group's nmonths in the badl ands canp had honed it to a
superb fighting force, and the precise nultiweapon ranking system placed the
warriors exactly where they could win. There were some | osses-but these were
overwhel mi ngly conpensated by the gains. Upon occasion Tyl had the opportunity
to take the circle against a master, matching a sel ected subtribe equival ent
to the other tribe, as he had wanted to do the first time. Twi ce he won,
bringing a total of seventy warriors into Sol's group, rmuch to his pride.
and once he | ost.

That was when Sol cane out of his apparent retirenent to place his
entire tribe of over three hundred nmen against the fifty-now One
hundr ed- bel onging to the victor and challenged for it all. He took the sword
and killed the other master in as ruthless and businesslike an attack as Sos
had ever seen. Tor made notes on the technique, so as to call themout as
pointers for the sword group. Tyl kept his ranking-and if he had ever dreaned
of replacing Sol, it was certain that the vision perished utterly that day.

Only once was the tribe seriously bal ked, and not by another tribe. One
day an enornous, spectacularly nuscled nan cane anbling down the trai
swinging his club as though it were a singlestick~ Sos was actually one of the
| argest nen in the group, but the stranger was substantially taller and
br oader through the shoulders than he. This was Bog, whose di sposition was



pl easant, whose intellect was scant, and whose chiefest joy was pul verising
men in the circle. *

Fi ght 7 "Good, good!" he exclained, smling broadly. "One, two, three
a'tine! Ckay!" And he bounded into the circle and awaited all comers. Sos had
the inpression that the main reason the man had failed to specify nore at a
time was that he could count no higher

Tyl, his curiosity provoked, sent in the first club to neet him Bog
l aunched into battle with no apparent science. He sinply swept the club back
forth with such ferocity that his opponent was hel pl ess against it. Hit or
m ss, Bog continued unabated, fairly bashing the other out of the circle
bef ore the man could catch his footing.

Vi ctorious, Bog grinned. "Mre!" he cried.

Tyl looked at the tribe's erstwhile first clubber, a man who had won
several times in the circle. He frowned, not quite believing it. He sent in
the second cl ub

The sane thing happened. Two men | ay stunned on the ground, thoroughly
beat en.

Li kewi se the two ranking swords and a staff, in quick order. "Mre!" Bog
excl ai med happily, but Tyl had had enough. Five top nen were shaken and | ost,
in the course of only ten mnutes, and the victor hardly seemed to be tired.

"Tormorrow, " he said to the big clubber

"Ckay!" Bog agreed, disappointed, and accepted the hospitality of the
tribe for the evening. He polished off two full-sized meals and three willing
worren before he retired for the night. Male and feral e alike gaped at his
respective appetites, hardly able to credit either department, but these were
not subject to refutation. Bog conquered everything one, two or three at a
tine.

Next day he was as good as ever. Sol was on hand this tine to watch
whi | e Bog bashed cl ub, sticks and daggers with equal facility, and even
flattened the terrible star. Wen struck, he paid no attention, though sone
bl ows were cruel; when cut, he licked the blood |ike a tiger and | aughed.

Bl ocki ng hi m was no good; he had such power that no really effective
i nhibition was practical. "Mre!" he cried after each debacl e, and he never
tired.

"We must have that man," Sol said.

"W have no one to take him" Tyl objected. "He has already w ped out
ni ne of our best, and hasn't even felt the conpetition. I mght kill himwth
the sword-but | couldn't defeat him bloodl essly. W'd have no use for him
dead. "

"He nust be net with the club," Sos said. "That's the only thing with
the mass to slow him A powerfull, agile, durable club."

Tyl stared neaningfully at the three excellent clubbers seated by Bog's
side of the circle. All wore | arge bandages where flesh and bone had succunbed
to the giant's attack. "If those were our ranked instrunments, we need an
unranked warrior," he observed.

"Yes," Sol said. He stood up.

"Wait a minute!" both men cried. "Don't chance it yourself," Sos added.
"You have too nmuch to risk."

"The day any man conquers ne with any weapon," Sol said seriously, "is
the day | go to the nountain." He took up his club and wal ked to the circle.

"The master!" Bog cried, recognizing him "Good fight?"

"He didn't even settle terns," Tyl groaned. "This is nothing nore than
man-t o- man. "

"Good fight," Sol agreed, and stepped inside.

Sos concurred. In the headlong drive for enpire, it seened a cul pable
waste to chance Sol in the circle for anything less than a full tribe.

Acci dents were al ways possible. But they had already | earned that their |eader
had ot her things on his nmind these days than his enpire. Sol proved his
manhood by his battle prowess, and he could all ow no slightest question there,
even in his own mnd. He had continued his exercises regularly, keeping his



body toned.

Perhaps it took a man withQut a weapon to appreciate just how deeply the
scars of the other kind of deprivation went.

Bog | aunched into his typical windmll attack, and Sol parried and
ducked expertly. Bog was far |arger, but Sol was faster and cut off the
ferocious arcs before they gained full monentum He ducked under one swi ng and
caught Bog on the side of the head with the short, precise flick Sos had seen
hi m denmonstrate before. The club was not clunmsy or slowin Sol's hand.

The gi ant absorbed the blow and didn't seemto notice. He bashed away
wi t hout hesitation, smling. Sol had to back away and dodge cleverly to avoid
being driven out of the circle, but Bog followed himwthout |etup

Sol's strategy was plain. He was conserving his strength, letting the
ot her expend his energi es usel essly. Wenever there was an openi ng, he sneaked
his own club in to bruise head, shoul der or stomach, weakening the nman
further. It was a good policy-except that Bog refused to be weakened. "Good!"
he grunted when Sol scored-and swung agai n.

Hal f an hour passed while the entire tribe nassed around the arena,
amazed. They all knew Sol's conpetence; what they coul dn't understand was
Bog' s i ndefatigable power. The club was a solid weapon, heavier with every
swi ng, and prolonged exercise with it inevitably deadened the arm vyet Bog
never slowed or showed strain. Wiere did he get such stam na?

Sol had had enough of the waiting artifice. He took the of fense. Now be
| aid about himwith swings |ike Bog's, actually forcing the bigger man to take
def ensi ve neasures.

It was the first tine they had seen it; for all they had known unti
t hat point, Bog had no defense, since he had never needed it. As it was, he
was not good at it, and soon got smashed full force across the side of the
neck.

Sos rubbed his own neck with synpathetic pain, seeing the man's hair
flop out and spittle fly fromhis open nouth. The bl ow should have laid him
out for the rest of the day. It didn't. Bog hesitated nmomentarily, shook his
head, then grinned. "Good!" he said-and snmote mightily with his own weapon

Sol was sweating profusely, and now took the defensive stance from
necessity. Again he fended Bog off with astute maneuvers, while the giant
pressed the attack as vigorously as before. Sol had not yet been whacked upon
head or torso; his defense was too skilled for the other to penetrate. But
neither could he shake his opponent or wear hi m down.

After another half hour he tried again, with no better effect. Bog
seened to be inpervious to physical damage. After that Sol was satisfied to
wai t .

"What's the record for club-club?" soneone asked.

"Thirty-four minutes," another replied.

The tinier Tor had borrowed fromthe hostel indicated a hundred and four
mnutes. "It isn't possible to keep that pace indefinitely," he said.

The shadows | engt hened. The contest conti nued.

Sos, Tyl and Tor huddled with the other advisors. "They're going on

until dark!" Tor exclaimed - incredulously. "Sol won't quit, and Bog doesn't
know how. "

"W have to break this up before they both drop dead," Sos said.

" How?"

That was the crux. They were sure neither participant would quit
voluntarily, and the end was not in view Bog's strength seened boundl ess, and
Sol's determination and skill matched it. Yet the onset of night would
multiply the chances for a fatal culmnation, that nobody wanted. The battle
woul d have to be stopped.

It was a situation no one had inmagi ned, and they could think of no
ethical way to handle it. In the end, they decided to stretch the circle code
a bit.

The staff squad took the job. A phalanx of them charged into the circle,
wal i ng off the conbatants and carrying them away. "Draw" Sav yelled. "Tiel



| npasse! Even! No decision!"

Bog pi cked -hinself up, confused.

"Supper!" Sos yelled at him "Sleep! Wnen!"

That did it. "Ckay!" the nonster clubber agreed.

Sol thought about it, contenplating the extended shadows. "All right,"
he said at |ast.

Bog went over to shake hands. "You pretty good, for little guy,'
graciously. "Next tinme we start in norning, okay? Mre day."

"Ckay!" Sol agreed, and everyone | aughed.

That night Sola rubbed Iiniment into Sol's arnms and | egs and back and
put himaway for a good twelve hours' exhaustion. Bog was satisfied with one
oversi zed neal and one sturdy well-uphol stered | ass. He di sdai ned nedi cati on
for his purpling bruises. "Good fight!" he said, contented.

The foll owi ng day he went his way, |eaving behind the warriors he had
conquered. "Only for fun!" he expl ai ned.

" Good, good."

They wat ched hi m di sappear down the trail, singing tunelessly and
flipping his club end-over-end in the air.

he said

CHAPTER TEN

"My year is up," Sos said.
"I woul d have you stay," Sol replied slowy. "You have gi ven good

service."

"You have five-hundred nen and an elite corp of advisors. You don't need
ne."

Sol | ooked up and Sos was shocked to see tears in his eyes. "I do need
you," he said. "I have no other friend."

Sos did not know what to say.

Sola joined them hugely pregnant. Soon she would travel to a crazy
hospital for delivery. "Perhaps you have a son," Sos said.

"When you find what you need, come back," Sol told him accepting the
i nevitabl e.

"I will." That was all they could say to each other

He left the canp that afternoon, travelling east. Day by day the
| andscape became nore faniliar as he approached the region of his chil dhood.
He skirted the marked badl ands near the coast, wondering what mghty cities
had stood where the silent death radi ated now, and whether there would ever be
such massive assenbl ages of people again. The books claimed that nothing green
had grown in the centers of these encanpnents, that concrete and asphalt
covered the ground between buil dings and made the | andscape as flat as the
surface of a |lake, that machines |ike those the crazies used today had been
everywhere, doing everything. Yet all had vanished in the Blast. Wiy? There
wer e many unanswered questi ons.

A month of hiking brought himto the school he had attended before
beginning his travels as a warrior. Only a year and a half had el apsed, but
already it had becone a entirely different facet of his existence, one now
unfam liar to himand strange to see again. Still, he knew his way around.

He entered the arched front doorway and wal ked down the famliar
foreign hall to the door at the end marked "Principal." A girl he did not
renenber sat at the desk. He decided she was a recent graduate, pretty, but
very young. "lI'd like to see M. Jones," he said, pronouncing the obscure nane
careful ly.

"And who is calling?" She stared at Stupid, perched a ever upon his
shoul der.

"Sos," he said, then realized that the name would nea nothing here. "A
former student. He knows ne."

She spoke softly into an intercomand listened for th reply. "Doctor



Jones will see you now," she said, an smled at himas though he were not a
ragged- bearded dirt-encrusted pagan with a nottled bird on his shoul der

He returned the gesture, appreciating her attention though he knew it
was professional, and went on through the inner door

The principal rose inmediately and canme around the desk to greet him
"Yes of course | renmenber you! Cas of '107, and you stayed to practice with
the-the sword wasn't it? What do you call yourself now?"

"Sos." He knew Jones knew it already, and was sinply offering himthe
chance to explain the change. He didn take it inmediately, and the principal
experienced in such matters, cane to his rescue again.

"Sos. Beautiful thing, that three-letter convention. Wsh I knew how it
originated. Well, sit down, Sos, and tell ne everything. Wiere did you acquire
your pet? That's genui ne nock-sparrow, if | haven't |ost my eye for bad | ands
fauna." A very gentle fatherly inflection cane nt his voice. "You have been
poki ng i nto dangerous regions warrior. Are you back to stay?"

"I don't know. | don't think so. I-1 don't know wher ny loyalties lie,

now. " How rapidly he resunmed the nood of adol escence, in this man's presence.
"Can't nmake up your m nd whether you're sane or crazies eh?" Jones said,

and | aughed in his harmess way. "I know it's a hard decision. Sonetines |

still wish I could chuck it all and take up one of those gl anorous weapons

and- you didn't kill anybody, | hope?"
"No. Not directly, anyway," he said, thinking of the recalcitrant dagger

Nar and Tyl's execution of him "I only fought a few tinmes, and al ways for
little things. The last time was for ny nane."
"Ah, | see. No nore than that?"

"And perhaps for a wonan, too."

"Yes. Life isn't always so sinple in the sinple world, is it? If you
care to anplify-"

Sos recounted the entire experience he had had, the enotional barriers
overcome at |ast, while Jones listened synpathetically. "I see,"” the principa
said at the end. "You do have a problem" He cogitated for a monent- "thought"
seened too sinple a word to apply to him then touched the intercOm "M ss
Smith, will you check the file on one 'Sol,' please? S-O L. Probably | ast
year, no, two years ago, west coast. Thank you."

"Did be go to school ?" Sos had never thought of this.

"Not here, certainly. But we have other training schools, and he sounds
as though he's had instruction. Mss Smith will check it out with the
conputer. There just nmight be sonething on the nane."

They waited for several minutes, Sos increasingly unconfortable as he
rem nded hinself that he shoul d have cl eaned up before com ng here. The
crazies had something of a fetish about dirt: they - never went | ong w thout
renoving it. Perhaps it was because they tended to stay within their buildings
and machi nes, where aromas coul d concentrate.

"The girl," he said, filling tine, "Mss Snith-is she a student?"

Jones smiled tolerantly. "No longer. | believe she is actually a year
ol der than you are. W can't be certain because she was picked up running wld
near one of the radi oactive areas a nunmber of years ago and we never did
manage to trace her parentage. She was trained at another unit, but you can be
sure there was a change in her, er, etiquette. Underneath, | daresay, there is
nomad yet, but she's quite conpetent."”

It was hard to inmagine that such,a polished product was forest-born
even though he had been through it hinmsel "Do you really get all your -people
from"

"Fromthe real world? Very nearly, Sos. | was a sword bearer nyself,
thirty years ago."

"A sworder? You?"

"Il assune that your astonishnent is conplinentar Yes, | fought in the
circle. You see-"

"I have it, Dr. Jones,"-the intercomsaid. "S.OL.- Wul you like ne to
read it of f?"



"Pl ease. "

"Sol - adopted code nanme for nutilated foundling testes transplant,

i nsulin therapy, conprehensive manual training, discharged from San Franci sco
orphanage Bi 0' Do you want the details on that, Dr. Jones?"

"No thanks. That will do nicely, Mss Smth." He n turned to Sos. "That
may not be entirely clear to you, seens - your friend was an orphan. There was
some trouble | renenber, about fifteen years ago on the west coast an well, we
had to pick up the pieces. Famlies w ped out children tortured-this type of
thing will happen occasionally when you' re dealing with primtives. Your So
was castrated at the age of five and left to bleed to death. well, he was one
of the ones we happened to catch in time. A transplant operation took care of
the testosterone and insulin shock therapy hel ped eradicate the traumatic
menories, but, well, there's only in nuch we can do. Evidently he wasn't
suited to intellectual stimulation, you were, so he received manual instead.
From what you told ne, it was exceptionally effective. He seens to have
adjusted well."

"Yes." Sos was begi nning to understand things about Sol that had baffled
hi m bef ore. Orphaned at a vul nerabl e age by tribal savagery, he would
naturally strive to protect hinmself nost efficiently and to abolish all nen
and all tribes that m ght pose a personal threat. Raised in an orphanage he
woul d seek friendship-and not know how to recogse it or what to do with it.
And he would want a family his own, that he would protect fanatically. How
much nore precious a child-to the man who coul d never father onel

Coupl e this background with a physical dexterity an endurance anounting
to genius, and there was- Sol

"Why do you do all this?" Sos asked. "I nean, building hostels and
stocking them training children, marking off the badl ands, projecting
tel evision prograns. You get no thanks for it. You know what they call you."

"Those who desire nonproductive danger and glory are welcone to it,"
Jones said. "Some of us prefer to live safer, nore useful lives. It's all a
matter of tenperament, and that can change with age."

"But you could have it all for yourselves! If-if you did not feed and
clothe the warriors, they would perish."

"That's good enough reason to continue service, then, don't you think?"

Sos shook his head. "You aren't answering ny question."”

"I can't answer it. In time you will answer it for yourself. Then
perhaps you will join us. Meanwhile, we're always ready to hel p in whatever
capacity we are able."

"How can you hel p a nan who wants a weapon when he has sworn to carry
none, and who | oves a wonan who i s pl edged to another nman?"

Jones smled again. "Forgive me, Sos, if these problens appear
transistory to me. If you look at it objectively, | think you'll see that
there are alternatives."

"Gt her wonen, you nean? | know that 'Mss' you put on your
receptionist's name nmeans she is |ooking for a husband, but | just don't find
it inme to be reasonable in quite that way. | was willing to give any girl a
fair trial by the bracelet, just as | gave any man fair battle in that circle,
but somehow all ny preferences have been shaped to Sola's imge. And she | oves
me, too."

"That seens to be the way love is," Jones agreed regretfully. "But if I
understand the situation correctly, she will go with you, after her conmitment
to Sol is finished. I would call this a rather mature outl ook on her part."

"She won't just 'go' with nel She wants a nane with prestige, and
don't even carry a weapon."

"Yet she recognized your true inportance in the tribe. Are you sure it
isn't your own desire, nore than hers? To win a battle reputation, that is?"

"I"'mnot sure at all," Sos admtted. Hi s position, once stated openly,
sounded nuch | ess reasonabl e than before.

"So it all comes down to the weapon. But you did not swear to quit al
weapons-only the six standard ones."



"Same thing, isn't it?"

"By no neans. There have been hundreds of weapons in the course of
Earth's history. W standardi zed on six foi conveni ence, but we can al so
provi de prototype non standard itens, and if any ever becane popul ar we couk
negoti ate for mass production. For example, you enployec the straight sword
wi th basket hilt, patterned after medi eva nodel s, though of superior grade, of
course. But there 0 also the scimtar-the curved bl ade-and the rapier, fo
fencing. The rapier doesn't |ook as inpressive as the broade sword, but it is
probably a nore deadly weapon in con fined quarters, such as your battle
circle. W could-"

"I gave up the sword in all its forms. | don't care to tenporize or
qui bbl e about definitions."

"l suspected you would feel that way. So you rule out any variation of
bl ade, club or stick?"

"Yes."

"And we rul e out pistols, blowguns and boonerangs- anything that acts at
a distance or enploys a notive powet other than the armof the w elder. W
all ow the bow and arrow for hunting-but that woul dn't be rmuch good in the
circle anyway."

"Which pretty well covers the field."

"Ch, no, Sos. Man is nore inventive than that, particu. larly when it
cones to nodes of destruction. Take th€ whip, for exanple-usually thought of
as a punitive in strunment, but potent as a weapon too. That's a long fine
thong attached to a short handle. It is possible to stand back and sl ash the
shirt off a man's back with nere flicks of the wist, or to pinion his arm and
jerk himoff balance, or snap out an eye. Very nasty item in the experienced
hand. "

"How does it defend against the smash of the club?"

"Much as the daggers do, |I'mafraid. The whi pper just has to stay out of
the club's way."

"I would like to defend myself as well as to attack." Bul Sos was
gai ning confidence that sone suitable weapon foi himdid exist. He had not
realized that Jones knew sc rmuch about the practical side of life. Wasn't it
really foi sone such mracle he had found his way here?

"Perhaps we shall have to inprovise." Jones tugged piece of string
between his fingers. "A net would be fine defensively, but-" H s eyes
continued to focus on the string as his expression becane intent. "That may
well be it!"

"String?"

"The garrote. A length of cord used to strangle a man. Quite effective,
| assure you."

"But how would |I get close enough to a dagger to strangle him without
getting di senbowel ed? And it still wouldn't stop a sword or club."

"A long enough length of it would, Actually, | amvisualizing sonething
nore |ike a chain-flexible, but hard enough to foil a blade and heavy enough
to entangle a club. A-a netal rope, perhaps. Good either offensively or
defensively, |I'msure."

"A hope." Sos tried to imagine it as a weapon, but failed. "Or a bolas,"
Jones said, carried away by his line of thought. "Except that you would not be
allowed to throw the entire thing, of course, Still, weighted ends-conme down
to the shop and we'll see what we can work up."

Mss Snmith smiled at hhn again as they passed her, but Sos pretended not
to notice. She had a very nice smle, and her hair was set in snooth |ight
waves, but she was nothing like Sola.

That day Sos gai ned a weapon-but it was five nmonths before he felt
proficient enough with it to undertake the trail again.

