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CHAPTER ONE
"But you are too young for the circle?" Nem cried.

"If 1 am then you are too young for that bracelet you've
been eying! You' re fourteen—the sanme as ne." Hi s nane

was the sanme as hers, too, for she was his twin sister. He
refused to use that name now, for he no | onger considered

} hinself to be a child.

| In fact he had al ready chosen his nmanhood nane: Neq.

| Neq the Sword—as soon as he proved hinself in the battle
J circle.

| Nem bit her lip, making it artfully red. She was full -
bodi ed but small, Iike him and could not term herself adult

until she had borrowed the bracelet of a warrior for at |east

a night. After that she would shed her chil dhood nane and

assune the femnine formof the warrior she indul ged. Be-

tween bracel ets she woul d be nanel ess—but a wonan.

And twi ce a woman when she bore a baby.

"Bet | make it before you do!" she said. But then she
sm | ed.

He tugged one of her brown braids until she nade a

musical trill of protest. He let go and wal ked to the circle
where two warriors were practicing: a sticker and a staffer.
It was a friendly match for a trivial point. But the nmeta
weapons flashed in the sunlight and the beat of the weap-
ons' contacts sounded across the wel kin.

This was what he lived for. Honor in the circle! He had
taken a sword fromthe rack in a crazy hostel four years
ago, though it was so heavy he could hardly swing it, and
had practiced diligently since. H's father, Nemthe Sword,
had been pleased to train him and it was excellent train-
ing, but he had never been allowed in a real circle.
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Today he was fourteen! He and his sister were no

| onger bound by parental conventions, according to the
code of the nomads. He could fight; she could borrow a
bracel et. Whenever either was ready.

The sticker scored on the staffer, monentarily stunning

him and the two stepped out of the circle. "I'm hot today!"
the sticker cried. "Gonna put nmy band on soneone. That
girlchild, maybe—Nem s kid."

They hadn't noticed Neq. His sister's challenge, "Bet |
make it before you do," meant nothing. But though they
were close as only twins could be, their rivalry was al so
strong. Neq had a pretext to act.
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"Before you put your band on Nemis girlchild," he said
| oudly, startling both nen, "suppose you put your stick on
Nem s boychild. If you can."

The sticker smled to cover his enbarrassnent. "Don't
tenmpt ne, junior. | wouldn't want to hurt a nanel ess
child."

Neq drew his sword and stepped into the circle. The
weapon | ooked | arge on him because of his small stature.
"Go ahead. Hurt a child."

"And have to answer to Nen®? Kid, your dad's a good
man in the circle. | don't want to owe himfor roughing
up his baby. Wit till you' re of age."

"I"'mof age today. | stand on ny own recogni sance."

That silenced the sticker, because he wasn't famliar
with the word. "You aren't of age," the staffer said, |ook-
ing dowmn at him "Anybody can see that."

At this point Nem approached, trailed by his daughter.
"Your boy is asking for trouble,” the staffer told him
"H g don't want to hurt him but—=

"He's of age," Nemsaid regretfully. He was not a |arge
man himsel f, but the assurance with which he wore his
sword suggested his size in the circle. "He wants his man-
hood. | can't deny himlonger."

"See?" Neq demanded, smirking. "You prove your stick
on nme, before you prove anything on ny sister."

Al three men stiffened. That had been a nasty ji be.
Now Hi g the Stick would have to fight, for otherw se
Nem hi msel f m ght challenge himto keep Nem chaste.
It was no secret that the sworder was protective toward
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both his children, but particularly toward his pretty
daught er.

Hi g approached the circle, drawing his stocks. "I gotta
do it," he said apol ogetically.

Nem sidled near. "You idiot!" she whispered fiercely at
Neg. "I was only fooling."

"Well, / wasn't!" Neq replied, though now he felt shaky
and uncertain. "Here is ny weapon, H g."

H g | ooked at Nem shrugged, and cane to the white
ring. He towered over Neq, handsone and nuscul ar. But
he was not an expert warrior; Neq had watched him fight
bef ore.

Hi g stepped inside. Neq cane at himinmredi ately,

covering his nervousness with action. He feinted with his
bl ade in the manner he had practiced endl essly, emulating
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the technique of his father. The sticker junped away, and
Neq grinned to show greater confidence than he felt. It
had actual | y worked!

He drove at Hig's niddle while the man was cat ching

hi s bal ance. He knew that thrust would be bl ocked, and

the next, but it was best to naintain the offensive as vigor-
ously as possible. Oherwise he'd be forced to the defen-
sive, which did not favor the sword. Especially against the
qui ck sticks

But he scored.

Adrenal i ne had made himswi ft. The sword thrust inches
deep into Hi g's abdomen. The man cried out horribly and
twi sted away—the worst thing he could have done. Bl ood
wel | ed out as the sword wenched | oose. Hig fell to the
ground, dropping his sticks, clutching the gapi ng nouth
in his belly.

Neq stood dazed. He had never expected it to be this
easy—or this gruesone. He had intended the thrust as

anot her ploy, braced to get clipped a few tines while he
searched for a genuine opening. To have it end this way—
"H g yields," the staffer said. That nmeant Neq could

| eave the circle without further mayhem Odinarily the
man who remained in the circle | ongest was- the victor,
regardl ess what happened inside, since sone were clever

at feigning injury as a tactical ruse, or at striking back
despi te wounds.
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He was abruptly sick. He stunbled away fromthe circle,
heedl ess of the spectacle he made. He retched, getting
vomt in his nose. Now, calamitously, he understood why
his father had been so cautious about the circle.

The sword was no toy, and conmbat was no gane.

He | ooked up to find Nem. "It was awful!" she said.

But she was not condemming him She never did that

when the matter was inportant. "But | guess you won.

You're a man now. So | fetched this fromthe hostel for
you. "

She held out a gold bracelet, the enbl em of adulthood.
Neq | eaned agai nst her sisterly bosom crying. "It
wasn't worth it," he said.

After a while she took a cloth and cl eaned hi mup, and
then he donned the bracel et.

But it was worth it. Hig did not die. He was packed off
to the crazy hospital and the prognosis was favorable.
Neq wore the inval uable bracel et clanped around his |eft
wist, proud of its weight, and his friends congratul ated
hi mon his expertise and assunption of manhood. Even

Nenmi confessed that she was relieved to have had her
Iiaison with the sticker broken up; she hadn't liked H g
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that well anyway. She could wait for womanhood—weeks,
i f need be!

There was a manhood party for Neq, where he an-

nounced hi s name, which was duly posted on a hoste

bulletin board for the crazies to record. There was no
eligible girl in this group, so he was unable to consum

mate his new status in the traditional fashion. But the

truth was that he was as leary as was his sister of the actua
pl unge. Man-man in the circle was straight-forward. Man-
woman in the bed . . . that could wait.

So he sang for them his fine tenor inpressing everyone.
Nemi joined him her alto harnonizing neatly. They were

no longer technically brother and sister, but such ties did
not sever cleanly at the stroke of a sword.

A few days | ater he comrenced his nmanhood trek: a

I ong hi ke anywhere, leaving his fanmily behind. He was
expected to fight, perfecting his craft, and to nove his
bracel et about, beconmi ng a man of experience. He night
return in a nonth or a year or never; the hiatus woul d
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establish the change of circunstance, so that all nonmds
woul d respect himas an individual. Never again woul d
he be "Nem s kid." He was a warri or.