Mss Snmith did not speak to himat the termination, but Jones bid him
farewell sadly. "It was good to have you back with us, if only for these few
nmont hs, Sos. If things don't work out-"

"I don't know," Sos said, still unable to give hima conmtnment. Stupid



chi r ped.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

As he had begun two years before, Sos set out to find his fortune. Then he had
become Sol the Sword, not suspecting what his alliteratively chosen nanme woul d
bring himto; now he was Sos the Rope. Then he had fought in the circle for

pl easure and reputation and mnor differences; now he fought to perfect his
techni que. Then he had taken his wonmen as they cane; now he dreaned of only
one.

Yet there were things about the blonde Mss Snith that could have
intrigued him in other circunstances. She was literate, for one thing, and
t hat was sonet hing he sel dom encountered in the nomad world. True, she was of
the crazies' establishnent-but she would have left it, had he asked her to;
that rmuch had become apparent. He had not asked . . . and now, briefly, he
wonder ed whet her he had made a mi st ake.

He thought of Sola and that w ped out all other fancies.

Where was Sol's tribe now? He had no idea. He could only wander until he
got word of it, then follow until he caught up, sharpening his skill in that
peri od. He had a weapon now, and with it he meant to win his bride.

The season was early spring, and the |eaf-buds were just beginning to
form As always at this time of year, the men brought their famlies to the
cabins, not anxious to pitch small tents against the highly variable nights.
The young single girls cane, too, seeking their special conquests. Sos nerged
with these groups in crowded camaraderie, sleeping on the floor when
necessary, declining to share a bunk if it nmeant parting with his bracelet,
and conversing with others on sundry subjects: Sol's tribe? No-no one knew its
present whereabouts, though some had heard of it. Big tribe-a thousand
warriors, wasn't it? Maybe he should ask one of the masters; they generally
kept track of such things.

The second day out Sos engaged in a status match with a sticker. The man
had questioned whether a sinple I ength of rope could be seriously considered a
weapon, and Sos had offered to denonstrate, in friendly fashion. Curious
byst anders gathered around as the two nen entered the circle

Sos's intensive practice had left his body in better condition than ever
bef ore. He had thought he had attained his full growh two years ago, but the
organs and flesh of his body had continued to change, slowy. |ndeed, he
seened to be running nore and nore to nuscle, and today was a flat solid man
of consi derabl e power. He wondered sonetinmes whet her he had been touched by
radi ati on, and whether it could act in this fashion

He was ready, physically-but it had been a long time since he took the
circle with a weapon. Hi s hands becane sweaty, and he suddenly felt unsure of
hinsel f, a stranger in this ring of physical decision. Could he still fight?
He had to; all his hopes depended upon this.

H's rope was a slender netallic cord twenty-five feet |ong, capped and
wei ghted at either end. He wore it coiled about his shoul ders when traveling,
and it weighed several pounds.

Stupid had learned to watch the rope. Sos | oosened several feet of it
and held a slack loop in one hand as he faced the other man, and Stupid
qui ckly made for a nearby tree. The two sticks glinted as the other attacked,
the right beating at his head while the |left maintained a defensive guard. Sos
junped clear, bounding to the far side of the circle. H s nervousness vani shed
as the action began, and he knew he was all right. H's rope shot out as the
man advanced again, entangling the offensive wist. A yank, and the sticker
was pulled forward, stunbling.

Sos jerked expertly and the cord fell free, just as he had practiced it,
and snapped back to his waiting hand. The nan was on himagain, directing
qui ck blows with both sticks so that a single throw could not interfere with



the pair. Sos flipped a central |oop over the sticker's neck, ducked under his
ann and | eaped for the far side of the ring again. The | oop tightened, choking
the man and pulling himhel pl essly backward.

Anot her jerk and the rope fell free again. Sos could have kept it taut
and finished the fight imediately, but he preferred to make a point. He
wanted to prove, to other and to hinself, that the rope could win in a nunber
of guises-and to discover any weaknesses in it before he had a serious
encount er.

The sticker approached nore cautiously the third time keeping one arm
high to ward off the snaking rope. The man knew now that the coil was an
oddity but no toy; a weapon to be wary of. He junped in suddenly, thinking to
score a blow by surprise--and Sos smacked himblindingly across the forehead
with the end.

The man reel ed back, grasping the fact of defeat. A red welt appeared
just above his eyes, and it was obvious that the rope could have struck an
inch | ower and done terrible damage, had Sos chosen so. As it was, his eyes
wat ered profusely, and the sticker had to strike out al nmost randonly

Sos |l et down his guard, |ooking for a kind way to finish the
encount er-and the man happened to connect with hard rap to the side of his
head. The singlestick was no club, but still could easily knock out a man, and
Sos was monentarily shaken. Hi s opponent followed up with the other stick
i medi ately, raining bl ows upon head and shoul ders before Sos coul d pl unge
away.

He had been away fromthe circle too long! He should never have eased
his own attack. He was fortunate that the other was operating on reflex rather
than cal cul ated skill and had struck w thout proper aim He had his | esson
and he would not forget it.

Sos stayed away until his head was clear, then set aboul finishing it.
He wrapped the rope about the nman's | egs, |assoing them and yanked the feet
fromunder. He bent over the sticker, this time bunching his shoulders to
absorb the ineffective bl ows, and pinioned both arns with a second | oop. He
gripped the coils with both hands strategically placed, lifted, and heaved.

The man came up. hogtied and hel pl ess. Sos whirled himaround in a
conplete arc and |l et go. The body flew out of the ring and | anded on the | awn
beyond the gravel. He had not been seriously hurt, but was conpletely
humi | i at ed.

The rope had proven itself in conbat.

The foll owi ng weeks established Sos as a reputable fighter against other
weapons as well. Hi s educated rope quickly snared the hand that wi el ded sword
or club, defending by incapacitating the offense, and the throttle-coil kept
the flashing hands of the dagger away. Only against the staff did he have
serious-trouble. The long pole effectively prevented himfrom | ooping the
hands, since it extended the necessary range for a | asso enornously and tended
to tangle his rope and slow alternate attacks. Werever he flung, there was
the Iength of rigid netal, blocking him But the staff was mainly a defensive

weapon, which gave himtinme to search out an opening and prevail. He nade a
ment al note, however: never tackle the quarterstaff when in a hurry.
Still there was no positive word on Sol's tribe. It was as though it had

di sappeared, though he was certain this was not the case. Finally he took the
advice offered the first night and sought the nearest major tribe.

Thi s happened to be the Pit doubles. He was not at all sure that their
| eader would give information to an isolated warrior nerely because he asked
for it. The Pit master had a reputation for being surly and secretive. But Sos
had no partner to nake a doubl es challenge for information, and none of the
men he had nmet were ones he cared to trust his life to in the circle.

He gave a nmental shrug and set course for the Pit encanprment. He. woul d
dodge that obstacle when he came to it.

Three days later he net a huge clubber anbling in the opposite
direction, tossing his weapon into the air and humm ng tunel essly. Sos
st opped, surprised, but there was no doubt.



It was Bog, the indefatigable sw nger who had battered Sol for half a
day, for the sheer joy of fighting.

"Bog!" he cried.

The gi ant stopped, not recognizing him "Wo you?" he demanded, pointing
the club. . -

Sos expl ai ned where they had nmet. "Good fight!" Bog excl ai ned,
renmenbering Sol. But he did not know or care where Sol's tribe had gone.

"Why not travel with nme?" Sos asked him thinking of the Pit doubles. To
teamw th such a man-! "I'mlooking for Sol., Maybe we can find hi mtogether
Maybe anot her good fight."

"Ckay!" Bog agreed heartily. "You come with nme."

"But | want to inquire at the Pit's. You're going the wong way."

Bog did not follow the reasoning. "My way," he said firmy, hefting the
cl ub.

Sos could think of only one way to budge hima dangerous way. "I'l
fight you for it. I win, we go ny way. Ckay?"

"Ckay!" he agreed with frightening enthusiasm The prospect of a fight
al ways swayed Bog.

Sos had to backtrack two hours' journey to reach the nearest circle, and
by that tine it was |late afternoon. The giant was eager to do battle, however.

"Al'l right-but we quit at dusk."

"Ckay!" And they entered the circle as people rushed up to witness the
entertai nnment. Sone had seen Bog fight before, or heard of him and others had
encountered Sos. There was consi derabl e specul ati on about the outcome of this
unusual match. Mbst of it consisted of estimates of the nunber of mnutes or
seconds it would require for Bog to take the victory.

It was fully as bad as he had feared. Bog bl asted away with his club,
heedl ess of obstructions. Sos ducked and weaved and backpedal ed, feeling naked
wi t hout a solid weapon, knowi ng that sooner O later the ferocious club would
catch up to him Bog didn't seemto realize that his blows hurt his opponents;
to him it was all sport.

Sos | ooped the armwith a quick throw and Bog swing wi thout change of
pace, yanking the rope and Sos after him The man had incredi bl e power! Sos
dropped the garrote over his head and tightened it behind the trenmendous
neck-and Bog kept sw ngi ng, unheeding, the nuscles lining that columm so
power ful that he could not be choked.

The spectators gaped, but Bog was not even aware of them Sos saw a
coupl e of themtouch their necks and knew they were marveling at Bog's
i nvul nerability. Sos gave up the choke and concentrated on Bog's feet, |ooping
t hem t oget her when he had the chance and yanki ng. The big man sinply stood
there, |egs spread, bal anced by the backlash of his own sw ngs, and caught the
taut rope with a nmash that ripped the other end from Sos's hands painfully.

By the time he recovered it, Bog was free, still swi nging gleefully. Sos
has managed to avoid anything nore serious than grazing bl ows-but these were
savage enough. It was only a matter of tine, unless he retreated fromthe
circle before getting tagged.

He cou'd not give up! He needed this man's assistance, and he had to
ascertain that his weapon was effective against a top warrior as well as the
nmedi ocre ones. He deci ded upon one desperate stratagem

Sos | ooped, not Bog's arm but the club itself, catching it just above
the handle. Instead of tightening the coil, however, he let it ride, keeping
t he rope slack as he ducked under the notion. As he did so, he dropped the
rest of the rope to the ground, placed both feet upon it, and shifted his ful
weight to rest there.

As the club conpleted its journey the rope snapped taut. Sos was jerked
off his feet by the yank-but the club received an equal shock, right at the
nmonent | east expected by the wielder. It twisted in Bog's hand as the head
flipped over-and flew out of the circle.

Bog stared at the distant weapon openmout hed. He did not understand what
had happened. Sos got to his feet and hefted his rope-but he still wasn't sure



he coul d make the giant concede defeat.

Bog started to go after his club, but halted as he realized that he
could not | eave the circle w thout being adjudged the |oser. He was baffl ed.
"Drawl " Sos shouted in a fit '"of inspiration. "Tie! Food! Quit!"

"Ckay!" Bog replied automatically. Then, before the man could figure out
what it neant, Sos took his armin a friendly grasp and gui ded hi mout of the
ar ena.

"It was a draw," Sos told him "As with Sol. That neans nobody won,
nobody lost. W're even. So we have to fight together next tine. Ateam"

Bog thought about it. He grinned. "Ckay!" He was nothing if not
agreeabl e, once the |ogic was properly presented.

That ni ght no wonmen happened 'to be available for a bracelet. Bog | ooked
around the cabin, circled the center colum once in perplexity, and finally
turned on the television. For the rest of the evening he was absorbed by the
silent figures gesticulating there, smling with pleasure at the occasi ona
cartoons. He was the first person Sos had seen actually watch television for
any length of tine.

Two days later they found the large Pit tribe. Twi n spokesmen cane Cut
to neet them Sos's suspicions had been correct: the master would not even
talk to him

"Very well. | challenge the master to conbat in the circle.™

"You," the left spokesman said dryly, "and who el se?

"And Bog the club, here.”

"As you wi sh. You will neet one of our |lesser teans first!"

"One, two, three a'tine!l" Bog exclaimed. "Good, good.!"

"What ny partner neans," Sos said snmoothly, "is that we will neet your
first, second and third teans-consecutively." He put a handsome sneer into his
voice. "Then we will sell themback to your master for suitable information
They will not be able to travel, in their condition."

"W shall see," the man said coolly.

The Pit's first teamwas a pair of swords. The two nmen were of even
hei ght and build, perhaps brothers, and seenmed to know each other's | ocation
and posture wi thout |ooking. This was a highly polished teamthat had fought
toget her for many years, he was sure. A highly dangerous team better than any
he had trained in the badlands canp . . . and he and Bog had never fought
toget her before. As a matter of fact, neither of them had fought in any team
bef ore, and Bog hardly understood what it was all about.

But Sos was counting on the fact that the rope weapon woul d be strange
to these nen-and Bog was Bog. "Now remenber," Sos cautioned him "I'm on your
side. Don't hit ne."

"Ckay!" Bog agreed, a little dubiously. To him anything in the circle
with himwas fair game, and he still wasn't entirely clear on the details of
thi s special arrangenent.

The two sworders functioned beautifully. Both were expert. Wiile one
sl ashed, the other parried, and while the first recovered, his partner took
the of fense. Every so often with no apparent signal they |unged together, twn
bl ades swi nging with synchroni zed precision just inches apart.

This, at any rate, was the way it was during the brief practice they
engaged in prior to the formal battle. The, situation changed sonewhat when
Bog and Sos 'took the circle against them

Bog, turned on by the circle in the usual fashion, blasted away at both
opponent s sinultaneously, while Sos stood back and twirled the end of his rope
and watched, only cautioning his partner when Bog began to forget who was on
whi ch side. The devastating club knocked both swords aside, then swept back to
knock them again, to the consternation of the Pit team They didn't know what
to make of it and couldn't quite believe that it was happening.

But they were neither cowardly nor stupid. Very soon they split apart,
one attenpting to engage Bog defensively fromthe front while the other edged
to the side for an angled cut.

That was when Sos's rope snaked out and caught his wist. It was the



only move Sos made, but it sufficed. Bog smashed them out of opposite sides of
the circle, and Sos was right: they were not in fit condition to travel

The second team consisted of two clubs. A good idea, Sos thought, giving
the Pit director due credit, but not good enough. Bog nowed t hem both down
zestfully while Sos continued to stay out of harm s way. The contest was over
even nore quickly than the first.

The Pit strategist, however, |earned from experience. The third team
consisted of a staffer and a netter

Sos knew i mredi ately that it meant trouble. He had only | earned of the
exi stence of non-standard weapons after returning to gain the advice of his
ment or, Principal Jones. The very fact that a man had a net and knew how to
use it in the circle neant that he had had crazy training-and that was
danger ous.

It was. The noment the four were in the circle, the netter nade his
cast-and Bog was hopel essly entangled. He tried to swing, but the pliant nylon
strands held himin. He tried to punch the net away, but did not know how.
Meanwhil e the netter drew the fine but exceedingly strong nmesh cl oser and
cl oser about him wuntil Bog tripped an crashed to the ground, a giant cocoon

Al this tine Sos was trying savagely to reach and hel p his partner-but
the staff held himat bay. The man mad no aggressive nmoves; he only bl ocked
Sos off, and at that sinple task he was npost effective. The staffer never
| ooked behind him having full confidence in his partner, and as |long as he
concentrated on Sos and refused to be draw out, Sos could not hurt him

The netter finished his job of wapping and began rollin the hapl ess Bog
out O the circle, net and all Sos could guess what was com ng next: the
netter deprived of his own weapon, would grab for the rope, taking whateve
puni shment he had to to get a grip on it. Then he would keep pulling while his
partner took the offensive. Al the netter needed was an opening, with the
staffer's distractions and two nen agai nst one. The netter would naturally be
good with his bare hands on anything flexible.

"Roll, Bog, roll!" Sos shouted. "Back in the circle! Roll! For once in
his life Bog understood i mediately. He wapped body flexed |like a huge grub
then countered the netter's efforts to mani pulate himover the rim Bog was
hefty hunk of man and could hardly be nmoved against his will; Bog grunted, the
staffer |ooked-and that was his m stake.

Sos' s rope whi pped around the man's neck and brough hi m down choki ng,
while the Pit spectators groaned. Sos hurdled his hunchi ng body and | anded on
t he back of the straining netter. He clasped the man in his anus, pickei him
up and threw himdown on top of his rising partner. A quick series of |oops,
and both nen were bound to gether, the staff crossw se between them Sos did

not fool ishly approach them again. They could still naneuve together, or grab
hi m and hang on. Instead he bent to th net, searching out the convolutions and
ripping them'awa: fromBog's body. "Lie still!" he yelled in Bog's ear as the
cocoon continued to struggle. "It's nme! Sos!"

Untended, the two Pit' men rapidly fought free. Now they had possession
of both staff and, rope, while only Bog's | egs were | oose fromthe
conplicated, tenacious net Sos had lost his play for tine.

"Roll, Bog, roll!" he shouted again, and gave his partner a vigorous
urge in the right direction. Bog kicked his legs and tried, but the notion was
clumsy. The two opponents hurdl ed himeasily-and were caught at wai st hei ght
by Sos's flying tackle.

Al four men | anded in a heap, entangled by rope and net. But the net
was spoken for while the rope was | oose. Sos quickly wapped it around al
three nen and knotted it securely about the' striving 'bundle. Bog, finding
the netter similarly bound, grinned through the mesh and heaved his bul k
about, trying to crush the man.

Sos extracted the staff and aimed its blunt tip at the head of its
owner. "Stop!" the Pit spokesman cried. "W yield W yield!"

Sos smiled. He had not really intended to deliver such an unfair bl ow.

"Tormorrow the Pits will speak with you," the spokesman said, no |onger



so distant. He watched the three nen work their way out of the involuntary
enbrace. "Qur hospitality, tonight."

It was good hospitality. After a full neal, Sos and Bog retired to the
nearest hostel, that the Pit tribe had vacated for their use. Two pretty girls
showed up to claimtheir bracelets. "Not for nme," Sos said, thinking of Sola.
"No offense."

"I take both!" Bog cried. Sos left himto his pleasures; it was the
rope's turn to watch tel evision

In the norning Sos | earned why the Pits were so secretive about their
persons-and why they had formed the doubles tribe. They were Sianese tw ns:
two nmen joined together by a supple band of flesh at the waist. Both were
swords, and Sos was certain that their teamwork, when they fought, was
unexcel | ed.

"Yes, we know of Sol's tribe," the left one said. "Tribes, rather. Two
nmont hs ago he split his group into ten subtribes of a hundred warriors each
and they 'are roving about the country, expanding again. One of themis coning
to meet us in the circle soon."

"Ch? Who governs it?"

"Tor the Sword. He is reputed to be an able | eader.™

"So | can believe."

"May we inquire your business with Sol? If you seek to join a tribe
yoursel f, we can offer you and your partner an advantageous situation-"

Sos politely declined. "My business is of a private nature. But | am
sure Bog will be happy to remain for a few days by hinself to give your teans
practice, so long as your nen, woren and food hold out.. ."

CHAPTER TWELVE

"I's this the tribe of Sol of all weapons?" Sos inquired. He had not waited for
the arrival of Tor's subordinate at the Pit canp, much as he woul d have

enj oyed being on hand for the contest of wits between Tor and the perceptive
Pit strategist. It would probably be a standoff. It was Sol he was after, and
now t hat he knew where to find himno further delay was tol erable.

As it happened, he had nmet Tor on the way, and obtained updating and
redirection-but it was hard to believe, even so, that this was the proper
canp.

Warriors were practicing everywhere, none of themfamliar. Yet this was
the only major group in the arena, so the directions had not been m staken
Had he traveled a nonth only to encounter Sol's conqueror? He hoped not. The
canp was well disciplined, but he did not like its atnosphere.

"Speak to Vit the Sword," the nearest man told him

Sos searchedout the main tent and asked for Vit. "Wo are you?" the tent
guard, a swarthy dagger, demanded, eying the bird on his shoul der."’

"Step into the circle and I will show you who | am" Sos said angrily.
He had had enough of such bureaucracy.

The guard whistled and a nan detached hinmself frompractice and trotted
over. "This intruder wi shes to nake hinself known in the circle," the dagger
sai d contenptuously, "Cblige him"

The man turned to study Sos.

"Mk the Morningstar!" Sos cried.

Mok started. "Sos! You have cone back-and Stupid, too! | did not
recogni ze you, in all that nuscle!"

"You know this man?" the guard inquired.

"Know him This is Sos-the man who built this tribe! Sol's friend!"

The guard shrugged indifferently. "Let himprove it in the circle.™

"You nuts? He doesn't carry a-" Mk paused. "Or do you, now?"

Sos had his rope about him but the nman had not recognized it as a
weapon. "I do. Cone, I'Il denonstrate."



"Why not try it against the staff or sticks?" Mk suggested
di plomatically. "My weapon is-"

"I's dangerous? You seemto lack faith in nmy prowess."

"Ch, no," Mk protested, obviously insincere. "But you know how it is
with the star. One accident-"

Sos | aughed. "You force nme to vindicate nyself. Cone- 1'll make a
bel i ever out of you."
Mok acconpanied himto the circle, ill at ease. "If anything happens-"

"This is ny weapon," Sos said, hefting a coil of rope. "If you are
afraid to face it, sunmon a better man."

Several nei ghboring nen chuckl ed, and Mok had to take the circle. Sos
knew the jibe had been unfair; the man had wanted to spare himfrom possible
mutil ati on. Mok was no coward, and since he was still with the tribe, his
skill was sufficient too. But it was inportant that the rope prove itself as a
real weapon; nen |like Mok would not believe in Sos's new status as a warrior
ot herw se.

Friendship ended in the circle, always. Mk lifted his mnorningstar and
whirled the spiked ball in an overhead spiral. He had to attack, since the
weapon coul d not be used defensively. Sos had never faced the star before and
di scovered that it was a peculiarly frightening experience. Even the faint
tune of air passing the circling spikes was om nous.

Sos bcked away, treating the flying ball with utnost respect. He fired a
length of rope at it, caught the metal chain, fouled it, and yanked ball,
chain and handl e out of Mk's hand. Mk stood there staring, as Bog had done
before him The spectators | aughed.

"If any of you think you can do better, step inside," Sos invited.

A sticker was quick to accept the challenge-and as quick to fall to the
throttle-loop. This tine it was Mk who | aughed. "Cone-you rmust see Vit now"

A group of nen continued to stand around the vacated circle, murmuring
as Sos left. They had never witnessed such a performance.

"I"mglad you're back," Mk confided as they cane to the tent. "Things
aren't the same around here since-" he broke off as they approached the guard.

This time there was no trouble about entry. Mk ushered himinto the
| eader' s presence.

"Yes?' Vit was a tall slender, dour man of middle years who | ooked
fam liar. The name, also, jogged an image. Then Sos placed him the sworder
that Dal the Dagger had humiliated, back in the first full-fledged triba
encounter. Tinmes had certainly changed!

"I am Sos the Rope. | have cone to talk to Sol ."

"By what right?"

Mok started to explain, but Sos had had enough. He knew Vit recognized
himand was sinmply placing difficulties in his way. "By the right of ny
weapon! Challenge me in the circle before you attenpt to balk ne!" It was good
to be able to assume this posture again; the weapon nade all the difference.
Sos realized that he was being | ess than reasonabl e, and enjoyed the feeling.

Vit nerely | ooked at him "Are you that rope who di narmed Bog the club
five weeks ago in the east?"

"I am" Sos was beginning to appreciate why Vit had risen to such a
position of power so rapidly: he had conplete conmand of his tenper and knew
hi s busi ness.

Apparently supremacy in the circle was no | onger a requirenment for
| eader shi p.

"Sol will see you tonorrow "

"Tonorrow '

"He is absent on business today. Accept our hospitality tonight."

Sol away on business? He did not like the snmell of that. Sol should have
no reason to recruit warriors alone, any nore-not with ten tribes to nanage,
the nucl eus of his enpire. He could not be inspecting any of those tribes,
either; the nearest was at |east a week away.

A worman emerged froma conpartnent and wal ked slowy toward them She



was dressed in a breathtakingly snug sarong and wore very |long, very black
hai r.

It was Sol a.

Sos started toward her, only to be blocked by Vit. "Eyes off that Wman!
She belongs to the master!"

Sol a | ooked up and recogni zed him "Sos!" she cried then checked
herself. "I know this man," she said formally to Vit. "I will speak to him"

"You '"WIIl not speak to him" Vit stood firmy between them

Sos gripped his rope, furious, but Sola backed away and retreated into
her compartment. Mk tugged his arm and he controlled hinmself and wheel ed
about. Sonething was certainly wong, but this was not the noment for action
It would not be wise to betray his forner intinmacy with Sol a.

"All the old stalwarts are gone," Mk said sadly as the enmerged. "Tyl,
Tor, Say, Tun-hardly any of the ones we built the badlands camp with are here
t oday. "

"What happened to then?" He knew al ready, but wanted nore infornmation
The nore he saw of this tribe, the less he liked it. Was Sol still in control
or had he becone a figurehead? Had there been some private treachery to
i ncapaci tate hinf

"They command the other tribes. Sol trusts no one you did not train. W
need you again, Sos. | wish we were back in the badlands, the way it was
before. "

"Sol seens to trust Vit."

"Not to command. This is Sol's own tribe, and he runs it hinself, with
advisors. Vit just handles the details."

"Such as keeping Sol a penned up?"

"Sol makes himdo it. She is allowed to see no one while he is away. So
would kill Vit if-but | told you, everything is different."

Sos agreed, profoundly disturbed. The canp was efficient, but the nen
were strangers to him He recognized no nore than half a dozen of the hundred
or so he saw. It was a strange pass when the cl osest conpanion he could find
in Sol's tribe was Mk-whose dealing with him had al ways been brief before.
This was not, in fact, a tribe at all; it was a mlitary canp, of the type he
had read about, with a mlitary martinet in charge. The esprit de corps he had
fostered was gone.

He accepted a small tent on the outskirts, alone, for the night. He was
troubl ed, but still did not want to act until he understood the ramfications
of what he had observed. Evidently the dour Vit had been put in charge because
he foll owed orders w thout imagination and was probably conpletely trustworthy
in that respect. But why the need?

Sonet hi ng had gone drastically wong, and he could not believe that his
own absence could account for it. Tor's tribe was hardly like this. \Wat had
taken the spirit out of Sol's drive for enpire?

A worman canme quietly to the tent. "Bracelet?" she inquired, her voice
nmuf fl ed, her face hidden in the dusk

"No!" he snapped, turning his eyes fromthe hourglass figure that showed
in provocative silhouette against the distant evening fires.

She tugged open the nmesh and kneeled to show her face.

"Wul d you shame nme, Sos?"

"I "asked for no woman," he said, not |ooking at her

"Go away. No offense.”

She did not nove. "G eensleeves,

H s head jerked up. "Solal"

"It was never your habit to nake me wait so long for recognition," she
said with wy reproof. "Let ne in before someone sees.” She scranbl ed inside
and refastened the nmesh. "I changed places with the girl assigned, so | think
we're safe. But still-"

"What are you doing here? | thought you weren't-"

She stripped and crawled into his bedroll. "You nust have been
exerci sing!"

she mur nur ed.



"Not any nore."

"Ch, but you have! | never felt such a nuscul ar body."

"I mean we're not- lovers any nore. If you won't nmeet me by day, | won't
nmeet you by night."

"Why did you cone, then?' she inquired, placing against hima body that
had becone magni ficent. Her pregnancy of the year before had enhanced her
physi cal attributes.

"I came to claimyou honorably."

"Claimne, then! No man but you has touched nme since we first nmet."

"Tonmorrow. G ve back his bracelet and take mne, publicly.”

"I wll," she said. "Now"

"“No!

She drew back and tried to see his face in the dark. "You nean it."
"I love you. | canme for you. But | will have you honorably."

She sighed. "Honor is not quite- that sinple, Sos.
began putting on her cl ot hing.

"What has happened here? \Where is Sol ? Wiy are you hiding from peopl e?"

"You left us, Sos. That's what happened. You were the heart of us."

But she got up and

"That doesn't make sense. | had to | eave. You were having the baby. His
son. "

"No. "

"That was the price of you. I will not pay it again. This time it has to

be my son, conceived upon ny bracelet.”

"You don't understand anything!" she cried in frustration

He paused, knowing the mnmystery to be yet unfathomed. "Did it die?"

"No! That's not the point. That-oh, you stupid, stupid clubhead! You-"
She choked over her own enotion -and faced away from him sobbi ng.

She was nore artful, too, than she had been, he thought. He did not
yield. He let her run down, unmoving.

Finally she wi ped her face and crawl ed out of the tent. He -was al one.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

Sol was a little leaner, a little nore serious, but retained the uncanny grace
hi s coordi nation provided. "You cane!" he exclai ned, grasping Sos's hand in an
unusual display of pleasure.

"Yesterday," Sos said, somewhat enbarrassed. "l saw Vit, but he woul dn't
let me talk to your' wife, and | hardly know the others here." How nuch shoul d
he say?

"She shoul d have conme to you anyway. Vit knows nothing." He paused
refiectively. "W do not get along. She keeps to herself."

So Sol still didn't care about Sola. He had protected her for the sake
of the coming heir and no | onger even bothered with pretense. But why, then
had he kept her isolated? It had never been Sol's way to be pointlessly
sel fish.

"I have a weapon now," Sos said. Then, as the other |ooked at him"The

rope."

"I amglad of it."

There did not seemto be nuch else to say. Their reunion, like their
parting, was an awkward thing.

"Come," Sol said abruptly. "I will show her to you."

Sos followed himinto the main tent, unconfortably of fbal ance. He shoul d
have admitted that he had talked with Sola and prevented this spurious
i ntroduction. He had come on a matter of honor, yet he was nmaking hinself a
liar.

Not hi ng was falling out quite the way he had expected- but the
di fferences were intangible. The subtle wongnesses were entangling him as
t hough he had fallen prey in the circle to the net.



They stopped before a honmemade crib in a small conpartrment. Sol |eaned
down to pick up a chuckling baby "This is ny daughter," he said. "Six nonths,
this week."

Sos stood with one hand on- his rope, speechless gazing at the
bl ack-haired infant. A daughter! Somehow that possibility had never occurred
to him

"She will be as beautiful as her nother," Sol said proudly. "See her
smle."”

"Yes," Sos agreed, feeling every bit as stupid as Sola had called him
The nane shoul d not have gone to his bird.

"Come," Sol repeated. "W will take her for a walk." He hefted the baby
upon his shoulder and |l ed the way. Sos followed nunbly, realizing that this
was the fermal e they had come to see, not the mother. If he had only known, or
guessed, or allowed hinmself to hear, |ast night.

Sola nmet themat the entrance. "I would come," she said

Sol sounded annoyed. "Cone, then, woman. We only wal k. "

The little party threaded its way out of the canp and into the nearby
forest. It was like old times, when they had journeyed to the badl ands yet
conpletely different. What incredible things had grown fromthe early
coi nci dence of nanes!

This was all wong. He had come to claimthe wonan he |oved, to
chal l enge Sol for her in the circle if he had to yet he could not get the
words out. He loved her and she | oved himand her nom nal husband adnitted the
marriage was futile-but Sos felt like a terrible intruder

Stupid fl ew ahead, happy to sport anong the forest shadows; or perhaps
there were insects there.

This could not go on. "I canme for Sola," he said baldly.

Sol did not even hesitate. "Take her." It was as though the worman were
not present.

"My bracelet, on her- wist," Sos said, wondering whether he had been
understood. "My children by her. She shall be Sosa."

"Certainly."

Thi s was beyond credence. "You have no conditions?"

"Only your friendship."

Sos spluttererd, "This is not a friendly matter!"

"Why not? | have preserved her only for you."

"You-Vit-?" This el aborate guardi anship had been for his, Sos's benefit?
" \Nhy - 2"

"I would have her take no |l esser nanme," Sol said.

Why not, indeed? There seemed to be no barrier to an am cabl e changeover
but it was wong. It couldn't work. He could not put his finger on the flaw,
but knew there was sormet hi ng.

"Gve nme Soli," Sola said.

Sol hanaed the baby over. She opened her dress and held Soli to her
breast to nurse as they wal ked.

And that was it. The baby! "Can she | eave her nother?" Sos asked.

"No," Sola replied

"You will not take ny daughter,"” Sol said, raising his voice for the
first tinme.

"No-of course not. But until she is weaned-"

"Until, nothing," Sola- said firmy. "She's ny daughter, too. She stays
with ne."

"Soli is mne!" Sol said with utter conviction. "You woman-stay or go as
you will, wear whose clasp you will-but Soli is mne."

The baby | ooked up and began to cry. Sol reached over and took the
little girl, and she fell contentedly silent. Sola nade a face but said
not hi ng.

"I make no cl ai mupon your daughter,’
cannot | eave her nother-"

Sal found a fallen tree and sat down upon it, balancing Soli upon his

Sos said carefully. "But if she



knee. "Sorrow fell upon our canmp when you departed. Now you are back, and with
your weapon. Govern mny tribe, ny enpire, as you did before. | would have you
by ny side again."

"But | cane to take Sola away with nme! She cannot stay here after she
exchanges bracelets. It would bring shame upon us both."

n \N]y?ll
"Sosa nursing Sol's child?"
Sol thought about it. "Let her wear ny bracelet, then. She will still be

yours.
"You woul d wear the horns?"
Sol jiggled Soli on his knee. He began to huma tune then, catching the
range, he sang the words in a fine clear tenor

Fromthis valley they say you are going

W shall mss your bright eyes and sweet snile
For they say you are taking the sunshine

That brightens our pathway a while.

Cone and sit by ny-,

Sos interrupted him appalled. "You heard!"

"I heard who my true friend was, when | was in fever and could not nove
nmy body or save nyself frominjury. | heard who carried ne when | would have
died. If | nust wear the horns, these are the horns I would wear, for all to
see. "

"No!" Sos cried, shocked.

"Only | eave ne ny daughter; the rest is yours."

"Not dishonor!" Yet it seened late for this protest. "I will not accept
di shonor-yours or mne."
"Nor |," Sola said quietly. "Not now "

"How can there be di shonour amobng us!" Sol said fervently. "There is
only friendship."

They faced each other in silence then, searching for the solution. Sos
ran over the alternatives in his mnd, again and again, but nothing changed.
He coul d | eave-and give up all his dreans of union with the wonan he | oved,
whil e she remained with a man she did not |ove and who cared nothing for her
Coul d he take confort in such as blonde Mss Smth, while that situation
exi sted? Or he could stay-and accept the dishonorable liaison that woul d
surely emerge, knowi ng hinself to be unworthy of his position and his weapon.

O he could fight-for a woman and honor. Everything or nothing.

Sol net his gaze. He had come to the sane concl usion

"Make a circle," he said.

"No!" Sola cried, realizing what was happening. "It is wong either
way! "

"That is why it nmust be settled in the circle," Sos told her
regretfully. "You and your daughter nust be together. You shall be-either
-way. "

"I will leave Soli," she said with difficulty. "Do not fight again." ,

Sol still sat holding the baby, |ooking very little |like the master of
an enpire. "No-for a mother to | eave her- child is worse than for the | eader
to leave his tribe. | did not think of that before, but |I know it now "

"But you brought no weapon," the said, frying to stave it off.

Sol ignored her and | ooked at Sos. "I would not kill you. You rmay serve
me if you wi sh, and do what you wi sh-but never again will you bear weapon
against me," he finished with sone force

"I would not kill you either. You may keep your weapons' and your

enpire-but child and nother go with ne."

And that defined it. If Sal won, Sos woul d be deprived of any honorable
means to advance his case, which would nmean that he was hel pless. If Sos won,
Sol woul d have to give up the baby, leaving Sola free to go with the rope.



The wi nner woul d have his desire; the |oser, what renmained.

What remmi ned, despite the theoretical generosity of the terns, was the
nountain. Sos would not remain to adulterate the bracelet Sola wore or return
in shame to the crazies' establishnent. Sal would spurn his enpire, once
mastered in conmbat; that had al ways been clear. It was not a pretty situation
and the victor would have his sorrows, but it was a fair solution. Trial by
conbat .

"Make the circle,"” Sol said again.

"But your weapon-" They were repeating thenselves. Neither really wanted
to fight. Was there sone other way out?

Sal handed the baby to Sol a and peered through the trees. He located a
suitabl e sapling and stripped the branches and | eaves by hand. Seeing his
intent, Sos proceeded to clear a place on the forest floor to forma roughly
| evel disk of earth the proper size. The arrangenents were crude, but this was
not a matter either nan eared to advertise in front of the tribe.

They met, standing on opposite sides of the nakeshift arena, Sol a
standi ng anxiously near. The scene rem nded Sos of their first encounter
except for the baby in Sola's arns.

Sos now far outwei ghed his opponent, and held a weapon he was sure So
had never seen before. Sol, on the other hand, held a makeshift inplenent but
he was the finest warrior ever seen in the area, and the weapon he had
fashi oned was a staff.

The one thing the rope was weak agai nst.

Had Sol's barrow been avail able, he m ght have taken the sword the club
or one of the other standardized instrunments of battle, but in his
self-reliance he had procured what could be had fromnature, and with it,

t hough he could not know it yet, the victory.

"After this we shall be friends," Sol said.

"W shall be friends." And sonmehow that was nore inportant than all the
rest of it. They stepped into the circle.

The baby cri ed.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

It was midsumer by the time he stood at the foot of the mountain. This
was a strange heap of lava and sl ag towering above the tw sted | andscape,
scul ptured in some manner by the Blast but free of radiation. Shrubs and
stunted trees approached the base, but only weeds and |ichen ascended the
nountain itself. -

Sos peered up but could not see the top. A few hundred yards ahead,
great projections of nmetallic material obscured the view, asynmetrical and
ugly. diding birds of prey circled- high in the haze overhead, watching him

There was wi nd upon the mountain, not fierce, but howing dismally
around the brutal serrations. The sky above it was overcast and yell ow sh.

This was surely the nountain of death. No one could mstake it.

He touched his fingers to his shoulder and lifted Stupid.

The bird had never been handsone; his nottled brown feathers al ways
seened to have been recently ruffled, and the distribution of colors renai ned
haphazar d- but Sos had becone accustonmed to every avian mannerismin the tine
they had had their association. "This is about as far as you go, little
friend," he said. "I go up, never to come down again-but it is not your turn.
Those vultures aren't after you."

He flicked the bird into the air, but Stupid spread his wi ngs, circled,
and came to roost again upon his shoul der

Sos shrugged. "I give you your freedom but you do not take it. Stupid.”
It was neaningl ess, but he was touched. How could the bird know what was
ahead?

For that matter, how could anyone know? How much of human |oyalty and



| ove was sinply ignorance of destiny?

He still wore the rope, but no | onger as a weapon. He caught a
| angui shing, sapling and stripped it as Sal had done, meking himself a crude
staff for balance during the clinmb. He adjusted his heavy pack and noved out.

The projections were netal -enornmous sheets and beans nmelted at the edges
and corners, securely enbedded in the main mass, the crevices filled with
pebbles and dirt. It was as though a thousand nmen had shoved it together and
set fire to it all-assurning that metal would burn. Perhaps they had poured
al cohol upon it? O course not; this was the handiwrk of the Bl ast.

Even at this term nal stage of his life, Sos retained his curiosity
about the phenonenon of the Blast. What was its nature, and how had it w ought
such diverse things as the invisibly dangerous badl ands and the nountain of
death? If it had been unl eashed sonehow by man hinsel f, as the crazies
cl ai med, why had the ancients chosen to do it?

It was the riddle of all things, unanswerable as ever. The nodern world
began with the Blast; what preceded it was largely conjecture. The crazies
clained that there had been a strange other society before it, a world of
i ncredi bl e machi nes and | uxury and know edge, little of which survived.

But while he half believed them and the venerable texts nade convincing
evi dence, the practical side of himset it all aside as unproven. He had
descri bed past history to others as though it were fact, but it was as
realistic to believe that the books thensel ves, along with the nmen and
| andscape, had been created in one nonent fromthe void, by the Bl ast.

He was del aying the clinb unnecessarily. If he nmeant to do it, now was
the tine. If fear turned himback, he should adnit it, rather than pretending
to phil osophize. One way or the other: action

He roped a beam and haul ed hinmsel f up, staff jamred down between his
back and the pack. There was probably an easier way to ascend, since the many
men who had gone before hi mwoul d not have had ropes or known how to use them
but he had not come to expire the easy way.

Stupid, dislodged, flew up' and perched on the beam peeking down at,
him The bird never criticized, never got in the way; he wi nged hinself to
safety when there was action in the circle or in the tent at night, but always
cane back. He waited only for the conquest of this particular hazard, before
joining his conmpanion. Was this the definition of true friendship?

Sos scrambled to the upper surface of the beam ail sl odged the rope. Sure
enough, Stupid swooped in, brushing the tip of a wing against his right ear
Al ways the right shoul der, never the left! But not for |ong-the outcropping
was nmerely the first of many, vertical and horizontal and angled, |arge and
smal |l and indefinite, straight and | ooped and twisted. It would be a tedious,
grueling clinb.

As evening canme, he unlinbered warmer clothing fromthe pack and ate the
solid bread he had found stocked for the nountai neers at the, nearest cabin.
How consi derate of the crazies, to make available the stuff of life for those
bent - on dyi ng!