It was a glorious nonent, this cerenony of departure,
but he had to hide the choke in his throat as he bid
farewell to Nem and Nema and Nemi, the fanmily he had
set aside. He saw tears fornming in his sister's eyes, and
she coul d not speak, and she was beautiful, and he had to

turn away before he was overcome simlarly, but it was
good.

He marched. The hostels in this regi on were about

twenty mles apart—easy wal king di stance, but not if a
man tarried overlong. And Neq tended to tarry, for many
things were newto him the curves and passes of the trail
unfam | i ar because he had never seen them al one before,
and the alternating pastures and forests and the occa-
sionally encountered warriors. It was dark by the tine

he found his first | odging.

And |l onely, for the hostel was enpty. He nmade do for
himsel f, using the facilities the crazies had provided. The
crazies: so-called because their actions made no sense.
They had fine weapons that they did not use, and excel -

Il ent food they did not eat, and these confortable hostels
they never slept in. Instead they set these things out un-
guarded for any man to take. If everything were renoved
froma hostel, the crazies soon brought nore, with no

word of protest. Yet if a man fought with his sword

outside the circle reserved for conbat, or slew others

with the bow, or barred another froma hostel, and if no
one stopped him the crazies cut off their supplies. It was
as though they did not care whether nmen died, but how

and where. As though death by arrow were nore norbid
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than death by sword. Thus there was only one word for
them crazy. But the wise warrior hunored their foibles.

The hostel itself was a thirty-foot cylinder standing as
hi gh as a man could reach, with a cone for a roof. Some-
how t he cone caught the sunlight and turned it into
power for the lights and nachines within. Inside there
was a fat columm, into which toilet facilities and food-
storage and cooki ng equi pnent were set, j and vents to
bl ow cool air or hot, depending on the need.

Neq took neat fromthe freezer and cooked it in the
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oven. He drew a cup of mlk fromthe spout. As he ate he
contenpl ated the racks of bracelets, clothing, and weapons.
Al this for the taking wi thout conbat! Crazy!

At |ast he pulled dowmn a bunk fromthe outer wall and
sl ept, covering his head fromthe still ness.

In the norning he prepared a pack with repl acenent

socks and shirt, but did not bother with extra pantal oons
or jackets or sneakers. Dirt did not matter, but the itens
that became sweat soaked di d need changing every so

often or disconfort resulted. He al so packed bread and
the rest of the neat: waste was another thing the crazies
were sensitive about, despite their own col ossal waste in
putting this all out for plunder. Finally he took a bow
and a tent-package, for he intended to do sonme hunting
and canping on this trek. The hostels were .fine for occa-
sional use, but the typical nonad preferred to be inde-
pendent .

The second ni ght he canped, but it was still lonely and
he had forgotten to take nosquito repellent. The third
ni ght he used a hostel, but he had to share with two ot her
warriors, a sworder and a clubber. It was friendly, and
they did not talk down to himthough they had to "be aware
of his youth. The three practiced in the circle a bit, and

both men conplinented Neqg on his skill: meaning he stil
was a novice. In serious conbat no conplinments were
needed; the skill spoke for itself.

The fourth night he found a wonan. She prepared a

meal for himthat was i nmeasurably superior to his own
maki ngs, but did not make any other overtures, and he
found hinself too shy to proffer his bracelet. She was as
tall as he, and older, and not really pretty. He took a
shower in her presence so she could see he had hair on
his genitals, and they slept in adjacent bunks, and in the
nmor ni ng she wi shed himgood fortune in a notherly

fashion and he went on. And cursed hinself for not initi-
ating his bracelet, at the sanme tinme knowi ng he was even
nore afraid of sonmehow m shandling it and being ridi-

cul ed. How could a man feign experience in such a matter?

The fifth day he arrived early at a hostel set near a
beautiful small |ake, and a nan was there. By his fair,
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unbl em shed features he was not nuch ol der than Neq,
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and he was not substantially larger, but he had the bearing
of a seasoned warrior

"I am Sol of Al Wapons," he announced. "I contest
for mastery."

This set Neq back. Mstery neant the |loser would join

the tribe of the winner. Because it was a voluntary con-
vention, it-did not violate the crazies' stricture against
deprivation of personal freedom but a man honor-bound
was still bound. Neq had only fought once and practiced
sone, and didn't trust his luck in serious conbat. Not so
soon, anyway. He didn't want to join a tribe so soon, and
had no use for a tribe of his own.

"You use all weapons?" he asked, putting off the im
plied challenge. "Sword, staff, sticks—all?"
Sol nodded gravely.

"Even the star?" He glanced at the nmorning star maces
on the weapons rack

Sol nodded again. It seemed he wasn't nuch for conver-
sation.

"I don't want to fight," Neq said. "Not for mastery. |—+
j ust achieved ny manhood | ast week."
Sol shrugged, anenabl e.

About dusk a worman showed up. She wore the sarong

of availability, but she was if anything | ess young and | ess
pretty than the one Neq had net before. She nust have
borrowed many bracelets in her tine, yet no nan had

retained her. Sol paid her no attention; he was without

his own bracelet, showing he was married. So it was up to
Neg agai n—and agai n he did not hi ng.

The woman prepared supper for them both, at this was

the function of the available distaff. She had the sane
assurance about her cooking that Sol did about his weapons.
This nmust be her territory, so that she was used to catering
to any men who came here, hoping that sone woul d prefer
capability to beauty and woul d | eave the bracel et on her.

No wonman ever took her bracelet directly fromthe rack; it
had to come froma nan.

Before the nmeal was served, a third man arrived. He

was a large warrior, paunchy, gruff, with nany scars. "I
am Mok the Star," he said.

"Sol of Al Wapons."

"Neq the Sword."
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The girl said nothing; it was not her place. She made
anot her setting at the table.
"I contest for mastery," Sol said.
"You have a tribe? This boy and who el se?"
"Not Neq. My tribe is training in the badl ands."
"The badl ands!" Mk's surprise nmatched Neq's own.

"No one goes there!"
"Neverthel ess,” Sol said.
"The kill-spirits—=

"Do you question ny word?" Sol denmanded.
Mok bridled at the tone. "Everyone knows—
"I have to agree," Neq sai d—and was i medi ately aware

that he had spoken out of turn. This was not his quarrel
"In the circle you challenge ny word!" Sol said. He

gl anced at the rotating transparent door, noting that it was
dark outside. "Tonorrow. "

Mok and Neqg exchanged gl ances. Both were stuck
"Tonmorrow," Mok agreed. "For mastery." Then as an

afterthought: "But you will see ny weapon is not for
ganmes. "
The girl smled at Mok. He sniled back, stroking his

bracelet. And that night Sol and Neq pulled down bunks
fromthe wall on the east side, while Mk took the wonman
to the west side, putting his bracelet on her wist.

Neq lay in the dark, listening, feeling guilty for it. But
he couldn't really tell anything fromthe sounds.

Sol had a barrow filled with weapons. "Wat woul d
you face in the circle?" he asked Mk

"You really use themall? Let's have the star, then."

Sol brought out his ball and chain. Neq was fascinated.