He had | ooked at everything in that hostel, know ng that he woul d not
have another chance.. . even the television. It was the sane silent
nmeani ngl ess pantomi nme as ever; men and wonen garbed |i ke exaggerated crazies,
fighting and kissing in brazen openness but never using proper weapons or
maki ng proper love. It was possible, with concentration, to make out portions
of some kind of story-but every tine it seemed to be naki ng sense the scene
woul d change and di fferent characters woul d appear hol ding up gl asses of
liquid that foanmed or putting slender cylinders in their nmouths and burning
them No wonder no one watched it! He had once asked Jones about the
tel evision, but the principal had only smled and said that the mai ntenance of
that type of technology was not in his department. It was all broadcast from
pre-Bl ast tapes, anyway, Jones expl ai ned.

Sos put such foolishness aside. There were practical problems to be
consi dered. He had | oaded t he pack carefully, knowi ng that a man could starve
anywhere if he ventured w thout adequate preparation. The nountain was a



speci al dem se, not to be deneaned by common hunger or thirst. He had al ready
consumed the quart bottle of fortified water, knowi ng that there would be
edi bl e snow at use height to take its place.. Wiatever lurked, it was not

mal nutrition

What did lurk? No one had been able to tell him since it was a one-way
journey, and the books were strangely reticent. The books all seened to stop
just before the Blast; only scattered manual s used by the crazies were dated
after it. That could be a sign that the books were pre-Blast--or it could
di scredit thementirely, since not one of themrelated to the real world. They
and the television were parts of the elaborate and nystifying nyth-world
framewor k whose exi stence he believed one day and denied the next. The
mount ai n could be yet another aspect of it.

Well, since he couldn't turn his mnd off, there was a very practica
way to find out. He would nmount the mountain and see for hinself. Death, at
| east, could not be secondhand.

Stupid fluttered about, searching out flying insects, but there did not
seemto be many. "Go back down, birdbrain." Sos advised him "This is no place
for you." It seenmed that the bird obeyed, for he disappeared from sight, and
Sos yielded hinmself to the turbul ence of sem consciousness: television and
iron beans and Sola's sonber f ace and nebul ous uncertainties about the nature
of the extinction he sought. But in the cold norning Stupid was back, as Sos
had known he woul d be.

The second day of the clinb was easier than the first, and he covered
three times the distance. The tangled netal gave way to packed rubbl e cl ogged
by weeds: huge sections of dissolving rubber in the shape of a torus, oblong
sheets of metal a few inches |ong, sections of ancient boots, baked clay
fragnments, plastic cups and hundreds of bronze and silver coins. These were
the artifacts of pre-Blast civilization, according to the books; he could not
i magi ne what the nonstrous rubber doughnuts were for, but the rest appeared to
be inmplenents sinilar to those stocked in the hostels. The coins were supposed
to have been synbols of status; to possess many of them had been |ike victory
in the circle.

If the books coul d be believed.

Late in the afternoon, it rained. Sos dug one of the cups out of the
ground, knocked out the caked dirt and held it up to trap the water. He was
thirsty, and the snow was farther away than he had expected. Stupid sat
hunched on his shoul der, hating the drenching; Sos finally propped up a flap
of the pack to shield the little bird.

But in the evening there were nore insects abroad, as though the soaking
had forced themout, and that was good. He applied repell ant against the
nosqui t oes whil e Stupid zoomed vigorously, making up for lean tines.

Sos had kept his mind on his task, but now that the nountain had | ost
its novelty his thoughts returned to the nost enotional episodes of his life.
He renenbered the first neeting with Sol, both of them conparatively newto
the circle, still exploring the world and feeling their way cautiously in
protocol and battle. Evidently Sol had tried all his weapons out in sport
encounters until sure of hinmself; then, with their evening' s discussion, that
first night, Sol had seen the possible nmechani sns of advancenent. Play had
stopped for them both, that day and night, and already their feet had been
treading out the destinies |leading to power for the one, and for the other-the
nount ai n.

He renenbered Sol a, then an innocent girl, lovely and anxious to prove
herself by the bracelet. She had proven hersel f-but not by the bracelet she
wore. That, nore than anything el se, had | ed him here.

Strange, that the three should neet like that. Had it been just the two
men, the enpire night even now be uniting them Had the girl appeared before
or after, he mght have taken her for a night and gone on, never m ssing her
But it had been a triple union, and the nmale enpire had been sown with the
femal e seed of destruction even as it sprouted. It was not the particular girl
who mattered, but the presence at the inception. Wiy had she come then



He cl osed his eyes and saw the staff, blindingly swift, blocking him
striking him neeting himeverywhere he turned, no instrunent of defense but
savage of fense; the length of it across his body, the end of it flying at his
face, fouling his rope, outmaneuvering him beating down his offense and his
def ense. . ..

And now the mountain, the only honorable alternative. He had lost to the
better man.

He sl ept, knowi ng that even victory would not have been the solution
Hehad been in the wong not totally, but wong on bal ance.

On the third day the snows began. He wrapped the |last of the protective
cl ot hi ng around hi mand kept noving. Stupid clung to him seeningly not too
unconfortabl e. Sos scooped up handfuls of the white powder and cranmmed them
into his mouth for water, though the stuff nunbed his cheeks and tongue and
nmelted grudgingly down into al most nothing. By nightfall he was pl oughing
through drifts several inches deep and had to step carefully to avoid
treacherous pitfalls that did not show in the | eveled surface.

There was no shelter. He lay on his side, facing away fromthe w nd,
confortabl e enough in the protective wappings. Stupid settled down beside his
face, shivering, and suddenly he realized that the bird had no way to forage
anynore. Not in the snow There would be no living insects here.

He dug a handful of bread out of the pack and held a crunb to Stupid's
beak; but there was no response. "You'll starve," he said with concern, but
did not know what to do about it. He saw the feathers shaking, and finally
took off his left glove, cupped the bird in his bare warmpalm and held his
gl oved right hand to the back of the exposed one. He woul d have to nmake sure
he didn't roll or nove his hands while sleeping, or he would crush the fragile
body.

He woke several times in the night as gusts of cold snow sl apped his
face and pried into his collar, but his left hand never noved. He felt the
bird shivering fromtime to time and cupped it close' to his chest, hoping for
a suitable comprom se between warnth and safety. He had too nuch strength and
Stupid was too small; better to allow some shivering than to...

Stupid seened all right in the norning, but Sos knew this could not
last. The bird was not adapted to snow, even his coloration was wong. "Go

back down," he urged. "Down. \Were it is warm- Insects."” He threw the tiny
body into the air, downhill, but to no avail; Stupid spread his w ngs and
struggled valiantly with the cold, harsh air, uphill, and would not | eave.

Yet, Sos asked hinself as he took the bird in hand again and conti nued
clinmbing, was this msplaced |loyalty any nore foolish than Sol's determ nation
to retain a daughter he had not sired? A daughter? Or Sos's own adherence to a
code of honor already severely violated? Men were irrational creatures; why
not birds too? If separation were so difficult, they would die together

A stormcanme up that fourth day. Sos drove onward, his face mnbed in
t he slashing wind. He had goggles, tinted to protect his eyes, and he put them
on now, but the nose and nouth were still exposed. Wien he put his hand up he
di scovered a beard of ice superinmposed upon his natural one. He tried to knock
it off, but knew it would form again.

Stupid flew up as he stunbled and waved his hands. Sos guided the bird
to his shoul der, where at |east there was sone stability. Another slip |ike
that and the bird would be snashed, if he continued to carry it in his hand.

The wi nd stabbed into his clothing. Earlier he had been sweati ng,
finding the wappings cunbersone; now the npoisture seemed to be caking into
i ce agai nst his body. That had been a m stake; he shoul d have governed his
dress and pace so that he never perspired. There was nowhere for the noisture
to go, so of course it eventually froze. He had learned this | esson too |ate.

This, then, was the death of the nountain. Freezing in the blizzardly
upper regions or falling into sone conceal ed crevasse. . . he had been
wat ching the lay of the |and, but already he had slipped and fallen severa
times, and only luck had nade his errors harnml ess. The cold crept in through
his garnents, draining his visibility, and the eventual result was clear. No



person had ever returned fromthe nountain, if the stories were true, and no
bodi es had ever been di scovered or recovered. No wonder!

Yet this was not the kind of mountain he had heard about el sewhere.
After the metal junble near the base- how many days ago?-there had been no
extreme irregularities, no jagged edges, sheer cliffs or preposterous ice
bri dges. He had seen no alternate ranges or mmjor passes when the sky was
clear. The side of this mountain tilted up fairly steadily, fairly safely,
like that of an inverted bowl. Only the cold presented a genui ne hazard.

Surely there was no inpedi nent to those who el ected to descend agai n.

Not all, or even npbst, but sonme nust have given it up and returned to the
foot, either choosing a |l ess strenuous way to die or deciding to live after
all. He could still turn about hinself.

He picked the quiet bird fromhis shoul der, disengaging the claws with
difficulty. "How about it, Stupid? Have had enough?"

There was no response. The little body was stiff.

He brought it close to his face, not wanting to believe. He spread one
wing gently with his fingers, but it was rigid. Stupid had died rather than
desert his compani on and Sos had not even known the nmonment of his passing

True friendship...

He laid the feathered corpse upon the snow and covered it over, a lunp
in his throat. "I"'msorry, little friend," he said. "I guess a man takes nore
dying than a bird." Nothing utterable came to mind beyond that, inadequate as
was.

He faced up the nmountain and tranped ahead.

The worl d was a bl eak place now He had taken the bird pretty rmuch for
granted, but the sudden, silent |oss was staggering. Now there was nothing he
could do, but through with it. He had killed a faithful friend, and there was
a raw place, in his breast that would not ease.

Yet it was not the first time his folly had damaged another. All Sol had
asked was friendship and, rather than grant himthat, Sos had forced himinto
the circle. What had been so dammed urgent about his own definition honor? Wy
had he resisted Sol's ultimate offer with such determ nation? Was it because
he had used a linited concept of honor to pronote his own selfish objectives
ruthlessly, no matter who el se was sacrificed? And, failing these, bringing
further pain by w ping out whatever else m ght have been sal vaged?

He t hought again of Stupid, so recently dead upon his shoul der, and had
hi s answer.

The nmountai n steepened. The stormintensified. Let it come! he thought;
it was what he had cone for. He cou no longer tell whether it was day or
night. Ice rinred his goggles, if they were still on. He wasn't sure and
didn't care. Everywhere was whirling whiteness. He was panting his lungs were
burni ng and he wasn't getting enough air the steep snowseape before hi mwent
on and on; there was no end to it.

He did not realize that he had fallen until he choked on the snow. He
tried to stand up, but his linbs did not respond properly. "Cone on!" he heard
Sola calling him and he listened though he knew it for illusion. He did go
on, but nore securely: on hands and knees.

Then he was crawing on his belly, nunb everywhere except for the
heart ache.

At | ast the pleasant |assitude obliterated even that.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

"Up nuscles. It's better if you wal k around, get the system functioning
again and all that."

Sos recovered unwillingly. He tried to open his eyes, but the darkness
remai ned.

"Uh-uh! Leave that bandage al one. Even if you aren't snowblind, you're



frostbit. Here, take nmy hand.”" Afirmman's hand thrust itself against his
arm
"Did | die?" Sos asked, bracing against the proffered pal mas he stood.

"Yes. In a manner of speaking. You will never be seen on the surface
again."

" And- St upi d?"

"What ?"

"My bird, Stupid. Did he cone here too?"

The man paused. "Either there's a m sunderstanding, you are insolent as
hel | ."

Sos constricted his fingers on the man's arm bringing a excl amation of
pai n. He caught at the bandage on his head with his free hand and ripped it
of f. There was brigit pain as packed gauze canme away from his eyeballs, but he
coul d see again.

He was in a hostel room standing before a standar bunk surrounded by
unst andard equi pnent. He wore his pantal oons but nothing else. Athin man in
an effem nat white snock winced with the continuing pressure of his grip. Sos
rel eased him |ooking for the exit.

Not a hostel room for this roomwas square. The standard furnishings
had given himthe inpression. He had never seen a cabin this-shape, however.

"I must say, that's an unusual recovery!" the man remarked, rubbing his
arm He was of nmiddle age with sparse hair and pal e features: obviously |ong
parted fromsun and circle.

"Are you a crazy?"

"Mbst people in your situation are content to inquire 'VWere aml1?" or
somet hi ng mundane like that. You're certainly original."

"I did not come to the nountain to be nocked," Sos said, advancing on
hi m

The man touched a button in the wall. "W have a live one," he said.

"So | see," a fem nine voice replied fromnowhere. An intetcom Sos
realized. So they were crazies. "Put himin the rec room I'Il handle it."

The man touched a second button. A door slid open beside him "Straight
to the end. All your questions will be answered."

Sos rushed by him nore anxious to find the way out than to question an
uncooperative stranger. But the hail did not lead out; it continued
i nterm nably, closed doors on either side. This was certainly no hostel, nor
was it a building like the school run by the crazies. It was too big.

He tried a door, finding it |ocked. He thought about breaking it down,
but was afraid that would take too nuch tinme. He had a headache, his nuscles
were stiff and flaccid at once, his stomach queasy. He felt quite sick,
physically, and just wanted to get out before any nore annoyi ng strangers cane
al ong.

The end door was open. He stepped into a very large roomfilled with
angul ar structures: horizontal bars, vertical rods, enormus boxes seem ngly
formed of staffs tied together at right angles. He had no idea what it al
signified and was too dizzy and ill to care.

A light hand fell across his arm making himjunp. He grabbed for his
rope and whirled to face the eneny.

The rope was gone, of course, and the one who touched himwas a girl.
Her head did not even reach to his shoul der

She wore a baggy coverall, and her hair was bound in a close-fitting
headcap, meking her | ook boyish. Her tiny feet were bare.

Sos rel axed, enbarrassed, though his head still throbbed and the place
still disturbed himby its confinement. He had never been this tense before,

yet inadequate. If only he could get out into the open forest.

"Let me have this," the little girl said. Her feather-gentle fingers
slid across his forearm and fastened upon the bracelet. In a nonent she had it
of f.

He grabbed for it angrily, but she eluded him "What are you doi ng?" he
demanded.



She fitted the gol den clasp over her own wist and squeezed it snug.
"Very nice. | always wanted one of these," she said pertly. She lifted a pixie
eyebrow at him "Wat's your nane?"

"Sos the-Sos," he said, renenbering his defeat in the circle and
consi dering hinmself, therefore, weaponless. He reached for her again, but she
danced ninbly away. "I did not give that to you!"

"Take it back, then," she said, holding out her wist. Her arm was
sl ender but aesthetically rounded, and he wondered just how young she was.
Certainly not old enough to be playing such games-with a grown man.

Once nmore he reached.. . and grasped air. "Grl, you anger ne.

"If you are as slow to anger as you are to nove, | have nothing to worry
about, nonster."”

This time he | eaped for her, slow neither to anger nor to notion-and
m ssed her again.

"Conme on, baby," she cooed, wiggling her upraised wist so that the
nmetal band glittered enticingly. "You don't |ike being nocked, you say, so
don't let a woman get away wth anything. Catch ne."

He saw that she wanted himto chase her, and knew that he shoul d not
oblige; but the pain in his head and body cut short his caution and
substituted naked fury. He ran after her

She skipped fleetly beside the wail, |ooking back at himand giggling.
She was so snmall and light that agility was natural to her; her body could not
have wei ghed nore than a hundred pounds including the shapel ess garnent. As he
gai ned on her, she dodged to the side and swung around a vertical bar, naking
hi m stunbl e cunbersanely. -

"Lucky you aren't in the circle!" she trilled. "You can't even keep your
feet!™

By the time he got on her trail once nore, she was in among the poles,
weavi ng around themwith a facility obviously stenming fromlong experience.

Sos foll owed, grasping the uprights and swi nging his body past themwth
i ncreasing dexterity. Now that he was exerting hinmself he felt better, as
t hough he were throwing off the lethargy of the freezing nountains. Again he
gai ned and agai n she surprised him

She | eaped into the air and caught the bottomrung of a | adder suspended
fromthe high ceiling. She flipped athletically and hooked it with her feet,

t hen ascended as though she had no weight at all. In noments she was far out
of reach.

Sos took hold of the Iowest rung, just within his range, and di scovered
that it was made of flexible plastic, as were the two vertical colums. He
j erked experinmentally.

Aripple ran up the ropes, jarring the girl. Ropes? He smiled and shook
harder, forcing her to cling tightly in order not to be shaken off. Then
certain he had her trapped, he gradually haul ed down until his entire wei ght
was suspended.

It would hold him He hoisted hinself to the rung, unused to this type
of exercise but able to adapt. He could handl e a rope.

She peeked down, al armed, but he clinbed steadily, watching her. In a
few seconds he knew he woul d be able to grab her foot and haul her down wth
hi m

She threaded her |legs through the top of the | adder and | eaned out
upsi de down, tw sting her body and touching it with her freed hands. The
coverall came away from her shoul ders and to her hips-up or down, depending
upon perspective-then she caught one armin the [ adder and stripped herself
the rest of the way. She wore a slight, snug two-piece suit underneath that
decorated little nore than her bosom and buttocks. Sos revised his estimte of
her age sharply upward; she was as well rounded a worman as he had seen

She contenplated himwith that elfin expression, spread out the
coveralls, and dropped them neatly upon his raised face. -

He cursed and pawed it away, alnost losing his grip on the | adder. She
was shaking it now, perhaps in belief she could dislodge himwhile he was



bli nded, and he felt her strike his clutching hand.

By the time he had secured his position and cast off the clinging,
faintly scented cloth, she was standing on the floor below him giggling
merrily. She had gone right by hin

"Don't you want your bracelet, clunsy?" she teased.

Sos handed hinmsel f down and dropped to the floor, but she was gone
again. This time she nmounted the boxlike structure, wiggling over and under
the bars as though she were a flying snake. He ran to the base, but she was
amdst it all and he could not get at her fromany direction w thout clinbing
into it hinself. He knew by this time that he could never catch her that way;
she was a gymmast whose size and wei ght made her entirely at home here.

"Al'l right," he said, disgruntled but no | onger angry. He took the tine
to admire her lithe and heal thy body.

Who woul d have suspected such rondure in so brief a package? "Keep it,"

A moment and several gyrations and she stood beside him "Gve up!"

He snapped his fingers over her upper arm using the trick of his rope
throw to nake the motion too quick to elide. "No." -

She did not even wince at the cruel pressure. She sliced her free hand
sidewi se into his stomach, just below the rib cage and angling up, fingers
flat and stiff.

He was astonished at the force of the blow, coning as it did with so
little warning, and he was nonentarily paralyzed. Still, he maintained his
grip and tightened it until her firmyoung fl esh was crushed agai nst the bone.

Even so, she did not shrink or exclaim She struck himagain with that
peculiar flat of the hand, this tine across the throat. Incredible agony
bl ossomed there. H s stomach drove its content up into his nmouth and he coul d
not even catch his breath or cry out. He let go, gagging and choki ng.

When he becane aware of his surroundings again he was sitting on the
floor and she was kneeling astride his legs and resting her hands upon his
shoulders. "I"'msorry | did that, Sos. But you are very strong."

He stared dully at her, realizing that she was sonewhat nore tal ented
than he had guessed. She was a wonan, but her bl ows had been sure.

"I really would like to keep your bracelet, Sos. | know what it neans."

He t hought about the way Sol had given his bracelet to Sola. The initial
carel essness of the act had not signified any corresponding laxity in the
rel ationship, though its ternms were strange. WAs he now to present his own
bracel et even nore capriciously, sinply because a worman asked for it? He tried
to speak, but his larynx, still constricted fromthe knock, did not permt it.

She held out her wist to himand did not retreat. He reached up slowy
and circled it with his fingers. He renmenbered that he had fought for Sola and
lost, while this woman had, in nore than a manner of speaki ng chal |l enged hi m
for the bracel et and won.

Perhaps it had to be taken fromhim Had he been ready to give it away,
he shoul d have given it to blonde Mss Snmith, knowi ng that she wanted it.
Sola, too, had forced her I[ove upon himand nade himrespond. He did not |ike
what this,seened to indicate about his nature, but it was better to accept it
than to try to deny it.

He squeezed the bracel et gently and dropped his hand.

"Thank you, Sos," she murnmured, and | eaned over to kiss himon the neck

CHAPTER SI XTEEN

When he woke again, he suspected that it had been a fantasy, like the
oddities visible on the silent television, except that his bracel et was gone
and his left wist was pale where it had rested. This tinme he was gone, in
anot her squared-off cabin, and feeling fit. Somehow he had been taken fromthe
mountai n and revived and left here, while his little friend Stupid had died.