He had never seen a star in action, and had never heard

of a star-star encounter in the circle. The weapon was
unreliable but terrifying, as it could not be used defen-
sively. Either the heavy spiked ball connected or it didn't,
and the outcone of the battle depended on that. Serious
injury was a probability, in this match

The two nmen entered the circle on opposite sides, each
whirling his deadly steel ball over his head so rapidly that
the short chains were blurs. Now the stars were beautiful,
flashing the sunlight in rings of fire as the men's torsos
flexed rhythmically. The fight had to be short, for the out-
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ward pulling weight of the ball would rapidly tire the arm

It was short. The two bright arcs intersected, the chains
crossed, the balls spun about each other fiercely, striking
sparks. Both Mk and Sol junped as their chains yanked—

but it was Sol who hung on to his star. Mk's handle slipped
fromhis grasp, and he was di sarned.

Neq realized that this was exactly what Sol had in-

tended. He had deliberately engaged the other weapon, not
trying for the man at all, and had jerked sharply the
monent contact was rmade. Mok had expected the entangl e-
ment to interfere with both warriors, so that he coul d use
his weight to advantage in the clinch. Sol's strategy and
ti mng had been superior.

O could it have been sheer |uck?
"What woul d you face?" Sol asked Neg.

Al ready! Not the star, certainly! Was it courtesy or con-
fidence the man showed? Wat to answer!

A sword or dagger in a skilled hand could hurt him
severely, like H g. The sticks were blunt, but the pair of
themcould rattle his brain. The club was blunt and sl ow,
but a real mauler when it connected. The staff—

"The staff!" One piece, slow, no edges, safe.
Sol calmy brought out his staff.

They entered the circle and sparred. Neq felt guilty for
his cowardice. A real warrior would have chosen to oppose
hi s own weapon, so the threats were equal. The quarterstaff
was safe, but hard to circunvent. Neq feinted—

Wien he came to, his head was throbbing. He was on
a bunk in the hostel. The worman wearing Mk's bracel et —
Moka—was spongi ng his face.

Neq refrai ned from aski ng what had happened. Obvi -

ously he had been felled by a bl ow he had never seen

Coul d Mok have struck him from behi nd? No—that woul d

have been a gross violation of the circle code, and there

had been no evidence that either Sol or Mk were the type

to practice or tolerate such dishonor. The staff must have
passed his guard—

He touched his head. The welt rem nded him An
astoni shingly deft maneuver, the staff avoiding his sword
as if it were fog, whipping i n—euch!

Well, he was a nenber of Sol's tribe now. The badl ands
tribe. If there were kill-spirits there, they hadn't hurt Sol
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much! On bal ance, it wasn't such a bad outcome. Nem

had al ways said there were advantages to serving a strong
| eader. What a nan |lost in independence he gained in
security. Provided he joined a good tri be.

Neq wasn't quite confident he had joined a good one,
for there remai ned sone doubt whether Sol was an excel -
lent warrior or nmerely lucky. But Neq put the best face
on it: would he have let hinmself be taken by a fluke?

He traveled with Mk, follow ng instructions, while Sol
continued in the opposite direction. Mk had recl ai med

his bracelet after the second night, and Neq didn't ques-
tion him Mybe the man just didn't care to take a wife to
t he badl ands, though Sol said the kill-spirits—he called
them roent s—had gone back beyond the canp. They were

on the trail several days.

Sol's tribe, or at least the portion of it they joined,
seened to consist of about thirty nen encanped in and

about anot her hostel under the general eye of his wife
Sola. She was a sultry beauty of about sixteen, inclined to
shar pness when addressed and broodi ng silence at other
times. But she wore her gold bracel et proudly.

For two weeks they tarried there, their nunbers aug-

ment ed by other converts Sol sent back. A nunber of

men had fanilies, so that the drain on the supplies of the
host el was consi derable. They hunted with bow and arrow
in the forest to suppl enent those wani ng rations, though
twice the crazy van canme to restock them

The crazies were as funny in person as their name indi-
cated: strangely garbed, unarmed, al nost devoid of nuscle,
and ludicrously clean. Yet their truck was a nonster,
capabl e of crushing many warriors if msdirected. Wy
shoul d they act like servants to the nomads, when they
could so easily assume power? Sone thought it was because
the crazies were weak and foolish, but Neq doubted that

it could be that sinple.

Eventually Sol returned with another fifteen nmen, swell-
ing the tribe to over fifty. Then the whol e group nmarched
—+o0 the badl ands. Neq viewed the red crazy warners with
al arm know ng they marked the boundaries of the kill-
spirits as surveyed by the crazy click boxes. But nothing
happened.

A canp had been established in the w | derness beside
370
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ariver, with a flooded trench around it. The |eader of this
camp was Tyi of Two Weapons; but the man who really

ran it was Sos the Waponless. Sos drilled the men nerci-

| essly, setting up subtribes for each weapon and ranki ng
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each man according to his skill. Neq began as the bottom
sworder of twenty, chagrined, but he prospered under the
training and rose eventually to fourth of fifty. The canp
was growing all the time, as Sol travel ed and sent nore
warriors. There was no doubt of the tribe's power now,

he had never seen such discipline.

Strange that it was all the doing of a man who woul d

not fight in the circle hinself. Sos obviously had an
enornmous store of information about conbat, and he was

no weakling physically. Yet he kept a stupid little bird on
his shoulder, the ridicule of all the tribe, and obviously
| oved Sola without admitting it. Neq once saw her go to

his tent in winter and stay there until dawn. The whol e
situation was incredible.

When spring cane, the tribe was ready to nove out as
a unit, and Neq was a ranking nenber. He was eager for
the prom sed conquest.

Only one thing marred his success: he had not yet had

the' courage to offer his bracelet to a girl. He wanted to,
but he was not yet fifteen, and | ooked thirteen, and a live
naked woman was just too nuch for himto contenplate.

The ni stakes he m ght nake!

Sonetimes he dreanmed of Sola. It wasn't that he |oved
her, or even liked her; it was that she was a | usciously
constructed fenmal e who stayed in another man's tent though

her husband was master of the tribe. Dishonor . . . but
excruciatingly tantalizing! She was the kind to keep a
secret....

That was one reason he had i nproved so nmuch as a

sworder: he spent alnost all of his free tinme practi cing,
whil e others allowed thenselves to be diverted by romantic
concerns. They thought hi m dedicated, but he was tor-

ment ed.

Sone day-sone day he would really be a man!
371
CHAPTER TWO

Neq prospered in battle, too, w nning his matches easily.
Hs first match was against the first sword of a smaller
tribe. The other master had not wanted to fight, and Neq
had been one of the carefully picked hecklers who taunted
himinto a conmtrment. Hi s opponent in the circle was

good, and Neq was so nervous he feared his weapon

woul d qui ver—but incredibly his intensive winter's train-
ing had made himbetter. Sos had drilled himuntil he was
furious, not only against swords but against all other
weapons, and had matched himin pairs with others to

fight other pairs. It had been tedious, hard work, and since
the practice sessions were never for blood he had only
Sos's opinion to certify his actual skill. But that opinion
was justified; as Neq saw the little crudities of the other
man' s techni que he knew it was all true. Cunsy victories
and confused | osses were no longer Neq's lot. He really was
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a master sworder, not far behind Tyi hinself, who was
first.