He coul d not guess the reason

He got up and dressed, finding his clothing clean and whol e, beside the
bunk. 1If this were death, he thought, it was not unlike life. But that was
fool i shness; this was not death.

No food had been stocked, and there were no weapons upon the rack. As a
matter of fact, the rack itself was absent. Sos opened the door, hoping to see
fam liar forest or |andscape or even the base of the nmountain-and found only a
bl ank wall similar to the one he had traveled down in the vision. No vision
after all, but reality.

"I'"ll be right with you, Sos." It wis the voice of the little girl-the
tiny woman who had teased hi m and out maneuvered himand finally struck him

down. His throat still ached, now that he thought of it, though not
obtrusively. He | ooked at his bare wist again.

Wl |, she had clained to know what the bracelet neant. She trotted down
the hail, as snmall as ever, wearing a nore shapely snock and smiling. Her

hair, now visible, was brown and curly, and it contributed considerably to her
femninity. The bracelet on her armglittered; evidently she had polished it
to make the gold return to life. He sawthat it reached all the way around her
wrist and over |apped slightly, while the mark it left on his owm wist left a
good quarter of the circle open. Had this tiny creature actually prevail ed
over hin®

"Feeling better, Sos?" she inquired solicitously. "I know we gave you a
rough time yesterday, but the doc says a period of exercise is best to
saturate the system So | saw that you got it."

He | ooked unconprehendi ngly at her

"Ch, that's right-you don't understand about our world yet:" She sniled
engagi ngly and took his arm "You see, you were alnost frozen in the snow, and
we had to bring you around before permanent danage was done. Sometines a ful
recovery takes weeks, but you were so healthy we gave you the energizer
i Mmediately. It's some kind of drug-l1 don't know rmuch about these things-it
scours out the system sonmehow and renoves the damaged tissue. But it has to
reach everywhere, the fingers and toes and things-well, | don't really
understand it. But sone good, strenuous calisthenics circulate it nicely. Then
you sl eep and the next thing you know you're better."

"l don't renenber-"

"I put you to sleep, Sos. After | kissed you. It's just a matter of
touching the right pressure points. |I can show you, if-"

He declined hastily. She nmust have gotten himto the cabin room too-or
nore |ikely had a man haul himthere. Had she al so undressed hi mand cl eaned
his clothing, as Sola had done so | ong ago? The simlarities were disturbing.

"It's all right, Sos. | have your bracelet, renmenber? | didn't stay with
you | ast night because | knew you'd be out for the duration, but 1'll be with
you fromnow on." She hesitated. "Unless you changed your mni nd?"

She was so little, nore like a doll than a woman. Her concern was quite
touching, but it was hard to know what to say. She was hardly half his weight.
What coul d she know of the way of nen and wonen?

"Ch, is that so!" she exclained, flashing, though he had not spoken

"Well, let's go back to your roomright now and 1'Il show you | don't just
clinb | adders!"”

He smiled at her vehenmence. "No, keep it. | guess you know what you're
doi ng." And he guessed he |iked being chased, too.

She had gui ded hi mthrough right-angled corridors illum nated by
over head tubes of incandescence and on to another [arge room These seened to
be no end to this odd enclosed world. He had yet to see honest daylight since
comng here. "This is our cafeteria. We're just in tinme for mess.

There was a long counter with plates of food set upon it-thin slices of
bacon, steam ng oatneal, poached eggs, sausage, toasted bread and other itens
he did, not recognize. Farther down he saw cups of fruit juice, mlk and hot
drinks, as well as assorted jellies and spreads. It was as though soneone had
enptied the entire larder of a hostel and spread it out for a single feast.



There was nore than anyone could eat.

"Silly. You just take anything you want and put it on your tray," she
said. "Here." She lifted a plastic tray froma stack at the end and handed it
to him She took one herself and preceded himdown the aisle, selecting plates
as she noved. He foll owed, taking one of each

He ran out of tray space |long before the end of the counter. "Here," she
sai d, unconcerned. "Put some on mne."

The term nus opened into an extended di ning area, square tables draped
wi th overl apping white cloths. People were seated at several, finishing their
neal s. Both nen and wonmen wore coveralls and snocks simlar to what he had
seen al ready, nmaking himfeel out of place though he was nornally dressed.
Sosa led himto a vacant table and set the array of food and beverage upon
it.

"I could introduce you to everyone, but we like to keep neals nore or
| ess private. If you want conpany you | eave the other chairs open; if you want
to be left alone, tilt themup, like this." She | eaned the two unused chairs
forward agai nst the sides of the table. "No one will bother us."

She viewed his array. "One thing, Sos-we don't waste anything. You eat
everyt hing you take."

He nodded. He was ravenous.

"We call this the underworld," she said as he ate, "but we don't
consi der ourselves crimnals," She paused, but he didn't understand the
al lusion. "Anyway, we're all dead here. | nean, we all would have been dead if
we hadn't- well, the sanme way you came. Cdinbing the mountain. | cane | ast
year. Just about every week there's soneone- soneone who makes it. \Who doesn't
turn back. So our popul ation stays pretjy steady."

Sos | ooked up over a nouthful. "Sone turn back?"

"Mbst do. They get tired, or they change their m nds, or sonething, and
t hey go down again."

"But no one ever returns fromthe nountain!"”

"That's right," she said unconfortably.

He didn't press the matter, though he filed it away for future
i nvesti gation.

"So we're really dead, because none of us will ever be seen in the world
again. But we aren't idle. W work very hard, all of us. As soon as we're
finished eating, I'll show you."

She did. She took himon a tour of the kitchen, where sweaty cooks
worked full time preparing the plates of food and hel pers ran the soiled
di shes and trays through a puffing cl eaning machi ne. She showed hi mthe
of fices where accounts were kept. He did not grasp the purpose of such
figuring, except that it was essential in sone way to keep m ning,
manuf acturing and exporting in balance. This nmade sense; he renenbered the
conput ati ons he had had to performwhen training Sol's warriors, and this
underworld was a far nore conplex community.

She took himto the observation deck, where nen watched tel evision
screens and listened to odd sounds. The pictures were not those of the
ordinary sets in the cabins, however, and this attracted his i mediate
i nterest.

"This is Sos," she said to the man in charge. "He arrived forty-eight
hours ago. | took himin charge."

"Sure-Sosa," the man replied, glancing at -the bracelet.

He shook Sos's hand. "I'm Tom G ad to know you. Matter of fact, |
recogni ze you. | brought you in. You certainly gave it a try!"

"Brought nme in?" There was sonething strange and not altogether |ikeable
about this man- with the unusual name, despite his easy courtesy.

"I'"ll show you." Tom wal ked over to one of the screens that was bl ank
"This is a closed-circuit teevee covering the east slope of Helicon, down
bel ow the snowline."” He turned it on, and Sos recognized the junbled terrain
he had navigated with the help of his rope. He had never seen a real picture
on the television before-that is, one that applied to the present world, he



corrected hinself, and it fascinated

"Hel i con-the mountai n?" he asked, straining to remenber where he had
read of sonething by that name. "The honme of. . . the nuses?"

Tom faced him and again there was a strangeness in his pale eyes. "Now
how woul d you know t hat ? Yes-since we renenber the things of the old world
here, we named it after-" He caught a signal fromone of the others and turned
quickly to the set. "There's one com ng down now Here, I'll switch to him™"

That rem nded Sos. "The ones that cone down-where do they go?" He saw
that Sosa had withdrawn fromtheir conversation and was now showi ng off her
bracel et to the other workers.

"I"'mafraid you' re about to find out, though you may not like it much,"
Tom said, watching himw th a peculiar eagerness. Sos was careful not to
react; these people obviously did not contest in the circle, but had their
nmet hods of trial. He was about to be subjected to sonething unpl easant.

Tom found his picture and brought the individual into focus. It was a
m ddl e- aged staffer, sonmewhat flabby. "He probably I ost his woman to a younger
warrior and decided to nmake the big -play," Tomremarked w thout synpathy. "A
ot are like that. There's sonething about a broken romance that sends a man
to the mountain." Sos's stomach tightened, but the man wasn't |ooking at hint.
"This one ascended to the snow ine, then turned about when his feet got cold.
Unl ess he changes his nmind again pretty soon-"

"They do that?"

"Ch yes. Sonme waver half a dozen times. The thing is, the nountain is
real . Death | ooks honorable froma distance, but the height and snow nake it a
matter of determination. Unless a man is really serious about dying, that
climb will rmake himreconsider. He wonders whet her things back honme are quite
so bad as he thought, whether he couldn't return and try again. If he's weak,
he vacillates, and of course we don't want the quitters. It's natura
selection, really, not that that would nean anything to you."

Sos refused to be drawn out by the condescendi ng tone and assunptions of
i gnorance. It occurred to himthat his general know edge coul d be a hidden
asset, in case things got ugly here.

"A man who carries his conviction all the way to the end is a man worth
saving," Tom continued as the picture, evidently controlled by the notions of
his fingers on the knobs, followed the staffer unerringly. "W want to be sure
that he really has renounced life, and won't try to run back at the first
opportunity. The ordeal of the nountain makes it clear. You were a good
exanpl e-you charged right on up and never hesitated at all. You and that
bird-too bad we couldn't save it, but it wouldn't have been happy here anyway.
W saw you try to scare it away, and then it froze. | thought for a nonent you
were going to turn back then, but you didn't. Just as well, | liked your
| ooks. "

So all the agonies of his private dem se had been observed by this
cyni cal voyeur? Sos nmintained the slightly stupid expression he had adopted
si nce becom ng suspicious, and watched the staffer pick his way al ong the
upper margin of the projecting nmetal beans. There woul d be sone | ater
occasi on, perhaps, to repay this nockery.

"How di d you-fetch nme?"

"Put on a snowsuit and dragged you into the nearest hatch. Took three of
us to haul the harness. You're a bull of a man, you know. After that-well,
guess you're already fanmliar with the revival procedure. W had to wait unti
you were all the way under; sonetimes people make a last-mnute effort to
start down again. W don't bring themin if they' re facing the wong way, even
if they freeze to death. It's the intent that counts. You know, you al nost
made it-to the top. That's quite sonething, for an inexperienced clinber."

"How did you know I wouldn't kill nyself when | woke up?"

"Well, we can never be sure. But generally speaking, a person doesn't
choose the nmountain if he's the suicidal type. That sounds funny, | know, but
it's the case. Anyone can kill hinmself, but only the nountain offers conplete

and official oblivion. When you ascend Helicon, you never conme back. There is



no news and no body. It's as though you have entered another worl d-perhaps a
better one. You're not giving up, you' re making an honorabl e departure. At
least, that's the way | see it. The coward kills hinself; the brave or devout
man takes the nmountain.”

Mich of this made sense to Sos, but he didn't care to admt it yet. "But
you said sonme turn back."

"Most turn back.- They're the ones who are doing it for bravado, or as a
play for pity, or just plain foolishness. W don't need that kind here."

"What about that staffer out there now? If you don't take himin, where

will he go?"

Tom frowned. "Yes, I'mafraid he really nmeans to give up." He raised his
voice. "Bill, you agree?"

"'Fraid so," the- man addressed called back. "Better finish it; there's

anot her at the base. No sense having himsee it."

"This is not a pleasant business,” Tomsaid, licking his lips with an
anticipation that seenmed to be, if not pleasure, a reasonable facsimle. "But
you can't maintain a | egend on nothing. So-" He activated another panel, and
wavy crosshairs appeared on the screen. As he adjusted the dials the cross
noved to center on the body of the staffer. He pulled a red handl e.

A colum of fire shot out from somewhere of fscreen and engul fed the man.
Sos junped, but realized -that he could do nothing. For a full mnute the
terrible blaze seared on the screen; then Tomlifted the handle and it
st opped.

A bl ackened nmound of material was all that remained.

"Fl anet hrower ," Tom expl ai ned pl easantly.

Sos had seen death before, but this appalled him The killing had been
contrary to all his notions of honor; no warning, no circle, no sorrow. "You
nmean-if | had?-?"

Tom faced him the light fromthe screen reflecting fromthe whites of
his eyes in mniature skull-shapes. This was the question he had been waiting
for. "Yes."

Sosa was tugging at his arm "That's enough,"” she said. "Conme on, Sos.
W had to show you. It isn't all bad."

"What if | decide to |l eave this place?" he demanded, sickened by such
cal cul ated nurder.

She pulled himon. "Don't talk like that. Please."

So that was the way it stood, he thought. They had not been joking when
they named this the Iand of the dead. Sonme were dead figuratively, and sone
dead inside. But what had he expected when he ventured upon the mountain? Life
and pl easure?

"Where are the wonen?" he inquired as they travel ed the | ong passages.

"There aren't many. The nmountain is not a wonan's way. The few we have
are-shared. "

"Then why did you take ny bracel et ?"

She increased her pace. "I'Il tell you, Sos, really I will, but not
right now, all right?"

They entered a nmonstrous workshop. Sos bad been inpressed by the
crazies' "shop," but this dwarfed it as the underworld conpl ex dwarfed an
i sol ated hostel. Men were | aboring with machines in long |lines, stanping and
shapi ng nmetal objects. "Wy," he exclained, "those are weapons!"

"Well, sonmeone has to make them | suppose. Where did you think they
cane fronf

"The crazies al ways-"

"The truth is we mne sone nmetal s and sal vage sone, and turn out the
i mpl enents. The crazies distribute themand send us rmuch of our food in
return. | thought you understood about that when | showed you the accounting
section. W al so exchange information. They're what you call the service part
of the econony, and we're the manufacturing part. The nomads are the
consumers. It's all very nicely bal anced, you see.”

"But why?" It was the same question he had asked at the school



"That's sonething each person has to work out for hinmself."

And the same answer. "You sound |ike Jones."

"Jones?"

"My crazy instructor. He taught ne howto read."

She halted, surprised. "Sos! You can read?"

"I was always curious about things." He hadn't neant to reveal his
literacy. Still, he could hardly have concealed it indefinitely.

"Wul d you show me how? W& have so many books here-"

"It isn't that sinple. It takes years to learn."

"W have years, Sos. Cone, | want to start right away." She fairly
dragged himin a new direction, despite the disparity in their sizes. She had
del i ghtful energy.

It was easy to recognize the library. In many respects the underworld
resenbl ed the crazies' building. "Jim this is Sos. He can read!"

The spectacl ed man junped up, smling. "Marvel ous!" He | ooked Sos up and
down, then, a trifle dubiously. "You | ook nore |ike a warrior than a schol ar.
No of fense."

"Can't a warrior read?"

Jimfetched a book. "A formality, Sos-but would you read fromthis? Just
a sanpl e passage, please.™

Sos took the volune and opened it at random "BRUTUS: Qur course will
seem t oo bl oody, Caius Cassius, To cut the head off and then to hack the
linbs, Like wath in death and envy afterwards; for Anthony is but a |linmb of
Caesar; Let us be sacrificers, but not butchers, Caius. W all stand up
against the spirit of Caesar; And in the spirit of men there is no blood; GCh!
that we then-"

"Enough! Enough!" Jimcried. "You can read, you can read, you certainly
can. Have you been assigned yet? W nust have you in the library! There is so
much to-"

"You can give classes in reading," Sosa added excitedly. "W all want to
| earn, but so few know how"

"I'"l1l call Bob imediately. \Wat a discovery!"™ The librarian funbled for
the intercomon his desk.

"Let's get out of here," Sos said, enbarrassed by the commotion. He had
al ways considered reading a private pursuit, except in the school, and found
thi s eagerness upsetting.

It was a long day in the perpetual artificiality of the underworld, and
he was glad to retire at the end of it. He was hardly certain he wanted to
spend the rest of his life under the nountain, extraordinary as this world
m ght be.

"But it really isn't a bad life, Sos," she said. "You get used to it-and
the things we do are really inmportant. W're the manufacturers for the
continent; we make all the weapons, all the basic furnishings for the hostels,
the prefabricated walls and fl oors, the appliances and el ectronic equi pnent-"

"Why did you take ny bracel et ?"

The question brought her up short. "Well, as | said, there aren't nany
worren here. They have it schedul ed so that each man has a night with sonmeone
each week. It isn't quite like a full-time relationship, but on the other hand
there is variety. It works out pretty well."

The gane of traveling bracelets. Yes, he could inmagi ne how certain
peopl e woul d enj oy that, though he had noticed that nost men did not use the
gol den signals here. "Wiy am | excl uded?"

"Well you can, if you want. | thought-"

"I"'mnot objecting, girl. | just want to know why. Wiy do | rate a
full-time partner when there aren't enough to go around?"

Her lip trenbled, "Do-do you want it back?" She touched the bracelet.

He grabbed her, unresisting, and pressed her down upon the bunk. She met
his kiss eagerly. "No | don't want it back. |-oh, get that snock off, then!"
Wiat use to denand reason of a woman?

She divested herself of her clothing, all of it, with alacrity. Then



wormanl i ke, she seenmed to change her nmind. "Sos-"
He had expected sonething like this. "Go ahead."

"I'mbarren.”

He watched her silently.

"I tried-many bracelets. Finally |I had the crazies check me. | can never
have a baby of ny own, Sos. That's why | came to the nountain . . . but babies

are even nore inportant here. So-"

"So you went after the first man they haul ed off the nountain.”

"Ch, no, Sos. | took my turn on the list. But when there isn't any |ove
or any chance for-well, sone conplained | was unresponsive, and there really
didn't seemto be much point init. So Bob put ne on the revival crew, where
could nmeet new people. The one who is on duty when someone is brought in is,
wel I, responsible. To explain everything and make him feel at hone and get him
suitably situated. You know. You're the nineteenth person |I've
handl ed- seventeen nmen and two wonen. Sonme of themwere old, or bitter. You're
the first | really-that sounds even worse, doesn't it!"

Young, strong, pliable: the answer to a | onely worman's dreamns, he
t hought. Yet why not? He had no inclination to enbrace assorted wonen in
weekly servicings. Better to stick to one, one who m ght understand if his
heart were el sewhere

"Suppose | happen to want a child of ny own?"

"Then you-take back your bracelet."

He studied her, sitting beside him halfway hidi ng behind the balled
snock as though afraid to expose herself while the relationship was in doubt.
She was very small and very woman- shaped. He t hought about what it nmeant to be
denied a child, and began to understand as he had not understood before what
had driven Sol

"l came to the nountain because | could not have the worman | |oved," he
said. "I know all that is gone, now but ny heart doesn't. | can offer you
only-friendship."

"Then give nme that," she said, dropping the snock.

He took her into the bed with him holding her as carefully as he had
held Stupid, afraid of crushing her. He held her passively at first, thinking
that that would be the extent of it. He was wong.

But it was Sola his mnd enbraced.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Bob was a tall, aggressive nman, the manifest |eader of the nountain
group. "l understand you can read," he said at once. "How cone?"

Sos expl ai ned about his schooling. "Too bad."

Sos waited for himto nmake his point.

"Too bad it wasn't the next one. W could have used your talent here."

Sos still waited. This was |ike taking the circle against an unknown
weapon. Bob did not have the peculiar aura of the death-dealing Tom but he
was naned as strangely and struck Sos as thoroughly ruthless. He wondered how
conmon this stanp was anong those who had renounced life. It probably was
typi cal; he had seen for hinself how the nmanner, the personality of the
| eader, transmitted itself to the group. Sos had shaped Sol's enpire with
tight organization and a touch of hunor, letting the men enjoy their
conpetition for points as they inmproved their skills. Wen he left, Tyl bad
rul ed, and the discipline remained without the hunmor. The canmps had becone
grimplaces. Strange that he only saw this now

"W have a special and rather remarkabl e assignnent for you," Bob was
sayi ng. "A uni que endeavour."

Seeing that Sos was not going to commt hinself, Bob got down to
specifics. "We are not entirely ignorant of affairs on the surface, can't
afford to be. Qur information is largely second hand, of course-our teevee



perceptors don't extend far beyond the Helicon environs-but we have a nuch
better overall view than you prinmitives have. There's an enpire building up
there. We have to break it up in a hurry."

Evidently that excellent overall view did not reveal Sos's own place in
the scheme. He suspected nore strongly now that it would be best if it never
were known. The fl anet hrower undoubtedly pointed in the direction of the
organi zer of such an enpire, while an ignorant, if literate, primtive was
safe. "How do you know?"

"You have not heard of it?" The contenpt was veil ed and perhaps
unconsci ous; it had not occurred to Bob that a newcomer could knew nore than
he. The question had lulled any suspicions he mght have had and strengthened
his preconceptions. "It's run by one Sol, and it's been expandi ng enornously
this past year. Several of our recent arrivals have had news of it, and
there's even been word fromthe South American unit. Very wi de notoriety."

"Sout h America?" Sos had read about this, the continent of pre-Blast
years, along with Africa and Asia, but had no evidence it still existed.