Then, suddenly, Sos the Trainer left. It was an ironic
question who nourned his departure nore: Sol or Sola.
Had Sol found out? But the tribe continued operating as
Sos had organized it. Sola birthed a baby girl, though
ni ne nont hs before her husband had been away a great
deal . ..

The tribe becane so | arge through conquests that it

had to be broken up into ten subtribes formed into an
enpire. One was under Sol and the others under his mgjor
|ieutenants: Tyi of Two weapons, who had the finest
warriors; Sav the Staff, who took over the badl ands canp
as a training area and was the other songsinger of the

NEQ THE SWORD

enpire; Tor the Sword, with his great black beard . . . and,
gratifying, Neq hinself. Each subtribe went its own way,
acquiring nmore warriors, but all were subject to So
ultimtely.

At first it was wonderful, for Neq's fondest dreans of

gl ory had been exceeded. He was chief of a hundred and
fifty warriors, which was nore than nost independent
tribes boasted. He visited his famly and showed off his
status. His sister had nmarried and noved away, but hone-
town doubters he gladly convinced. He packed half a
dozen of themoff to the badl ands canp, and even denon-
strated his skill against his father Nem though not for
bl ood or mastery. Neq was the finest sworder this area
had ever seen, and it was good to have it known.

But in a year such things palled, for administrative duties
kept himfrompracticing in the circle as much as he |iked,
and there seenmed to be rivalries and enenies on every side.
He decided that he was not, at heart, a |eader. He was a
fighter.

By the end of the second year he was heartily sick of it,
but there seemed to be no way down the | adder. He | onged
just to run away by hinsel f, neeting people honestly,

wi thout the barrier his present responsibility erected.

And—he still wanted a wonman. He was si xteen now,

nore than man enough—but the very notion of offering

his bracelet to a girl, any girl, filled himw th dread. |f
one would ask him make it clear she was anenabl e

but none did.

Neq suspected that he was the shyest nman in all the

enpi re—and for no reason. He could comand nen wth-

out qualm he could neet any weapon with confidence, he
could run a tribe of hundreds. But to put his bracelet on a
worman ... he wanted to, but he couldn't.

Then di saster came to the enpire. A nanel ess, weapon-

| ess warrior appeared—ene who entered the circle and
defeated the enpire's finest with his bare hands. It seened
i mpossi bl e—but the Nameless first took Sav's tribe, break-
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ing Sav's arm then Tyi's tribe, shattering Tyi's knees; then
Tor's—by killing Bog the Club, the one warrior even Sol

had not beaten. And finally he brought Sol hinmself to the
circle, and took all the enpire and Sola too for his own,
sending Sol to die with his girlchild at the nountain.
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Neq's tribe had been ranging far fromthe scene of that
action, and by the tinme he got there the i ssue had been
settled and Sol was gone. There was nothing for himto

do but go along with the new Master. Tyie renmi ned sec-
ond in conmand, acting in the nane of the grotesque
Weaponl ess conqueror, who seened to have little interest
"inthe routine affairs of enpire. "Go where you will," Tyi
advi sed Neq privately. "Battle where you will. But no nore
for mastery. Query your warriors and rel ease any who

wi sh to | eave, asking no questions. The Nanel ess has so
decreed. "

"Why did he conquer, then?" Neq demanded, anazed.

Tyi only shrugged, disgusted. Neq knew Tyi nuch pre-
ferred Sol's way—but he was a man of honor to match
his station, and would not act against the new Master.

So it canme to pass. For six years the enpire stagnated

Neq turned over his administrative duties to other nen

and took to wandering al one, incognito. Sonetinmes he
fought in the circle—but his blinding skill with the sword
made such encounters neani ngl ess, and destroyed his alias.
And still his bracelet had never left his wist, though he
dreaned of wonen, all wonen.

At the age of twenty-four, with a decade of nonmadic
brilliance behind him Neq the Sword was over the hill.
He had no present and no future, like the enpire.

Then the Master invaded the mountain, using his own

and Tyi's subtribes—and di sappeared. Tyi returned with
news that the mountain fortress had been gutted; that the
men who went there in the future really would die, whatever
had been the case in the past. But Tyi could not claimthe
| eadership of the enpire. No one had defeated the

Weaponl ess. He might or mght not return

The chiefs nmet—yi, Neq, Sav, Tor and the ot hers—

and formally suspended the enpire, pending that return
Each subtribe would become a full tribe, but they would
not fight each other

Neq wanted only freedom so he dissolved his own tribe
conpletely. The top warriors inmediately began form ng
their own tribelets and noving out. Neq, truly independent
for the first time in his life, wandered al one agai n.

* *x %
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The third time he came to a |l odge in a hostel and found
it gutted and broken, Neq grew perpl exed and angry. Wo
was doing this, and why? The hostel s had al ways been
sacrosanct, open for all travelers all the tine. Wen one
was destroyed, every person suffered. Too nuch of this
woul d hurt the entire nonmad soci ety—that had supposedly
been saved by the razing of the mountain underworl d.

There was no hope of catching the perpetrators; the

deed was weeks past. Easier to inquire of the crazies them
sel ves, who were often know edgeabl e about nomad affairs
but who never acted positively.

Neq, m ssionless until this nonment, had found a nission
of a sort.

The | ocal crazy outpost was under siege. Its foolish glass

wi ndows bad been broken in, and now fragnents of wood

and netal furniture barred themineffectively. The fl ower

beds around the building had been tranpled. Two unkenpt
warriors patrolled in semcircles at a distance, one on either
side, and three nore chatted around a nearby canpfire.

Neq accosted the nearest of the marchers, a |arge
sworder. "Who are you and what are you doi ng?"

"Beat it, punk," the man said. "This is private soil."

Neq was not young or inpul sive any nore. He replied
calmy: "It looks to me as though you are nol esting a crazy
out post. Have you any reason?"

The man drew his blade. "This is nmy reason. Got it clear
now, shorty?"

Neq saw that the others had been alerted, and were
coming at a run. They were all sworders. But he held his
ground. "Are you challenging ne in the circle?"

"Hey, this guy's a troubl emaker!" the man cried, anused.

"Cut off his balls—f he has any!" one of the others said,
approachi ng wi th weapon drawn.

Neq was assured by this tine that these were noncircle
outlaws: clunsy fighters who banded together informally

to prey on whoever was hel pl ess. Such wetches had never
been tolerated within the crazy denesnes before, and the
enpire had systematically run them down' ~and executed
them That is, they were forced to neet a capable warri or
inthe circle, contesting for life. There was no sense in
havi ng the crazies halt nmaintenance because of the actions
of outl aws.
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But the enpire was gone now, and the weeds were
encroachi ng. He woul d have no conpunction about cutting
down such cowards. Still, he made sure: "G ve ne your
nanmes. "

They ringed himnow. "We'Il give you a bleeding gut!"
the first man said, and the rest chuckl ed.

"Then | give you mine. | am Neq the Sword." He drew
his weapon. "The first to nove agai nst ne defines the
circle."