"Did you think we were the only such outfit in the world? There's one or
nore Helicons on every continent. W have |ines connecting us to all of them
and once in a while we exchange personnel, though there is a | anguage barrier
South Anerica is nore advanced than we are; they weren't hit so hard in the
war. We have a Spani sh-speaki ng operator, and quite a few of theirs speak
English, so there's no trouble there. But that's a | ong ways away; when they
get wind of an enpire here, it's tinme to do sonething about it."

"Wy "

"Why do you think? What woul d happen to the status quo if the primtives
started really organi zi ng? Producing their own food and weapons, say? There'd
be no control over themat all!"

Sos decided that further questions along this line would be dangerous.
"Way ne?"

"Because you're the biggest, toughest savage to descend upon us in a
long tinme. You bounced back from your exposure on the mountain in record tine.
I f anyone can take it, you can. W need a strong body now, and you're it."

It occurred to Sos that it had been a long time since this nan had
practiced diplomacy, if ever. "It for what?"

"It toreturn to life. To take over that enpire

If Bob had intended to shock him he had succeeded. To return to lifel!
To go back. . . "I'mnot your man. | have sworn never to bear a weapon again."
That was not precisely true, but if they expected himto face Sol again, it
certainly applied. He had agreed never to bring a weapon agai nst Sol agai n-and
regardl ess of other circunstances, he neant to abide by the terns of their
| ast encounter. It was a matter of honor, in life or death.

"You take such an oath seriously?" But Bob's sneer faded as he | ooked at
Sos. "Well, what if we train you to fight w thout weapons?"

"Wthout a weapon-in the circle?"

"Wth the bare hands. The way your little girl does. That doesn't
vi ol ate any of your precious vows, does it? Wiy are you so reluctant? Don't
you realize what this neans to you? You will have an enpire!™

Sos was infuriated by the tone and inplications, but realized that he
could not protest further w thout betraying hinself. This was big; the noment
Bob caught on- "What if | refuse? | cane to the nountain to die.” "I think you
know that there is no refusal here. But if personal pressure or pain doesn't

faze you, as | hope it doesn't, there may be things that will. This won't mean
much to you right now, but if you think about it for a while you'll cone
around, | suspect." And Bob told him sone things that vindicated Sos's

original inpression of himutterly.

Not for the reason the underground master thought- but Sos was
committed.

"To |ife?" Sosa demanded i ncredul ously, when he told her later. "But no
one ever goes back!"

"I will be the first-but I will do it anonymously."



"But if you want to return, why did you cone to the nountain? | mean-"

"I don't want to return. | have to."

"But-" She was at a loss for words for a nonment. "Did Bob threaten you?
You shouldn't let him"

"It was not a chance | could afford to take."

She | ooked at him concerned. "Was it to-to harm her? The one you-"

"Somet hing like that."

"And if you go, you'll get her back."

After his experience in the observation deck, Sos was aware that
anything he said or did might be observed in this region. He could not tel
Sosa anything nore than Bob thought he knew. "There is an enpire form ng out

there. | have to go and elimnate its leader. But it won't be for a year or
nore, Sosa. It will take me that long to get ready. | have a lot to learn
first."”

Bob t hought he had been swayed, anobng ot her things, by the dream of
owni ng an enpire. Bob must never know where his real loyalty lay. If soneone

were sent to neet Sol, it was best that it be a friend.... -
"May | keep your bracelet-that year?"
"Keep it forever, Sosa. You will be training ne."

She contenplated himsadly. "Then it wasn't really an accident, our
nmeeti ng. Bob knew what you woul d be doi ng before we brought you in. He set it
up. "

"Yes." Again, it was cl ose enough

"Damm him" she cried. "That was cruel!"

"It was necessary, according to his reasoning. He took the npst
practical way to do what had to be done. You and | nerely happen to be the
handi est tools. I'msorry."

"You're sorry!" she nuttered. Then she smiled, naking the best of it.

"At | east we know where we stand."

She trained him She taught himthe bl ows and the hol ds she knew,
| aboriously learned in childhood froma tribe that taught its wonen
sel f-defense and cast out the barren ones. Men, of course, disdained the
weaponl ess techni ques-but they al so di sdai ned to accept any wonan who was an
easy mark, and so the secret know edge passed from nother to daughter how to
destroy a man.

Sos did not know what inducenent Bob had used to make Sosa reveal these
tactics to a man, and did not care to inquire.

She showed himhow to strike with his hands with such power as to sunder
wooden beamns, and how to smash themw th his bare feet, and his el bow, and his
head. She nmade hi m understand the vul nerabl e points of the human body, the
pl aces where a single blow could stun or maimor kill. She had himrun at her
as though in a rage, and she brought hi m down again and again, feet and arns
tangl ed uselessly. She let himtry to choke her, and she broke that hold in
hal f a dozen pai nful and enbarrassi ng ways, though there was nore strength in
his two thunbs than in her two hands. She showed himthe pressure points that
were open to pain, the nerve centers where pressure induced paral ysis or
unconsci ousness. She denonstrated subm ssion holds that she could place on him
with a single slender arm that held himin such agony he could neither break
nor fight. She brought out the natural weapons of the body, so basic they were
al nost forgotten by nen: the teeth, the nails, the extended fingers, the bone
of the skull, even the vaoice.

And when he had nastered these things and | earned to avoid and bl ock the
bl ows and break or nullify the holds and counter the devious strategies of
weaponl ess conbat, she showed himhow to fight when portions of his body were
i ncapacitated: one arm two arms, the legs, the eyes. He stal ked her
bl i ndfol ded, with feet tied together, with weights tied to his linbs, with
medi ci ne to make himdi zzy. He clinbed the hanging | adder with arnms bound in a
straitjacket; he swung through the el evated bars with one arm shackled to one
foot. He stood still while she delivered the blows that had brought hi m down
during their first encounter, only tw sting al nost inperceptibly to take them



harm essly.

Then he set it all aside. He went to the operating room and exposed
hinself to the anaesthetics and the scal pels. The surgeon placed flexible
pl astic panels under the skin of his belly and | ower back, tough enough to
halt the driven blade of knife or sword. He placed a collar upon Sos's neck
that | ocked with a key, and braced the | ong bones of arnms and legs with
netallic rods, and enbedded steel mesh in the crotch. He nutilated the face,
rebui l ding the nose with stronger stuff and filling the cheeks with nylon
weave. He ground and capped the teeth. He peel ed back the forehead and
resodded with shaped net al

Sundry other things occurred in successive operations before they turned
himloose to start again. No part of himwas recognizable as the man once
known as Sos; instead he wal ked slowy, as a juggernaut rolls, fighting
agai nst the pain of an ugly rebirth.

He resuned training. He worked on the devices in the rec room now nore
famliar to himthan his new body.. He clinbed the | adder, swung on the bars,
lifted the weights. He wal ked up and down the hal |l ways, bal anci ng his suddenly
heavi er torso and increasing his pace gradually until he was able to run
wi t hout agony. He hardened his healing hands and feet by smashing the boards;
in tinme he devel oped nonstrously thick calluses. He stood still, this tine not
nmoving at all, while Sosa struck his stomach, neck and head with all her
strength-with a staff-and he | aughed.

Then with a steeltrap notion he caught the weapon froni her inexpert
grasp and bent it into an S shape by a single exertion of his two trunklike
wrists. He pinioned her owmn wists, both together, with the fingers and thunb
of one hand and lifted her gently off the floor, smling.

Sosa j ackkni fed and drove both heel s agai nst his exposed chin. "Quch!"
she screaned. "That's like |landing on a chunk of stone!"

He chuckl ed and draped her uncerenoni ously across his right shoul der
whil e hefting his weight and hers upon the bottomrung of the | adder with that
same right arm She withed and jamred stiffened fingers into his left
shoul det just inside the collarbone. "You dammed gorilla," she conpl ai ned.
"You' ve got calluses over your pressure points!"

"Nyl on cal luses,"” he said matter-of-factly. "I could break a gorilla in

two." H's voice was harsh; the collar constricting his throat destroyed any
dul cet utterances he attenpted.

"You're still a great ugly beast!" she said, clanping her teeth hard
upon the | obe of his ear and chew ng.

"Ugly as hell," he agreed, turning his head so that she was conpelled to
rel ease her bite or have her neck stretched painfully.

"AwWful taste," she whispered as she let go. "I |ove you."

He reversed rotation, and she “jammed her |ips against his face and
ki ssed himfuriously. "Take me back to our room Sos," she said. "I want to
feel needed."

He obliged, but the aftermath was not entirely harnmonious. "You' re stil
t hi nki ng of her," she accused him "Even when we're-"

"That's all over," he said, but the words |acked conviction

"I't's not over! It hasn't even begun yet. You still love her and you're
goi ng back!"

"It's an assignnent. You know that."

"She isn't the assignnent. It's alnost time for you to go, and I|'|l
never see you again, and you can't even tell me you |l ove ne."

"I do | ove you."

"But not as much as you |ove her."

"Sosa, she is hardly fit to be conpared to you. You're a warm wonderful

girl, and I would I ove you much nmore, in time. |I'mgoing back, but | want you
to keep ny bracelet. How el se can | convince you?"
She wrapped herself blissfully about him "I knowit, Sos. I'ma

denented jealous bitch. It's just that I'mlosing you forever, and | can't
stand it. The rest of nmy life wthout you-"



"Maybe 1'lIl send a replacenent."” But it ceased to be funny as he said
it.

After a noment she brightened slightly. "Let's do it again, Sos. Every
m nute counts."

"Hold on, woman! |I'mnot that sort of a supernman!"

"Yes you are," she said. And she proved hi m wong agai n.

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

Narel ess and weaponl ess, he marched. It was spring, alnost two years
after he had journeyed dejectedly toward the mountain. Sos had gone to
oblivion; the body that clothed his brain today was a different one, his face
a creation of the laboratory, his voice a croak. Plastic contacts nade his
eyes stare out invul nerably, and his hair sprouted w thout pignment.

Sos was gone-but secret menories remained within the nanel ess one,
surging irrepressibly when evoked by famliar sights. He was anonynmous but not
feelingless. It was al nost possible to forget, as he travel ed al one, m ssing
the little bird on his shoulder, that he cane as a nachine of destruction. He
could savor the forest trails and friendly cabins just as the young sworder
had four years ago. Alife and death ago!

He stood beside the circlet the one where Sol the sword had fought So
of all weapons for name and armament and, as it turned out, worman. Wat a
different world it would have been, had that encounter never taken place!

He entered the cabin, recognizing the underworld manufacture and the
crazy mai ntenance. Strange how his perceptions had changed! He had never
real ly wondered before where the supplies had cone from he, |ike nost nomads,
had taken such things for granted. How had such nai vete, been possible?

He broke out supplies and prepared a Gargantuan nmeal for hinmself. He had
to eat enornously to maintain this massive body, but food was not much of a
pl easure. Taste had been one of the many things that had suffered in the cause
of increased power. He wondered whether, in the past, the surgeons had been
able to performtheir mracles without attendant demolition of periphera
sensitivity. O had their machi nes taken the place of warriors?

A girl showed up at dusk, young enough and pretty enough, but when she
saw his bare wist she kept to herself. Hostels had al ways been excel |l ent
pl aces to hunt for bracelets. He wondered whether the crazies knew about this
particul ar aspect of their service.

He slept in one bunk, the girl courteously taking the one adjacent
t hough she coul d have cl ai med privacy by establishing herself on the far side
of the colum. She gl anced askance when she perceived that he was after al
al one, but she was not concerned. His readings had also told himthat before
t he Bl ast wonen had had to watch out for nen, and seldomdared to sleep in the
presence of a stranger. If that were true-though it was hardly creditable in a
civilization nore advanced than the present one-things had certainly inproved.
It was unthinkable that a man require favors not freely proffered-or that a
worman shoul d withhold them capriciously. Yet Sosa had described the perils of
her chil dhood, where tribes viewed wonen differently; not all the badness had
been expunged by the fire.

The girl could contain her curiosity no longer. "Sir, if | may ask-where
is your woman?"

He t hought of Sosa, pert little Sosa, alnost too small to carry a
full-sized bracelet, but big in performance and spirit. He missed her. "She is
in the world of the dead," he said.

"I"'msorry," she said, msunderstanding as he had neant her to. A nman
buried his bracelet with his wife, if he loved her, and did not take another
until mourning was over. How was he to explain that it was not Sosa's death,
but his own return to Ilife that had parted them forever?

The girl sat up in her bed, touching her nightied breast and show ng her



enbarrassnent. Her hair as pale. "It was wong of ne to ask," she said.

"It was wong of nme not to explain," he said graciously, know ng how
ugly he woul d appear to this innocent.

"I'f you desire to-" -

"No offense,” he said with finality.

"None," she agreed, relieved.

Wuld this ordinary, attractive, artless girl sharing his cabin but not
hi s bed-woul d she ever generate the violence of passion and sorrow he had
known? Wul d sone stout naive warrior hand her his bracelet tonorrow and
travel to the nountain when he | ost her?

It was possible, for that was the great nodern dreamof life and | ove.
There was in the | east of people, male and fenale, the capacity to arouse
tumul tuous enotion. That was the marvel and the glory of it all.

She fixed his breakfast in the norning, another courteous gesture that
showed she had been well brought up. She tried not to stare as he stepped out
of the shower blessed her and went his way, and she hers. These custons were
good, and had they nmet four years ago she been of age then- It took himonly a
week to cover the distance two nmen and a girl traveled before. Sone of the
cabins were occupied, others not, but he kept to hinself and was |eft al one.
It surprised hima little that common manners had changed; this was another
quality of the nomad society that he had never properly appreciated until he
| earned how bl unt things could be el sewhere.

But there were sone changes. The markers were gone, evidently the
crazies, perhaps pronpted by his report to Jones, had brought their GCeiger
clickers (manufactured in the underworld el ectronics shop) and resurveyed the
area at last. That could nmean that the noths and shrews were gone, too, or at
| east brought into better harnony with the rest of the ecology. He saw the
tracks of hoofed animals and was certain of it.

The old canmp remained, replete with its nmenories-and it was stil
occupi ed! Men exercised in the several circles and the big tent had been
mai nt ai ned beside the river. The firetrench, however, had been filled in, the
retrenchnments | eveled; this was the decisive evidence that the shrews | onger
swarmed. They had finally given way to the stronger species: man.

But back nearer the fringe of the live radiation, where man coul d not
go-who ruled there? And if there should ever be another Blast...

Why was he surprised to find men here? He had known this would be the
case; that was why he had cone first to this spot. This had been the birthing
pl ace of the enpire

He approached the canmp and was pronptly chall enged. "Halt! Which tribe
are you bound to?" a hefty staffer demanded, eyeing his tunic as though trying
to identify his weapon.

"No tribe. Let ne see your |eader."

"What's your nane?"

"I am namel ess. Let me see your |eader."

The staffer scow ed. "Stranger, you're overdue for a lesson in manners."

Sos reached out slowy and put one hand under the staff. He lifted.

"Hey, what are you-1" But the man had either to let go or to follow, he
could not overcome. In a nonment he was reaching for the sky, as Sos's single
armforced the staff and both the man's hands up

Sos twisted with contenptuous gravity, and the staffer was w enched
around hel plessly. "If you do not take ne to your naster, | will carry you
there nyself." He brought the weapon down suddenly and the man fell, stil
clinging to it.

O hers had collected by this tine to stare. Sos brought up his other
hand, shifted his grip to the two ends of the rod, while the staffer foolishly
hung on, bent it into a spendid half-circle. He let go, |eaving the useless
instrument in the hands of its owner

Very shortly, he was ushered into the | eader's presence.

It was Sav.

"What can | do for you, strongster?" Sav inquired, not recognizing him



under the nmaul ed features and al bino hair. "Things are pretty busy right now,
but if you come to enlist-"

"What you can do for me is to identify yourself and your tribe and turn
both over to ne." For once he was glad of the harshness inherent in his voice.

Sav | aughed good-naturedly. "I'm Sav the Staff, in charge of
staff-training for Sol, master of enpire. Unless you conme fromSol, I'm
turni ng not hing over to you."

"I do not cone fromSol. |I come to vanqui sh himand rule in his stead."

"Just like that, huh? Well, mster nanel ess, you can start here. W'l
put up a man against you in the circle, and you'll either take himor join our

tribe. What's your weapon?"

"I have no weapon but my hands."

Sav studied himwith interest. "Now, let me get this straight. You don't
have a name, you don't have a tribe and you don't have a weapon-but you figure
to take over this canmp?"

"Yes."

"Well, mybe I"'ma little slow today, but | don't quite foll ow how you
plan to do that."

"I will break you in the circle.”

Sav burst out |aughing. "Wthout a weapon?"

"Are you afraid to neet ne?"

"Mster, | wouldn't neet you if you had a weapow. Not unless you had a
tribe the size of this one to put up against it. Don't you know the rul es?"

"I had hoped to save tine."

Sav | ooked at himnore carefully. "You know, you rem nd me of someone.
Not your face, not your voice..You-"

"Select some man to neet me, then, and | will take himand all that
follow himfromyou, until the tribe is mne."

Sav's |l ook was pitying now. "You really want to tackle a trained staffer
inthe circle? Wth your bare hands?"

Sos nodded.

"This goes against the grain, but all right then.'
his men and showed the way to a central circle.

The sel ected staffer was enbarrassed. "But he has no weapon!" he
excl ai med.

"Just knock himdown a couple of times,"” Sav advised. "He insists on
doing it." Men were gathering; word had spread of Sos's feat with the guard's
staff.

Sos renpved his tunic and stood in short trunks and bare feet.

The bystanders gasped. The tunic had covered himfromchin to knee and
el bow, exposing little nore than the hands and feet. The others had assuned
that he was a | arge chubby man, ol d because of the color of his hair and the
| eathery texture of his face. They had been curious about the strength he had
shown, but not really convinced it had not been a fluke effort.

"Bi ceps |ike clubheads!" sonmeone excl ai ned. "Look at that neck!"™ Sos no
| onger wore the netal collar; now his neck was a solid mass of horny callus
and scar tissue. The staffer assigned to neet hi mstood opennout hed.

Sav pulled the nan back. "Gom take the circle,” he said tersely.

A much larger staffer cane forward, his body scarred and di scol ored by
many encounters: a veteran. He held his weapon ready and stepped into the
circle without hesitation

Sos entered and stood w th hands on hips.

Gom had no foolish scruples. He feinted several tines to see what the
nanel ess one would do, then | anded a viciouis blowto the side of the neck

Sos stood unnoved.

The staffer |ooked at his weapon, shrugged, and struck again.

After standing for a full mnute, Sos noved. He advanced on Gom reached
out al nmost casually for the staff, and spun it away with a sharp tw st of one
wist. He hurled it out of the circle.

Sos had never touched the man physically, but the staffer was out of

He summpned one of



busi ness. He had tried to hold on to his weapon. Gonis fingers were broken

"I have one man, and nyself," Sos announced. "My man is not ready to
fight again, so |l will fight next for two."

Shaken, Sav sent in another warrior, designating a third as coll ateral
Sos caught the two ends of the staff and held themwhile the man tried vainly
to free it. Finally Sos twi sted and the weapon buckled. He let go and stepped
back.

The man stood hol ding the S-shaped instrunent, dazed. Sos only had to
touch himwith a finger, and the staffer stunbled out of the circle.

"I have four nmen, counting nyself. | will match for four."
By this time the entire canp was packed around the circle. "You have
al ready made your point," Sav said. "I will neet you."

"Yoursel f and your entire tribe against what | have here?" Sos inquired,
nocki ng him

"My skill against your skill," Sav said, refusing to be ruffled. "M
group- agai nst your service and conplete information about yourself. Wo you
are, where you canme from how you learned to fight like that, who sent you
here.”

"My service you may have, if you winit, or ny life- but | amsworn to
secrecy about the rest. Nane othes terns."

Sav picked up his staff. "Are you afraid to neet ne?"

The nmen chuckl ed. Sav had nicely turned the dial ogue on him Wo nocked
whon?

"l cannot commit that information to the terns of the circle. | have no
right."

"You have shown us your strength. We are curious. You ask ne to put up
nmy entire canp-but you won't even agree to put up your history. | don't think
you really want to fight, stranger." The gathered nmen agreed vociferously,
enj oyi ng the exchange.

Sos appreciated certain qualities of |eadership he had never recognized
in Sav before. Sav had surely seen that he nust lose if he entered the circle,
and be shanmed if he didn't. Yet he was forcing Sos to back off. Sav could
refuse to do battle unless his terms were met, and do so with honor-and the
word woul d quickly spread to Sol's other tribal |eaders. It was a tactical
mast er st r oke

He woul d have to conpromi se. "All right," he said. "Bul | will tell only
you. No one else."