"Hey—'ve heard of him" one man cried "He's danger-
ous! CGot a tribe—=

But al ready the others, no students of the enpire heir-
archy, were closing in, thinking to overwhel m hi m by
their dishonorable nmass attack

Neq swung into action the nonent they noved. He

thrust ferociously at the one directly in front, driving his
point into the nman's unguarded chest and yanking it out
again imredi ately. Then he whirled the bl oody blade to

the left, catching the next man at the neck before he could
rai se his sword in defense. Such tactics woul d never have
wor ked agai nst conpetent warriors—but these were com

bat oafs. He swung right, and this man had his guard up,

so that sword cl anged on sword

Neq | eaped away, passing between the two bl eedi ng nen.

Two remained, for the fifth had fled after recognizing him
Neq spun to face themas they | ooked at their fallen

conr ades, appalled. Novices frightened of bl ood!

"Take your wounded and get out of here," he snapped at
them "If | see you again, | kill you both."

They hesitated, but they were inept cowards and he
knew it. He turned his back on them cont enptuously and
went to the outpost building. He knocked on the door

There was no answer.

"The siege is lifted," he called. "I am Neq the Sword—
Warrior of the circle. You have ne in your records."

Still silence. Neq knew that the crazies kept track of all
the nomad | eaders, and had duplicate dossiers.

"Stand before the window," a voice called at |ast.

Neq wal ked to the shattered wi ndow. He saw that the
rough sworders were stunbling away with their conrades.

"There is a Neg-sword |isted,” another voice said. "Ask
hi mwho his father is."
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"Nemthe Sword," Neq answered without waiting for
the question. These crazies! "And ny sister is Boma; she
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took Born the Dagger's band and bore two boys by him"

"W have no record of that here," the second voice said
after a pause. "But it sounds authentic. Did he serve in
the nomad enpire of Sol of Al Wapons?"

"Born? No. But if you saw ny action of a nonent ago,
you know / served."

"We have to trust him" the first voice said.

Neq returned to the door. There was the sound of
| aboriously shifting furniture. Keys. It opened.

Two old nmen stood within. They were typical crazies:

cl eanshaven, hair shorn, parted and conbed, spectacl es,
white shirts with sleeves, long trousers with creases, stiff
pol i shed | eat her shoes. Ludicrous apparel for any type of
conbat. Both were shaking visibly, obviously unused to
personal duress and afraid of Neq hinself.

"How did you hold them of f?" Neq asked, genuinely
curious. A nomad in such decrepit condition would begin
excavating his caim

One crazy picked up a vaguely swordlike instrunent.

"This is a power drill, operating off house current. | turned
it on and put it against any part of the body that entered the
building. It was sickening but effective."

"And we do have weapons," the other said. "But we
aren't adept at their use."

Qovi ously. "How | ong has this been going on?"

"For two days. We've had simlar attacks recently, but
our supply trucks were able to disperse them This tine
the truck did not cone."

"Probably anbushed, boarded and w ecked," Neq said.
"I found three gutted hostels too. But those jackals never
had the nerve to attack you before. Wat's the reason?"

"W don't know. Supplies have been short, and we have
not been able to stock our hostels sufficiently. The nomads
seemto have been maki ng war agai nst us."

"Not the nonmads! Those were outl aws!"

They peered at hi m dubiously. "W don't~x[uestion your
val ues, but—=

"My values aren't hurting," Neq said. "You have evi-
dence that regular warriors are ranpagi ng agai nst you?"
"It seems so."
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"But that's suicidal! W are not conpletely dependent

on the hostels, but. they do nake

possi bl e a special way of

life. Their sanctity has al ways been honored."

"So we thought. But as you have seen—

Neq sighed. "I have seen. Well, |

want you to know t hat

| do not condone this destruction, and |I'm sure npst

nonads' agree with nme. How may |

The two exchanged tinid gl ances.
ing to bear a nessage to our nmin

hel p you?"

"Wul d you be will-
depot ?"

"dadly. But the way things are going, you need pro-
tection here. If | go, you won't survive long."

"W can not desert our post," one

man sai d sadly.

"Better that than death,"” Neq pointed out.

"It is a matter of principle.”

He shrugged. "That's why you are called the crazies.

You are crazy."
"If you will carry the nessage—

"I"ll take the message. But first

| think |'d better see to

your defenses. | can round up a few nmen—=

"No. We have never worked that way."

"Crazies, |ook," Neq exclained, exasperated. "If you
don't work that way now, your post will surely and
shortly be a snoking hole, and you buried under it. You

have to take sone note of reality.

"A conpel ling case,’

the man adm tted. "You have ob-

viously had tactical experience. But if we do not function
according to our philosophy, we have no point in func-

tio'ning at all."

Neq shook his head. "Crazy," he repeated, admring
their perverse courage. "G ve nme your nessage."

The main post was a school. The nessage was for one
Doctor Jones, and he meant to deliver it personally to the

man.

A bl onde crazy girl sat at a desk

as though guarding

her master fromintrusions. "And who is calling?" she
asked, her professional eye analyzing himconprehen-
sively. She was quite clean, and that was mldly annoying

t 0o.

"Neq the Sword."

"N E Kor-NE G?"

He nmerely stared at her.
378 '
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"Ch, illiterate," she said after a nmonent. "Dr. Jones
will see you now. "

He entered the interior office and handed over the
witten nessage. The aged, balding crazy w thin broke
the seal immediately and studied the scribbled sheet of
paper. He | ooked grave. "I wi sh we had been able to
install telephonic cables. So our trucks have not been
getting through?" he obviously knew the answer.

'Those two nmen are probably dead by now, " Neq said.
"Crazies just won't listen to reason. | offered to protect
them but—=

"Qur ways differ fromyours. O herwi se we woul d be
nomads our sel ves—as nany of us have been, in youth.”

"You were a warrior?" Neq asked incredul ously. "What
weapon?"

"Sword, like you. But that was forty years ago."

"Why did you give it up?”

"l discovered a superior philosophy."

Oh. "Well, those crazies at the outposts are dying by
their phil osophies. You'd better call themin."

"I shall."

At | east the crazy master had sone sense! "Wy is this
happeni ng? Attacks on your posts, hostel s—t was never
this way before.”

"Never in your nmenory, perhaps. | could give you an
answer, but not a conpletely satisfactory one." Dr. Jones
sat behind his desk and made figures with his hands. He
had | ong spindly winkled fingers. "W have been unabl e
to supply the hostels properly in recent nonths. Nornal
attrition thus reduces sone of these to virtual usel essness
for travel ers. Wien that happens, some nen react ad-
versel y—and | acking the stability of civilization, they
stri ke out senselessly. They are hungry, they want cloth-
i ng and weapons—and none are avail able. They feel they
have been unfairly denied."

"But why can't you supply them anynore?"

"Because our own supplies have been cut off. W are
chiefly distributors; we do not manufacture the inple-
ments. W do have a nunber of nechani zed farns—but
food is only part of our service."

"You get the weapons and things from sonebody el se?"
Neq had not realized this.
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"Until recently, yes. But we have had no shipnments for

several nonths, and our own resources are practically
exhausted. So we are frankly unable to provide for the
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nonads, with the unfortunate results you have noted."

"Didn't they tell you what happened? Your suppliers,
mean?"

"W have had ho contact Tel evision broadcasts ceased
abruptly, so there seens to have been a severe power

| oss. Qur suppy trucks have not returned. | fear that now
the very restl essness our |apse pronotes i s rebounding
agai nst us: a feedback effect. The situation is serious."

"Your whol e hostel systemwi |l break down?"

"And, | amvery much afraid, our schools and hospitals

and farms. Yes. We cannot withstand the concerted at-
tacks of so many arned nmen. Unless we are able to re-
solve this matter expeditiously, | have grave reservations
about the stability of our society in its present form"

"You're saying we're all in trouble?"
Dr. Jones nodded. "You are succinct."

"What you need is soneone to go find out what's wong
at the other end. Someone who can fight. If your truck
drivers are like the men | net at the outpost—

Jones nodded agai n.
“I"1l go, if you like."

"You are npbst generous. But you would not be con-
versant with the details. W would require a witten
report—

"I can't wite. But | could guard a literate."

Jones sighed. "I will not claimyour offer is unenticing.
But it would be unethical for us to use you in this fash-
ion. And you night have difficulty protecting a 'crazy'."

"You're right. | can't help a man who won't listen."

"So | thank you for your service in bearing this nes-
sage." Jones stood up. "You are welcone to remain with

us for as long as you desire. But | doubt that you are in-
clined toward the quiet life."

"I doubt it's quiet anynore," Neq said. "But it does
differ fromny—ny phil osophy.” He put his hand on the
hilt of his sword. "By this I live."

"Doctor."
Bot h nen gl anced over to see the blonde girl in the
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doorway. "Yes, Mss Smth?" Dr. Jones said in his
guestion- st atenent tone.

"I listened over the intercom" she said, |ooking re-
belliously guilty. "I overheard M. Neg's offer—
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"Neq," Neq said, pronouncing it carefully. "Neq the
Sword. "

"Wth a Q I'msure," Jones said, smling. "One of the
nmost skilled of the nomad swordsmen today."

Neg was startled, for Dr. Jones had given no hint of his
i nformati on before. But of course an ex-sworder woul d
keep track of such things, and Neq was in the crazy
records.

"I could go with him" Mss Smith said, and a flush
came to her rather pretty features. "I haven't entirely
forgotten the wild Iife—and | could make the report.”

Jones | ooked pai ned. He had an excellent face for it.
"My dear, this is not the type of enterprise—

"Doctor, you know our whole structure will collapse if
we don't do somethingi" she cried. "W can't go on mruch
| onger. "

Neq stayed out of this debate, watching the girl. She
was young but quite attractive in her animation. Her two
breasts were coni cal under her light crazy sweater and
her skirted legs were well proportioned. She was worth a
man' s contenpl ati on despite her outlandish attire. He
had heard that "M ss" applied to a crazy woman signified
her eligibility for marriage; they used words instead of
bracel et s.

Jones faced Neq. "This is sonmewhat awkward—but she

is technically correct. Qur need is inperative, and she
woul d seemto be equipped to do the jobh. O course it is
not incunbent on you to—-

"l can guard a wonan as easily as a crazy man," Neq
said. "If she'll do what |I say. | can't have her standing on
"principle when a warrior's charging us."

"I''"l'l do what you say," she said quickly.

"My mind is not easy," Jones said. "But we do require

the informati on. Even a negative report-~which | very

much fear is to be anticipated—aoul d enable us to make
positive plans to salvage a very limted sphere. If both of
you are anenabl e—=
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Neq considered nore carefully. How far would he trave

in a day, fettered to this doll-pretty crazy wonman? She
woul d faint at the sight of blood, surely, and coll apse be-
fore they had wal ked sixty mles. And the ridicule he
woul d evoke, marching with a crazy conpani on, any

crazy, but particularly a female crazy—

"I't wouldn't work," he said. And felt a certain famli ar
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frustration, knowi ng that his shyness with wonen had as
much to do with it as | ogic.

"It has to work," she said. "Dr. Jones can do anmazi ng
things, but only if he has exact information. If you're

worried about ny keeping up—we'll take a truck. And
don't have to look this way. |'m aware of your contenpt.
I can dress like a nomad. |'Il even put on some dirt—=

Jones al nost smiled, but Neq shrugged as though it

wasn't that inportant to him If they didn't get there, they
didn't get there. The notion of traveling with a handsone
woran, even a crazy, had its subtle but devel opi ng appeal
Thi s was business, after all; his private problemcould

not be pernmitted to interfere. "All right."

"A'l right?" She | ooked surprised.
"Put on sone dirt and get your truck and we'll go."
She | ooked dazedly at Jones. "All right?"

Dr. Jones sighed. "This is against nmy better judgnent.
But if both of you are willing—

382
CHAPTER THREE

The change in blonde Mss Smth was amazi ng. She had
unbound her hair to wear it |oose and long in nonad
fashi on, and she had the one-pi ece waparound of the
avai |l abl e. Gone was the crisp office manner: she spoke
only when addressed, knowi ng her place in the presence
of a warrior. Had Neq not known her origin, he would
have been fooled. O course his close experience with
WONMEN was neager.

She, however, had to drive the truck. Neq had seen the
crazy vehicles on occasion, but had never actually been

i nsi de one before. The handling of such machi nery was

not his forte, obviously. So he rode beside her in the cab,
sword cl asped between his knees, and clung to the seat as
the wheel s bunped over the ruts. The velocity of the

thing was appalling. He kept expecting it to start panting
and slowto a walk, for no one could run indefinitely! He
had been told a truck could cover in one hour a distance
equivalent to a full day's march, if it had a good track
and now he believed it.

The road was no pleasure. What suited for foot travel -

i ng became hazardous for wheels, particularly at this
speed, and he was privately terrified. Now he understood
why the crazies had al ways been so fussy about the main-
tenance of their trails, cutting back the brush and renov-
i ng boul ders. Such natural obstacles were |ike swi nging
clubs to the zoom ng vehicle. Neq refused to showit, of
course, but his hands were clanmy on the sword and his
nmuscl es stiff fromtension

But in tinme he becanme acclinmatized, and watched M ss
Smith's notions. She controlled the truck by turning a
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wheel around: when she pushed the top of it north, the
truck swung north. When she wanted to stop -she pushed

a netal pedal into the floor. Driving was not so difficult
after all!

Al'l day they drove, stopping only to | et Neq be sick
fromthe unaccustomed notion, and to refuel. The first

was nortifying, but Mss Smth pretended not to notice
and in tine his gut becane resigned. The second was j ust

a matter of pouring funny snelling liquid she called gaso-
line into the notortank fromone of the large netal druns
carried in the back. "Wy don't you just pipe it in from
the drums?" he asked, and she admitted she didn't know.

"These trucks were designed and probably built by the
Ancients," she said. "They did a nunber of inexplicable
things—+i ke making a gas tank far too small for a day's
driving. Maybe they |iked pouring gas fromcans."

Neq | aughed. "That's sonething! To the crazies, the
Anci ents are crazy!"

She smled, not taking offense. "Sanity seens to be in-
versely proportional to civilization."

I nverse proportion: he knew what that neant, for he
had been drilled like the others in the enpire training
canp. They had used nunbers to assess conbat ranking:

the smaller the nunber, the higher the warrior stood.

They drove on, until they had to stop to do patchwork

on the road. A gully had formed, the result of some cl oud-
burst, and nade a tumbl e of boul ders of the roadbed.

Here Neq felt useful, for Mss Smth could not have
budged all those rocks or shovel ed enough sand into place
to nmake the passage.