"But I will tell whom| please!" Sav specified.

Sos did not challenge that. He had to hope that, if by some m schance he
lost, he could still convince Sav in private of the necessity for secrecy. Sav

was a sensi bl e, easygoing individual; he would certainly listen and think
bef ore acti ng.

It was too bad that the smling staffer had to be hurt by his friend.

Sav entered the circle. He had inmproved; his staff was blindingly swft
and unerringly placed. Sos tried to catch the weapon and could not. The nman
had profited from observation of the two | esser warriors, and never let his
staff stand still |ong enough to be grabbed. He also wastec no effort striking
the colum of gristle. "He naneuvered instead for face shots, hoping to blind
hi s antagoni st, and rapped at el bows and wists and feet. He al so kept noving,
as though certain that so solid a body would tire soon

It was useless. Sos sparred a few mnutes so that the staffer would not
| ose face before his nen, then blocked the flying shaft and caught Sav's
forearm He yanked it to him and brought his other hand to bear

There was a crack.

Sos let go and shoved the man out of the circle. No warrior present
could mstake the finality of a dripping conpound fracture. Men took hold of
Sav as he staggered, hauled, at his armand set the exposed bone in place and
bound the terrible wound in gauze, while Sos watched m passively fromthe
circle.

It had not been strictly necessary. He could have won in a hundred



ki nder ways. But he had needed a victory that was serious and totally
convi nci ng. Had Sav | ost indecisively, or by sone trick blow that nade him
stunble fromthe circle like an intoxicated person, unmarked, the gathered
wi t nesses woul d have been quick to doubt his capability or desire to fight,
and the job would be unfinished. The break was tangible; Sav's nmen knew
i medi ately that no one coul d have succeeded where their |eader had failed,
and that there had been no collusion and no cowardice.
Sos had inflicted dreadful pain, knowing that his erstwhile friend could
bear it, in order to preserve what was nore inportant: the loser's reputation
"Put your second-in-comand in charge of this camp,” Sos snhapped at Sav,
showi ng no softness. "You and | take the trail-tonorrow norning, alone."

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

Two nmen nmoved out, one with his armin cast and sling. They nmarched as
far as the broken armand | oss of blood permtted, and settled into a hostel
for the' evening, wthout conpany.

"Why?" Sav inquired as Sos fixed supper.

"Why the arn?"

"No. | understand that. Wy you?"

"I have been assigned to take over Sol's enpire. He will hardly nmeet ne
inthe circle until | bring down his chief lieutenants."

Sav | eaned back carefully, favoring the arm "I mean why you- Sos?"

First man, second day. He had betrayed hinself already. "You can trust
me," Sav said. "I never told anyone about your nights with Sola, and | wasn't
bound by the circle code then, not to you, | nean. | won't tell anyone now

The information belonged to ne only if I won it fromyou, and I didn't."

"How di d you know?"

"Well, | did roomwith you quite a spell, renenber. | got to know you
pretty well, and not just by sight. | know how you think and how you snell. |
was awake some last night-little ache in nmy armand | wal ked by your tent."

"How di d you know ne' sl eepi ng when you did not know ne awake?"

Sav smled. "I recognized your snore."

"My-" He hadn't even known he snored

"And one or two other things fit into place,” Sav continued. "Like the
way you stared at the spot on the ground where our little tent used to be-and
| know you weren't renenbering me! And the way you humed " Red River Vall ey
today while we marched, sane way Sol a used to hum G eensl eeves,' even if you
do carry a tune even worse than you did before. And the way you took care to
make ne | ook good in the circle, make me lose like a nman. You didn't have to
do that. You were taking care of me, sane way | took care of you before.™

"You took care of me?"

"You know keeping the gals away fromyour tent all winter, even if | had
to service "emnyself. Sending a man to bring Sol back when it was time. Stuff
like that."

Sol had stayed away...until Sola was pregnant!

"You knew about Sol ?"

"I'mjust naturally nosy, | guess. But | can keep nmy mouth shut."

"You certainly can!" Sos took a monent to adjust hinmself to the changed
situation. The staffer was a | ot nore know edgeabl e and di screet than he had

ever suspected. "All right, Sav. I'Il tell you everything-and you can tell nme
how to keep ny secrets so that nobody el se catches on. Fair enough?”

"Deal ! Except-"

"No exceptions. | can't tell anyone else."

"Except a couple are going to know anyway, no way to stop it. You get
within a hundred feet of Sol, he'll know you. He's that way. And you won't
fool Sola long, either. The others-well, if we can fake out Tor, no problem"”

Sav was probably right. Sonehow the thought did not disturb Sos; if he



did his honest best to conceal his identity, but was known by those closest to
hi m anyway, he could hardly be bl amed. The word woul d not spread.

"You asked “why nme? That's the same question | asked nyself. They put
pressure on me, but it wouldn't have been enough if | hadn't had interna
doubts. Wiy ne? The answer is, because | built the enpire, though they didn't
know that. | started it, | organized it, | trained it, | left men after ne who
could keep it rolling. If it is wong, then | have a noral obligation to
dismantle it-and | nmay be the only one who can do it w thout cal amtous
bl oodshed. | amthe only one who really understands its nature and the key
i ndividuals within it-and who can defeat Sol in the circle.”

"Maybe you better start at the beginning," Sav said. "You went away,
then | heard you cane back with the rope, and Sol beat you and you went to the
nount ai n-"

It was late at night by the tine the conplete story had been told.

Tyl's canmp was much larger than Sav's had been. This was an acquisition
tribe, contrasted to the training tribe, and by itself nunbered al npost
five-hundred warriors. This tine there was no stupidity at the entrance; Sav
was a ranki ng nenber of the hierarchy, and there was the unm stakable ring of
command in his normally gentle voice as he cut through obstacles. Ten mi nutes
after they entered the canmp they stood before Tyl hinself.

"What brings you here unattended, conrade?" Tyl inquired cautiously, not
commenting on the nmending arm He | ooked ol der, but no | ess certain of
hi nmsel f.

"I serve a new naster. This is the nanel ess one, who sought ne out and
defeated ne in the circle. Now he offers me and ny tribe agai nst you and
yours."

Tyl contenplated Sos's tunic, trying to penetrate to the body beneath
it. "Wth all due respect, ex-conrade, ny tribe is nore powerful than yours.

He will have to neet ny subchiefs first."
"OfF course. Post a third of your tribe to correspond to mne. After the
nanel ess one defeats your man, he will match both sections against the

remai nder. You can study' himtoday and neet himtonorrow "

"You seemto have confidence in him" Tyl observed.

Sav turned to Sos. "Master, if you would rempove your dress-"

Sos obliged, finding it easy to let Sav handl e things. The man certainly
had talent for it. This early acquisition had been nost fortunate. -

Tyl | ooked. "I see," he said, inmpressed. "And what is his weapon?" Then
"I see," again.

That afternoon Sos knocked out the subchief sworder with a single
hamrer bl ow of one fist to the md-section. He had the sword by the bl ade,
having sinply caught it in mdthrust and held it. A slight crease showed al ong
the callus covering the netallic nesh enbedded in his pal mwhere the edge had
cut; that was all. He had cl osed upon the blade carefully, but the w tnesses
had not been aware of that. They had assunmed that he had actually halted' the
full thrust with an unprotected hand.

Tyl, like Sav, was quick to |l earn. He, too, enployed the sword, and he
fenced with Sos's hands as though they were daggers, and with his head as
though it were a club, and he kept his distance. It was w se strategy. The
si ngi ng bl ade nmai ntai ned an expert defense, and Tyl never took a chance.

But he forgot one thing: Sos had feet as well as hands and head. A sharp
kick to the kneecap brought temporary paralysis there, interfering with
mobility. Tyl knew he had | ost, then, for even a narrow advantage inevitably
grew, but he fought on, no coward. Not until both knees were dislocated did he
attenpt the suicide plunge.

Sos left the blade sticking in his upper armand touched his fingers to
t he base of Tyl's exposed neck, and it was over.

Then he withdrew t he bl ade and bound the wound together hinmself. It had
been a stab, not a slash, and the metal reinforcement within the bone had
stopped the point. The arm woul d heal

When Tyl could wal k, Sos added himto the party. They set out for the



next major tribe, getting closer to Sol's own canp. Tyl traveled with his
fam ly, since Sos had not guaranteed any pronpt return to the tribe, and Tyla
t ook over household chores. The children stared at the man who had defeated
their father, hardly able to accept it. They were too young yet to appreciate
all the facts of battle, and had not understood that Tyl had been defeated at
the tine he joined Sol's nascent group. There were no frank conversations

al ong the way Tyl did not recogni ze the nanel ess one, and Sav cleverly

nul l'ified dangerous remarks.

They caught up to Tor's tribe after three weeks. Sos had determ ned that
he needed one nore leader in his retinue before he had enough to force So
into the circle. He now had authority over nore than six-hundred men-but eight
tri bes remai ned, sone very large. Sol could still preserve his enpire by
refusing to let these tribes accept the challenge and by refraining from
circle conbat hinmself. But acquisition of a third tribe should nake Sos's
chunk of enpire too big to let go.

Tor's tribe was smaller than Tyl's and nore | oosely organi zed, but stil
a form dabl e spread. A certain nunber of doubles teans were practicing, as
t hough the encounter with the Pits had cone out about even. Sos expected
conpetent preparations for his com ng, and was not di sappointed. Tot nmet him
promptly and took himinto private conference, |eaving Sav and Tyl out of it.

"I see you are a famly man," he said.

Sos glanced at his bare wist. "I was once a famly man."

"Ch, | see." Tor, searching for weakness, had mssed. "Well, |
under stand- you cane out of nowhere,' defeated Sav and Tyl and mean to
chal l enge Sol for his enpire, and that you actually enter the circle without a
weapon. "

"Yes."

"I't would seem foolish for me to meet you personally, since Tyl is a
better fighter than I."

Sos did not commrent.

"Yet it is not in ny nature to avoid a challenge. Suppose we do this: |

will put my tribe up against yours if you will mnmeet ny representative.”

"One of your subchiefs? I will not put up six-hundred nmen against a
m nor." But Sos's real concern was whether Tor recognized him

"I did not say that. | said ny representative, who is not a nenber of ny
group, against you, alone. If he beats you, you will rel ease your nen and go
your way; Sol will reconquer themin tinme. If you overcone him | wll turn
over my group to you, but I will remain in the service of Sol. | do not care

to serve any other master at this tine."

"This is a curious proposition." There had to be a hidden aspect to it,
since Tor was al ways cl ever.

"Friend, you are a curious proposition."

Sos considered it, but discovered nothing inherently unfair about the
terms. If he won, he had the tribe. If he lost, he was still free to try for
Sol at a later date. It did not matter whom he fought; he would have to def eat
the man sooner or |ater anyway, to prevent resurgence of the enpire under sone
new mast er.

And it seenmed that Tor did not recognize him which was a private
sati sfaction. Perhaps he had worried too nuch about that.

"Very well | will neet this man."

"He will behere in a couple of days. | have already sent a runner to
fetch him Accept our hospitality in the interim"

Sos got up to leave. "One thing," he said, renenbering.

"Who is this nman?"

"Hi s nane is Bog. Bog the club."

Trust wily Tor to think of that! The one warrior not even Sol had been
able to defeat.

It was three days before Bog showed up, as big and happy as ever. He had
not changed a bit in two years. Sos wanted to rush out and shake the giant's
hand and hear hi mexclaim"GOkay!" again, but he could not; he was a nanel ess



stranger now and woul d have to neet and overcome the man anonynously.

This sel ection made cl ear why Tor had arranged the ternms as they were.
Bog was entirely indifferent to power in the tribal sense. He fought for the
sheer joy of action and made no cl ai ns upon the vanqui shed. The messenger bad
only to whisper "CGood fight!" and Bog was on his way.

And Tar had chosen well in another respect, for Bog was the only man Sos
knew of who shared virtual physical invulnerability. OGthers had tried to
prevail over the nanel ess one by skill and had only been vanqui shed. Bog
enpl ayed no skill, just inexhaustible power.

The day was wani ng, and Tar prevail ed upon Bog to postpone the battle
until rmorning. "Tough man, long fight," he explained. "Need all day."

Bog's grin wi dened. "Ckay!"

Sos watched the huge man put away food for three and lick his lips in
anticipation as several lovely girls clustered solicitously around hi mand
touched the bracelet upon his wist. Sos felt nostalgia. Here was a nan who
had an absolute formula for perpetual joy: enornmous power, driving appetites
and no concern for the future. What a pleasure it would be to travel with him
again and bask in the reflected Iight of his happiness! The reality m ght have
been troubling for others, but never for Bog.

Yet it was to preserve the goodness in the systemthat he fought now By
defeating Bog he woul d guarantee that there would always be free warriors for
such as Bog to fight. The enpire would never swallow t hem all

They waited only | ong enough for the sun to rise to a reasonabl e hei ght
bef ore approaching the circle in the norning. The nen of the canp were packed
so tightly Tor had to clear a path to the arena. Everyone knew what the
st akes, were, except possibly Bog hinself, who didn't care; but the prinmary
interest was in the conbat itself. Only tw ce, |egend said, had Bog been
st opped-once by the onset of night and once by a fluke | oss of his weapon. No
one had ever actually defeated him

It was al so said, however, that he never entered the circle against the
net or other unfamliar weapon.

Bog junped in, already swi nging his club enthusiastically, while Sos
remai ned outside the ring and stripped to his trunks. He folded the long tunic
carefully and stood up straight. The two nmen | ooked at each other while the
audi ence studi ed them

"They're the sane size!" a man excl ai ned, awed.

Sos started. He, the sane size as the giant? |npossiblel

Nonet hel ess, fact. Bog was taller and broader across the shoul ders, but
Sos was now nore solidly constructed. The doctors had given himinjections, in
the underworl d operatory to stimnulate nuscul ar devel opment, and the inserted
protective materials added to his nass. He was |arger than he had been, and
none of the added nass was fat. He probably wei ghed al nost tw ce what he had
when he first set out in search of adventure.

Each man had enornously overmnuscl ed shoul ders and arns and a neck
sheat hed in scars; but where Bog slinmred down to small hips. and conparatively
puny | egs, Sos had a midriff bulging with protective nuscles and thighs so
thick he found it awkward to run

Now he carried no weapon: he was a weapon.

He stepped into the circle.

Bog proceeded as usual, swinging with indifferent aimat head and body.
Sos ducked and took other evasive action. He had stood still to accept the
bl ows of the staff, as a matter of denonstration, but the club was a different
matter. A solid hit on the head by such as Bog coul d knock hi m sensel ess. The
metal in his skull would not dent, but the brain within would smash itself
agai nst the barrier like so nuch jelly. The reinforced bones of arns and | egs
woul d not break, but even the toughened gristle and muscle would suffer if
pi nched between that bone and the full force of the club. Bog could hurt him

Sos avoi ded the nmoving club and shot an arm up behind Bog's hand to
bl ock the return swing. He | eaped inside and drove the other fist into Bog's
stomach so hard the man was pushed backward. It was the rock-cracking bl ow



Bog shifted hands and brought the weapOn savagely down to smash Sos's
hi p. He stepped back to regain balance and conti nued the attack. He hadn't
noti ced the bl ow

Sos circled again, exercising the bruised hip and nmarveling. The man was
not exactly flabby in the stonach; that blow could have ruptured the
intestines of an ordinary warrior. The way he had shifted grips on his club
showed that there was nore finesse to his attack than nen had given himcredit
for. As a matter of fact, Bog's swings were not wild at all, now They shifted
angles regularly and the arcs were not wide. There was no time for a sword to
cut in between them or a staff, and | esser weapons woul d have no chance at
all. Bog had an excellent all-purpose defense conceal ed within his showy
of f ense.

Strange that he had never noticed this before. Was Bog's mani f est
stupidity an act? Had Sos, who should certainly have known better, assuned
that a man as big and strong as Bog nust be lacking in nental qualities? O

was Bog a natural fighter, like Sol, who did what he did unconsciously and who
won because his instincts were good?
Still, there would be weak points. There had to be. Sos kicked at an

exposed knee, hardly having time to set up for the proper angle for

di sl ocati on-and had his own leg clipped by a seem ngly accidental descent of
the club. He parried the club armagain, leading it out of the way, and | eaped
to enbrace Bog in a bear-hug, catching his two hands t Oget her behind the nman's
back. Bog held his breath and raised the club high in the air and brought it
down. Sos let go and shoved him away barely in time to avoid a head bl ow t hat
woul d have finished the fight.

Yes, Bog knew how to defend hinself.

Next time, Sos blocked the armand caught it in both hands to apply the
breaki ng "pressure. It was no use; Bog tensed his nuscles and was too strong.
Bog flipped the club to the alternate hand again and bl asted away at Sos's
back, forcing another hasty retreat. Sos tried once nore, pounding his
rei nforced knuckles into the armjust above the el bow, digging for nerves, but
had to l et go; the club was too dangerous to ignore. He could do a certain
amount of weakeni ng damage to Bog's arnms that would, in tine, incapacitate the
man, but in the nmeanwhile he would be subjected to a simlar amount of battery
by the club, which would hardly leave himin fit condition to fight again
soon.

It was apparent that sinple measures would not do the job. Wile
consci ousness remai ned, Bog woul d keep fighting-and he was so constructed that
he coul d not be knocked out easily. A stranglehold from behind? Bog's club
could whip over the back or around the side to pulverize the opponent-I|ong
bef ore consci ousness departed- and how could a forearm do what the rope could
not? A hamer-blow to the base of the skull? It was as likely to kill the man
as to slow himdown. Bog bei ng what he was.

But he was vul nerable. The kick to the crotch, the stiffened finger to
the eyeball. . . any rapid blowto a surface organ would surely bring him
down.

Sos continued to dodge and parry, forearm against forearm Should he do
it? Did -any need justify the deliberate and pernmanent maimng of a friend?

He didn't argue it. He sinply decided to fight as he had to: fairly.

Just as the club would knock himout once it connected, so one of his
own bl ows or grips would bring down Bog, when properly executed. Since Bog
didn't know the meani ng of defeat, and would never give in to numbing bl ows or
sinmple pain, there was no point in such tactics. He would have to end the
contest swiftly and decisivel y-which meant accepting at |east one full smash
fromthe club as he set up his position. It was a necessary risk.

Sos timed the next pass, spun away fromit, ducked his head and thrust
out in the high stanping kick aimed for Bog's chin. The club caught himat the
t hi gh, stunning the nuscle and knocki ng hi m si dewi se, but his heel |anded.

Too high. It caught Bog's forehead and snapped his head back with force
abetted by the inpact of the club upon his leg. A nuch nore dangerous bl ow



than the one intended.

Sos dropped to the ground, rolled over to get his good | eg under him
and | eaped up again, ready to follow up with a sustained knuckl e-beat to the
back of the neck. Bog could not swing effectively so long as he was pinned to
t he ground, and even he could not withstand nore than a few seconds of- Sos
hal t ed. Suddenly he knew what - had happened. The slight m splacenent of the
ki ck, providing added | everage agai nst the head; the forward thrust of Bog's
| arge body as he swung; the feedback effect of the club bl ow upon the leg; the
very nmuscul ature constricting the clubber's neck these things had combined to
make the very special connection Sos had sought to avoid.

Bog' s neck was broken.

He was not dead-but the damage was irreparable, here. If he survived, it
woul d be as a paralytic. Bog would never fight again. -

Sos | ooked up, becom ng aware of the audi ence he had conpletely
forgotten, and net Tor's eyes. Tor nodded gravely. -

Sos picked up Bog's club and smashed it with all his force against the
staring head.

CHAPTER TVENTY

"Cone with nme," Sav said.

Sos followed himinto the forest, paying no attention to the direction
He felt as he had when Stupid perished in the snow. Here was a great, perhaps
sloww tted but happy fellow abruptly dead in a manner no one had wanted or
expected, least of all Sos hinmself. Sos had |liked the hearty cl ubber; he had
fought by his side. By the definition of the circle, Bog had been his friend.

There were many ways he coul d have killed the man, had that been his
intent, or mainmed him despite his power. Sos's efforts to avoid doing any
real damage had been largely responsible for the prolongation of the
encounter- yet had led to nothing. Perhaps there had been no way to defeat Bog
wi thout killing him Perhaps in time Sos could convince hinmself of that,
anyway.

At | east he had seen to it that the man died as he m ght have wi shed: by
a swift blowfromthe club. Small confort

Sav stopped and gestured. They were in a forest glade, a circular nound
with a small, crude pyram d of stones at the apex. It was one of the places of
buri al and worshi p maintai ned by volunteer tribesmen who did not choose to
turn over the bodies of their friends to the crazies for cremation

"I'n the underworl d-could they have saved hin?" Sav inquired.