Despite these delays, Neq estimated that they had cone
a good five days narch by dusk.

"How rmuch do you normally march?" she inquired in
response to his renark.

"Thirty mles, alone. Mre if I'"'min a hurry. Twenty,
with a tribe."”

"So you nmake it a hundred and fifty mles today."

He worked it out, counting off fingers. He knew how to
count and calculate, but this was a different problemthan
the type he normally encountered. "Yes."

" Speedonet er says ninety-four," she said. "It nust have
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NEQ THE SWORD

seened faster than it was. On a paved road it would have
been double that."

"The truck keeps track of its own travel s?" he asked,
amazed. "Maybe it forgot to count the section between
the tank-filling and the roadwork."

She | aughed again. "Maybe! Machines aren't bright."

He had neither worked with nor talked with a wonman
this way before, and was surprised to realize that it wasn't
difficult. "How far is this supplier?”

"About a thousand mles fromthe school, direct. Sone-
what farther by these backwoods trails."

He figured again. "So we have about ten days of travel."

"Less than that. Sone areas are better than others. Let
me show you our route on the map. | think we've been
through the worst already."

"No. "
"No?" She paused with the map in her hand.

"The worst is what stopped your other trucks from
returning."”

"Ch." She was prettily pensive. "Well, we'll find out.
The others didn't have an arnmed guard al ong."

She opened the map and pointed out |ines and patches

of color to him but it was |largely neaningless to Neq,

who could not relate to the continental scope of it. "I can
find the way back, once |'ve been there," he said.

"That's good enough." She studied the nap a bit nore,
then put it away with a small sigh

There were canned and even frozen goods. Mss Smith

lit alittle gas stove and heated beans and turnip greens
and bacon, and she opened the little refrigerator and
poured out milk. Neq had never had a woman do for him

on a regular basis, and this was an intriguing experience.
But of course she only | ooked |like a wonan; she was a
crazy.

They slept in the truck—he in the back beside the gas
drums, she curled in the cab. She seened to feel there
woul d be sonething wqng if they both slept in the back,
though there was far nore roomthere and she had to

know that no honorabl e nomad woul d di sturb her slum

ber without prior transfer of the bracelet. She coul d not
know, of course, that Neq had never had relations with
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any wonman. The only girl he had been close to was his
sister. In fact, had Mss Smth not been a crazy, he would
have been extrenely nervous. As it was, he was only
nmoderately nervous, and relieved to sleep al one.

But in his dreans wonen were ubiquitous, and he was
not bashful. In his dreans.

The second day of travel was uneventful, and they

made al nost two hundred niles. The novelty of riding in
the truck palled, and he stared noodily into the rushing
brush and covertly at Mss Snith's right breast, shaped
under the cloth as she steered. She seened less like a
crazy, now.

He began to humto his sword, and when she did not
object he sang to it: the folk songs he had picked up
fromhappy warriors like Sav the Staff, in the glad days
of the enpire's nascence.

Oh, the sons of the Prophet were hardy and bold
And quite unaccustoned to fear

But the bravest of all was a man so I'mtold
Named Abdul | ah Bul bul Areer.

The references were neani ngl ess, as were the nanes,

but the nel ody al ways brought pleasure to himand he
responded to the warrior nood of such songs. Fromtime

to tinme he was tenpted to change the words a bit, adapt-
ing to the things he knew, but that forfeited authenticity.
"Ch, the warriors of enpire were hardy and bold . "
No—songs were inviolate, lest they |lose their magic.

After a time he realized with a shock that she was
singing with him in fem nine harnony, the way Nemni

used to do. That jolted himback into silence. Mss Smith
made no conment .

The third day they encountered a barricade. A tree had
fallen across the road.

"That isn't natural." Neq said, alert for trouble. "See—
it has been felled, not blown. No nomad cuts a tree and
| eaves it."

She stopped the truck. In a nonent men appear ed—
unkenpt outlaws of the type he had encountered before.
"Al'l right, you crazies—out!" the | eader baw ed.
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"You stay here,"” Neq said. "This will be unpl easant for
you. Maybe you'd better duck down so you can't see." He
got out in one bound and lifted his weapon. "I am Neq

the Sword," he announced.

This time no one recogni zed the nanme. "You think
you're pretty smart, dressing like a man," a big cl ubber
said. "But we know you're crazies. Wiat's in your truck?"
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Mss Smith had not followed his suggestion. Her pale
face showed in the cab wi ndow. "Hey!" the | eader cried.
"This one's a | ady-crazy!"

Neq advanced on his man. "You will not touch this
truck. It is under ny protection.”

The man | aughed harshly and swung his cl ub.
He died | aughi ng.

Neq let himdrop and noved to the next, a scarred
dagger. At the sane tine he watched for bows, for out-
| aws were capabl e of anything. He woul d have to per-
formsonme deft maneuvers if arrows cane at him "Run,"
he suggested softly.

The dagger | ooked at the bl eeding clubber corpse and

ran. That was the thing about outlaws: they were easily
fri ght ened.

Neq charged the | eader, another dagger. This man, at
| east, had some courage. He brought up his knives and
sliced clumsily.

It was axiomatic that a good dagger would lose to a
good sworder when the conbat was serious. This man was
not good, and Neq cut himdown i mediately.

No one el se remmined. "Screamif you see anything," he
told Mss Snmith. "I'mscouting the area." He had to be
sure that all the teeth of the anbush had been drawn
before he tackled the fallen tree.

She just sat there, her features stiff. He had known she
would not like it. Crazies and wonmen were simlar in that
respect, and she was both.

He | ocated the outlaw canp. It was enpty. The cowardly
dagger had lost no tinme spreading the word. Fromthe
traces there had been at | east two wonen and four nen.
Vll, nowit was two wonen and two nmen—and he

doubted they'd attack any nore trucks.

He went back. "It's clear," he told Mss Smth. "Let's
haul this trunk out of our way."
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She seened to wake, then. He surveyed the tree and
decided it was too much for himto nmove without cutting
in half. He nade ready to hack at it with his sword, but
Mss Snmith called to him "There is an easier way."

She brought out a rope and hitched it to the base of
the tree trunk. Then she | ooped the other end into the
front bunper of the truck. Then she started the notor
and backed the vehicle away slowy until the tree was
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dragged out |engthw se along the road. Neq gaped with
a certain confused respect.

She brought a peavy fromthe back. He linbed the tree
and used the tool to roll the main mass clear of their
path. This was still heavy work, but far nore efficient
than his original notion.

He wound the rope and put the peavy away. They got
back into the cab. "Let's nove," he said gruffly.

She drove mechanically, not |ooking at him

"You surprised me," he said after a while. "I never
t hought of using the truck like that."

She didn't answer. He glanced at her, and saw her lips
thin and al nost white, her eyes squinting though the
Iight was not strong.

"I know you crazies don't like violence," he said defen-
sively. "But | warned you not to |ook. They woul d have
killed us if | hadn't wiped themout first. They didn't set
that ambush just to say hello."”

"I't isn't that."

"If we hit any nore bands like that, it'll be the sane.
That's why your trucks aren't com ng back. You crazies
don't fight. You think if you're nice to everyone, no one
will hurt you. Maybe once that was true. But these out-

| aws just |augh."