"I think so."

"But if you tried to take himthere-"

"They woul d have bl asted us both with the flanmethrower before we got
within hailing. distance of the entrance. | am forbidden ever to return.”

"Then, this is best," Sav said.

They stood | ooking at the nmound, knowi ng that Bog would soon lie within
it.

"Sol cones to these churches every few days, alone,"” Sav said. "I
t hought you'd like to know. "

Then it seened, that no time passed, but it had been a nonth of travel
and heal i ng, and he was standi ng besi de another tineless mund and Sol was
conming to pray.

Sol kneeled at the foot of the pyramid and raised his eyes to it. Sos
dropped to his own knees beside him They stayed there in silence for sone
tine.

"I had a friend," Sos said at last. "I had to meet himin the circle,
t hough I would not have chosen it. Now he is buried here."

"I, too," Sol said. "He went to the nountain."

"Now | nust challenge for an enpire | do not want, and perhaps kil



again, when all that | desire is friendship."

"I prayed here all day for friendship," Sol said, speaking of all the
nounds in the world as one, and all times as one, as Sos bad done. "Wen
returned to nmy canp | thought my prayer was answered-but he required what |
could not give." He paused. "I would give ny enpire to have that friend
again."

"Why can't we two talk away from here, never to enter the circle again?"

"I would take only ny daughter." He | ooked at Sos, for the first tinme
since staff and rope bad parted, and if he recognized himas anything nore
than the heral ded nanel ess chal |l enger, or found this unheral ded node of
contact strangh, he did not say. "I would give you her nother, since your
bracelet is dead."

"I woul d accept her, in the name of friendship."

"I'n the nane of friendship."

They stood up and shook hands. It was as close as they could, come to
acknow edgi ng recognition

The canp was nonstrous. Five of the remaining tribes had mgrated to
rejoin their naster, anticipating the arrival of the challenger. Two thousand
men spread across plain and forest with their fanilies, sleeping in conmuna
tents and eating at conmunal hearths. Literate men supervised distribution of
supplies and gave daily instruction in reading and figuring to groups of
apprentices. Parties trekked into the nmountains, digging for the ore that the
books said was there, while others cultivated the ground to grow. the
nutritive plants that other books said could be raised. Wnen practiced
weavi ng and knitting in groups, and one party had a crude native | oom The
enpire was nowtoo large to feed itself fromthe isolated cabins of a single
area, too independent to depend upon any external source for clothing or
weapons.

"This is Sola," Sol said, introducing - the elegant, sultry high |ady.
He spoke to her: "I would give you to the nameless one. He is a powerful
warrior, though he carries no weapon."

"As you wish," she said indifferently. She glanced at Sos, and through
him "Were is his bracelet? What should | call nyself?"

"Keep the clasp | gave you. | will find another."

"Keep the nane you bear, | have none better."

"You're crazy," she said, addressing both.

"This is Soli," Sol said as the little girl entered the conpartnent. He

pi cked her up and held her at bead height. She grasped a tiny staff and waved
it dangerously.

"I"'ma Amazon!" she said, poking the stick at Sos.
circle.”

They nmoved on to the place where the chieftains gathered: Sav and Tyl
toget her, Tor and Tun, and Neq and three others Sos did not recognize in
anot her group. They spread out to forma standing circle as Sol and Sos
appr oached.

"W have reached a tentative agreenent on terns,
approval by the two masters, of course."

"The terms are these," Sol said, not giving hima chance to conti nue.
"The empire will be disbanded. Each of you will conmand the tribe you now
govern in our names, and Tot his old tribe, but you will never neet each ot her
inthe circle."

They stared at hi m unconprehendi ngly. "You fought already?" Tun
i nqui red.

"I have quit the circle.”

"Then we nust serve the nanel ess one."

"I have quit the circle too," Sos said.

"But the enpire will fall apart w thout one of you as master. No one
el se is strong enough!"

Sol turned his back on them "It is done," he said. "Let's take our
t hi ngs and go."

m fighting in

Sav said. "Subject to



"Wait a minute!" Tyl exclaimed, running stiff-1egged after them "You
owe us an expl anation."

Sol shrugged, offering none. Sos turned about and spoke. "Four years ago
you all served small tribes or traveled alone. You slept in cabins or in
private tents, and you did not need anything that was not provided. You were
free to go and to live as you chose.

"Now you travel in large tribes and you fight for other men when they
tell you to. You till the land, working as the crazies do, because your
nunbers are too great for the resources of any one area. You mne for netals,
because you no longer trust the crazies to do it for you, though they have
never broken trust. You study from books, because you want the things
civilization can offer. But this is not the way it should be. W know what
civilization leads to. It brings destruction of all the values of the circle.
It brings conmpetition for material things you do not need. Before |long you
wi || overpopul ate the Earth and become a scourge upon it, |ike shrews who have
overrun their feed ing grounds.

"The records show that the end result of enpire is-the Blast."

But he hadn't said it well.

Al'l but Sav peered incredulously at him "You claim" Tot said slowy,
"that unless we remain prinitive nomads, dependent upon the crazies, ignorant
of finer things, there will be a second Bl ast?"

"In time, yes. That is what happened before. It is our duty to see that
it never happens again."

"And you believe that the answer is to keep things as they are,

di sorgani zed?

"So nore men like Bog can die in the circle?"

Sos stood as if stricken. Was he on the right side, after all?

"Better that, than that we all die in the Blast," Sol put in
surprisingly. "There are not enough of us, now, to recover again."

Unwi ttingly, he had undercut Sos's argument, since overpQpul ati on was
t he problem of enpire.

Neq turned on Sol. "Yet you preserve the circle by deserting it!"

Sav, who understood both sides, finally spoke. "Sonetimes you have to
gi ve up sonething you | ove, something you value, so as not to destroy it. 1'd
call that sensible enough."

"I"d call it cowardice!" Tyl said

Both Sol and Sos junped toward himangrily.

Tyl stood firm "Each of you defeated ne in the circle. I will serve
either. But if you fear to face each other for supremacy, | nust call you what
you are."

"You have no right to build an enmpire and throw it away |like that," Tor
sai d. "Leadership nmeans responsibifity."

"Where did you learn all this "history' ?" Neq demanded. "I don't believe
it."

"We're just beginning to cooperate like nen, instead of playing Iike
children,” Tun said.

Sol | ooked at Sos. "They have no power over us. Let themtalk." ,

Sos stood indecisively. Wiat these suddenly assertive men were saying
made di stressing sense. How could he be sure that what the naster of the
underworl d had told himwas true? There were so many obvi ous advant ages of
civilization-and it had taken thousands of years for the Blast to cone,
before. Had it really been the fault of civilization, or had there been
factors he didn't know about? Factors that mght no | onger exist...

Little Soli appeared and ran toward Sol. "Are you going to fight now,
Daddy?"

Tyl stepped ahead of himand managed to intercept her, squatting with
difficulty since his knees were still healing. "Soli, what would you do if
your daddy decided not to fight?"

She presented himw th the round-eyed stare. "Not fight?"

No one el se spoke.



"If he said he wouldn't go in the circle any nore," Tyl pronpted her
"I'f he went away and never fought again."

Soi |l burst out crying.

Tyl let her go She ran to Sol. "You go in “the circle, Daddy!" she
excl ai med. " Show him"

It had happened again. Sol faced him defeated. "I nust fight for ny
daughter."

Sos struggled with hinmsel f, but knew that the peaceful settlenment had
flown. He saw, in a terrible revelation, that this, not name, woman or enpire
had been the root of each of their encounters: the child. The child called
Soli had been there throughout; the “circle had determ ned which man woul d
claimthe nane and privil ege of fatherhood.

Sol could not back down, and neither could Sos. Bob, of the underworld,
had made cl ear what woul d happen if Sos allowed the enpire to stand.

"Tonorrow, then," Sos said, also defeated

"Tonorrowfriend."

"And the winner rules the enpire-all of it!" Tyl shouted, and the others
agr eed.

Why did their sniles | ook | upine?

They ate together, the two masters with Sola and Soli. "You will take
care of my daughter,"” Sol said. He did not need to define the circunstance
further.

Sos only nodded.

Sola was nore direct. "Do you want ne toni ght?"

Was this the woman he had | onged for? Sos studied her, noting the
vol uptuous figure, the lovely features. She did not recognize him he was
certain-yet she had accepted an insulting alliance with conplacency.

"She-1 oved another," Sol said. "Now nothing matters to her, except
power. It is not her fault."

"I still love him" she said. "If his body is dead, his menory is not.
My own body does not matter.”

Sos continued to |l ook at her-but the inmage he saw was of little Sosa of
the underworld, the girl who wore his bracelet. The girl Bob had threatened to
send in his place, should Sos refuse to undertake the mssion . . . to work
her way into Sol's canp as anybody's worman and to stab Sol with a poi soned
dart and then herself, leaving the master of enpire dead and di sgraced. The
girl who would still be sent, if Sos failed.

At first it had been Sol's fate that had concerned him though Bob never
suspected this. Only by agreeing to the mission could Sos arrange to turn
aside its treachery. But as the tine of training passed, Sosa's own peril had
become as inportant. If he betrayed the underworld now, she would pay the
penal ty.

Sol a and Sosa: the two had never net, yet they controlled his destiny.
He had to act to protect them both-and he dared tell neither why.

"I'n the name of friendship, take her!" Sol exclaimed. "I have nothing
left to offer.”

"I'n the nanme of friendship," Sos whispered. He was sickened by the whole
affair, so riddled with sacrifice and di shonor. He knew that the nman Sol a
enbraced in- her mnd would be the one who had gone to the mountain. She m ght
never know the truth.

And the woman he enbraced woul d be Sosa. She woul d never know, either.
He had not realized until he left her that he | oved her nore.

At noon the next day they met at the circle. Sos wi shed there were sone
way he could | ose, but he knew at the sane nonment that this was no sol ution
Sol's victory would nean his death; the underworld had pronounced it.

Twi ce he had nmet Sol in battle, striving to win and failing. This tine
he would strive in his heart to |ose, but had to win. Better the humliation
of one, than the death of two.

Sol had chosen the daggers. H s handsonme body glistened in the
sunl i ght-but Sos imagi ned with sadness the way that body would | ook after the



terrible hands of the nanel ess one closed upon it. He | ooked for some pretext
to delay the onset, but found none. The watchers were massed and waiting, and
the conm tnent had been made. The masters had to nmeet, and there was no
friendship in the circle. Sos would spare his friend if he were abl e-but he
had to w n.

They entered the circle together and faced each other for a nonent, each
respecting the other's capabilities. Perhaps each still hoped for some way to
stop it, even now. There was no way. It had been unrealistic to inagine that
this final encounter could be reneged. They were the masters: no |onger
par adoxi cal |y, their own nasters.

Sos nmade the first nove. He junped close and drove a sl edgehanmer fi st
at Sol's stonmach-and caught his bal ance as the effort came to nothing. Sol had
stepped aside, as he had to, noving nore swiftly than seened possible, as be
al ways did and a shall ow slash ran the |l ength of the challenger's forearm The
fist had m ssed, the knife had not wounded seriously, and the first testing of
skill had been acconpli shed.

Sos had known better than to follow up with a second bl ow in the nonment
Sol appeared to be of f-bal ance. Sol was never caught unaware. Sol had
refrained fromcomitting the other knife, knowing that the seemn ng
ponderosity of Sos's hands was illusory; Tactics and strategy at this | evel of
skill | ooked crude only because so many sinple ploys were usel ess or suicidal
finesse seenmed like bluff only to the uninitiate.

They circled each other, watching the placenents of feet and bal ance of
torso rather than face or hands. The expression in a face could lie, but not
the attitude of the body; the notion of a hand could switch abruptly, but not
that of a foot. No major comrtment could be nmade wi t hout preparation and
reaction. Thus Sol seenmed to hold the twin blades lightly while Sos hardly
gl anced at them

Sol noved, sweeping both points in toward the body, one high, the other
low. Sos's hands were there, closing about the two wists as the knives were
bal ked by protected shoul der and belly, and So! pinioned. He applied pressure
slowy, knowi ng that the real ploy had not yet been executed.

Sol was strong, but he could not hope to conpete with his opponent's
power. Gradually his arms bent down as the vice-like grip intensified, and the
fingers on the knives | oosened. Then Sol flexed both wists-and they spun
about within the grip! No wonder his body shone: he had greased it.

Now t he daggers took on life of their own, flipping over together to
center on the inprisoning manacl es. The points dug in, braced agai nst cl anped
hands, feeling for the vul nerabl e tendons, and they were feather-sharp

Sos had to let go. H s hardened skin could deflect |ightning slashes,
but not the anchored probing he was exposed to here. He rel eased -one wi st
only, yanking tremendously at the other trying to break it while his foot
| ashed against the man's inner thigh. But Sol's free bl ade whi pped across
unerringly, to bury itself in the flesh of Sos's other forearm and it was not
the thigh but the hard bone of hip that nmet the noving foot. It was far nore
dangerous to break with Sol than to close with him

They parted, the one with white marks showi ng the crushing pressure
exerted against him the other with spot punctures and stream ng bl ood from
one arm The second testing had passed. It was known that if the nanel ess one
could catch the daggers, he could not hold them and the experienced w tnesses
nodded gravely. The one was stronger, the other faster, and the advantage of
the nonent lay with Sol

The battle continued. Bruises appeared upon Sol's body, and countl ess
cuts bl ossomed on Sos's, but neither scored definitely. It had becone a
contest of attrition

This could go on for a long tine, and no one wanted that. A definite
deci sion was required, not a suspect draw. One naster had to prevail or the
other. By a certain unvoi ced nmutual consent they cut short the careful
sparring and played for the ultimte stakes.

Sol dived, in a motion simlar to the one Sos had used agai nst him



during their first encounter, going not for the al nbst invul nerable torso' but
the surface “nuscles and tendons of the legs. Sol's success would cripple Sos,
and put himat a fatal disadvantage. He | eaped aside, but the two bl ades
followed as Sol twisted like a serpent. He was on his back now, feet in the
air, ready to snmte the attacked. He had been so adept at nullifying prior
attacks that Sos was sure the man was at least partially famliar with
weaponl ess techni ques. This might also explain Sol's phenonenal success as a
warrior. The only real advantage Sos had was brute strength.

He used it. He hunched his shoul ders and fell upon Sol, pinning him by
t he wei ght of his body and cl osi ng both hands about his throat. Sol's two
kni ves came up, their notion restricted but not bl ocked, and stabbed into the
gristle on either side of Sos's own neck. The force of each bl ow was not
great, since the position was quite awkward, but the bl ades drove again and
again into the wi deni ng wounds. The neck was the best protected part of his
body, but it could not sustain this attack for |ong.

Sos lifted himself and hurled the Iighter man from side to side, never
relinqui shing the cruel constriction, but his position, too, was inproper for
full effect. Then, as his head took fire with the exposure of vital nerves, he
knew t hat he was | osing this phase; the blades would bring himdown before So
finally relinquished that-tenaci ous consci osness.

It would not be possible to finish it gently.

He broke, catching Sol's hair to hold his head down, and hamered his
horny knuckl e into the exposed w ndpi pe.

Sol could not breathe and was in excruciating pain.. His throat had been
crushed. Still the awful daggers searched for Sos's face, seeking, if not
victory, mutual defeat. It was not in Sol to lose in the circle.

Sos used his strength once nore. He caught one blade in his hand,
knowi ng that the edge could not slip free fromhis flesh. Wth the other hand
he grabbed again for the hair. He stood up, carrying Sol's body with him He
whirl ed about and flung his friend out of the circle.

As qui ckly as he had possession of the circle, he abdicated it, diving
after his fallen antagonist. Sol lay on the ground, eyes bul gi ng, hands
clasping futilely at his throat. Sos ripped them away and dug his fingers into
the sides of the neck, massaging it roughly. H's own bl ood dripped upon Sol's
chest as he squatted above him -

"It's over!" soneone screaned. "You're out of the circle! Stop!"

Sos did not stop. He picked one dagger fromthe ground and cut into the
base of Sol's throat, using the know edge his training in destruction had
provi ded.

A body fell upon him but he was braced against it. He lifted one great
armand flung the person away w thout |ooking. He wi dened the incision until a
smal |l hole opened in Sol's trachea; then he put his nouth to the wound.

More nmen fell upon him yanking at his arns and | egs, but he clung fast.
Air rushed into the unconscious man's lungs as Sos exhal ed, and his friend was
br eat hi ng agai n, precariously.

"Sav! It's me, Sav," a voice bellowed in his ear, "Red River! Let go!
"1l take over!"

Only then did Sos Iift bl oodfl ecked |ips and surrender to
unconsci ousness.

He woke to pain shooting along his neck. His hand found bandages there.
Sol a | eaned over him soft of expression, and nopped the stream ng sweat from
his face with a cool sponge. "I know you," she murnured as she saw his eyes
open. "I'Il never | eave you-nanel ess one."

Sos tried to speak, but not even the croak cane out. "Yes, you saved
him" she said. "Again. He can't talk any nore, but he's in better shape than
you are. Even though you won." She | eaned~ down to kiss himlightly. "It was
brave of you to rescue himlike that-but nothing is changed."

Sos sat up. Hi s neck exploded into agony as he put stress upon it, and
he could not turn his head, but he kept on grimy. He was in the main tent, in
what was evidently Sola's compartnment. He | ooked about by swi veling his body.



No one el se was present.

Sola took his armgently. "I'll wake you before he goes. | prom se. Now
lie down before you kill yourself-again."

Everything seened to be repeating. She had cared for himlike this once
| ong ago, and he had fallen in love with her. Wen he needed hel p, she was-

Then it was another day. "It's tine," she said, waking himwith a kiss.
She had donned her nost el egant cl othing and was as beautiful as he had ever
seen her. It had been premature to discount his love for her; it had not died.

Sol was standing outside with his daughter, a bandage on his throat and
di scol oration remai ning on his body, but otherwise - fit and strong. He smled
when he saw Sos and cane over to shake hands. No words were necessary. Then he
placed Soli's little hand in Sos's and turned away.

The nmen of the canp stood in silence as Sol wal ked past them away from
the tent. He wore a pack but carried no weapon.

"Daddy!" Soli cried, wenching away from Sos and running after him

Sav jumped out and caught her. "He goes to the nountain,"
gently. "You must stay with your nother and your new father."

Soli struggled free again and caught up to Sol. "Daddy!" Sol turned,
kneel ed, kissed her and turned her to face the way she had cone. He stood up
qui ckly and resumed his wal k. Sos renenbered the time he had tried to send
Stupi d down the nountain.

"Daddy!" she cried once nmore, refusing to leave him "I go with you!"
Then, to show she understood: "I die with you."

Sol turned again and | ooked beseechingly at the assenbl ed nen.

No one noved.

Finally he picked Soli up and wal ked out of the canp.

Sola put her face to Sos's shoul der and sobbed silently, refusing to go
after her daughter. "She belongs to him" she said through her tears. "She
al ways did."

As be watched the lonely figures depart, Sos saw what was in store for
them Sol would ascend the nountain, carrying the little girl. He would not be
daunted by the snow or the death that waited him He would drive on unti
overwhel med by the cold, and fall at last with his face toward the top
shi el ding his daughter's body with his own until the end. -

Sos knew what woul d happen then, and who woul d- be waiting to adopt a
gal l ant husband and a darling daughter. There would be the chase in the
recreation room perhaps, and special exercise for Soli. It had to be, for
Sosa woul d recogni ze the child. The child she had | onged to bear herself.

Take her! he thought. Take her-in the nanme of |ove.

While Sos remained to be the architect of the enpire's quiet
destruction, never certain whether he was doing the right thing. He had built
it in the name of another man; now he would bring it down at the behest of a
sel fi sh power clique whose purpose was to prevent civilization fromarising on
the surface. To prevent power from arising.

Sos had al ways been directed in key decisions by the action of other
men, just as his romanci ng had been directed by those wonen who reached for
it. Sol had given himhis name and first mission; Dr. Jones had given himhis
weapon; Sol had sent himto the nountain and Bob had sent himback. Sol's
lieutenants had forced the mastership upon him not realizing that he was the
eneny of the enpire.

Wul d the tinme ever cone when he nmade his own decisions? The threat that
had exi sted agai nst Sol now applied against Sos: if he did not dismantle the
enpire, soneone would come for him someone he woul d have no way to recognize
or guard agai nst, and hostages would die. Three of them one a child..

He | ooked at Sola, lovely in her sorrow, and knew that the woman he
| oved nmore woul d belong to Sol. Nothing had changed. Dear little Sosa. Sos
faced the men of his enpire, thousands strong. They thought him master now but
was he the hero, or the villain?

he expl ai ned