"I know. "

"Well, that's the way it is. I'mjust doing the job I
prom sed. Getting the truck through." Still he felt awk-
ward. "l was sick nyself, the first time |I fought a man
and wounded him But you get used to it. Better than
getting hit yourself."

She drove for a while in silence. Then she braked the
truck. "I want to show you sonething," she said, her face
sof t eni ng.
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They got out under the shade of spreading oak trees.

She stood before him breathing rapidly, her yellow hair
hi ghl i ghted nmonentarily by a stray beam of sunshi ne.

She was as pretty a girl as he had seen, in that pose.
"Come at me."

Neq was abruptly nervous. "I meant no offense to you
I only tried to explain. | have never attacked a worman."

"Pretend you're an outlaw about to ravish nme. Wat
woul d you do?"

"1 woul d never—

"You're shy, aren't you," she said.
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It was like a blade sliding wickedly through his de-
fense. Neq stood stricken

M ss Smith shook her hand—and there was a knife in

it. No |lady's vegetable parer—+this was a full-length war-
rior's dagger, and her grip on it was neither diffident nor
clumsily tight. There was a way of holding that was a

sure signal of circle readiness, and this was her way.

Instantly Neq's sword was in his hand, his eye on the
ot her weapon, his wei ght bal anced. One never ignored a
bl ade hel d Ii ke that!

But Mss Snith did not attack. She unw apped her

wr aparound, revealing one firmfresh breast, and tucked

the knife into a flat hol ster under her arm "l just wanted
you to understand," she said.

"I woul d never have struck you," he said, numbed by

bot h her weapon-readi ness and the glinpse of her torso.
But it sounded ridicul ous, for there he stood with sword
ready. He sheathed it quickly.

"OF course not. | checked your file, once | got your

nane straight. You were a tribal chieftain, but you never
took a woman. What | neant was: understand about ne.

That | was wild once. I"'mnot really a crazy. Not when it
counts. "

"You—dsed the dagger?"

"When | saw you fighting those brutes—the bl ood—t

was as though a dozen years had peel ed away, and | was
the ganmin again. | found the knife in my hand, there in
the cab."

"Twel ve years! You fought as a small child?"
Her mouth quirked. "How old do you think I an®"
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"Nineteen."” It was an unfortunate fact that nost mar-
ried wonen |lost their beauty early. At fifteen they were
hi ghly desirable; ten years later they were faded. The
unnarried | acked even that initial freshness. Mss Smth
was obviously not in the first bloom but still pretty
enough.

"I amtwenty-eight, according to Dr. Jones' best esti-
mate. No one knows for sure, since | had no famly."

Three years ol der than Neq hinmsel f? That was incred-
i bl e. "Your breast says nineteen.”

"When | was ni neteen— she said, nulling it over
"When | was nineteen, | nmet a warrior. A strong, dark
man. Maybe you know of him Sos—Sos the Rope?"
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Neq shook his head. "I knew a Sos once, but he had no
weapon. | don't know what happened to him"

"l woul d have gone nomad with him+f he had asked
me." She thought for a nonent, still breathing quickly. "I
woul d have gone nomad with anyone."

This was all awkward, and Neq's hands were C ammy,
and he didn't know what to say.

"I'"'msorry," she said. "It was the bl ood, the action—t
made nme react in an uncivilized way. | shouldn't have
shown you."

"1 thought you were sick. In the cab

"I was. Enotionally. Let's forget it.

They clinmbed back into the truck, but he didn't forget
it. He kept trying to coincide that ripe breast with her
advanced age. \Wat secret did the crazies have, to pre-
serve a wonman so?

And her knife. That notion had been swi ft and sure.
She had run wild once; such talents were not readily
conme by, and a wonan did not carry a weapon unless she
knew how to use it.

Dr. Jones had said that nmany crazies including hinself
had once been nomads. This was one such

They stopped and had a supper heated on the engi ne
—that saved -time and fuel —before he brought hinself to
the point. "Wy did you cone with ne?"

"The real reason? As opposed to the one | clai med?"
He nodded.

"l suppose | still crave what | can't have. A way of life,
a—a freedomfromresponsibility. A-a man."
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A hal f-pleasant chill went through him "There are
crazy nen."

"A man," she said with enphasis. "Like you."
"Are—are you asking for ny bracel et?"

Even in the dusk he could see the flush rise to her face,
and he hoped his own cheeks were not betraying himas
mercilessly. "A woman doesn't ask."

Hi s heart was beating, and suddenly he desired her
intensely despite her age and her crazy ways. She had
asked, in her fashion, and she was nore approachabl e
than the wonen he had encountered before. Perhaps be-
cause of the very things that had seened to put her be-
yond any such connection. A literate, knife-bearing,
twenty-ei ght year old crazy!
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He had conme to know her as a person before seriously
considering her as a potential sex object, and that made a

consi derabl e difference. Three days . . . and that was
| onger than he had known any ot her woman this inti-
mately ... except Nem.

"l never gave ny bracel et—even for a night."
"I know. But | don't know why."

"I «was afraid of being refused."” He had never spoken
this truth before. "Or that it wouldn't work.'

"Woul d that be so bad? To—fail?" Now he coul d see

her pul se actually making the clothing quiver rhythm -
cally. She was as wought up about this conversation as
he was. That helped, in away . . . and hurt, in another
way.

"I don't know." It nade no sense, intellectually, for he
could face defeat in the circle w thout such shanme. But
with a wonan, his fear seened insurnountabl e.

"You are handsome enough, strong enough," she said.
"I don't think I've seen a nore conely nomad. And you
sing beautifully. | don't think you would be refused."”

He studi ed her yet again, conprehendi ng her neaning.

It was darker now, but his night vision illum nated her
nmore clearly than ever. He was shivering Wth tension

and i ncredul ous passion. Slowy he reached his right hand
over to his left wist, touching the gold band there.

She did not nove. Her eyes were on his hands.

He grasped the bracelet, twisting. It slid about his
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wist but did not come away. He woul d have to spring it
out alittle, for that. But his hand woul d not cooperate.

Mss Smith watched him the flush remaining on her
face. It enhanced her beauty.

Neq forced his fingers apart as though he were strain-
ing at hand-wrestling and hooked theminto the open
section of the band. Slowy he applied pressure. Sweat
trickled dowmn his neck. His armjerked nervously.

At last he got the netal off. Hs wist felt naked, cold.

He lifted the bracelet, seeing the sweat marks on it. He
wiped it ineffectively on his shirt, trying to make it clean.
Then, inch by inch, he carried it toward her.

Mss Smith raised her left hand. Unsteadily their two
arns came together. The gold touched her wist.

And she snatched her arm away. "No—nAo—+ can'tl"
she cri ed.
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Neq was left with his bracel et extended, refused. It
was the very thing he had feared, all these years.

"Ch Neq, I"'msorry!" she said. "I didn't nmean it |ike
that. |1 didn't know this woul d happen."”

Neq renmmi ned with the bracel et extended, his eyes
fixed on it. He didn't know how he felt.

"I't isn't what you think," she said. "I+'Il take it. The
first shock . " She raised her wist again . . . and
dropped it. "I can'tl"

Slow y Neq brought the band back to his own arm
and clasped it there.

"I''"'mashaned," she said. "I never thought—pl ease,
don't be angry."

"I'"'mnot angry," he said around a thick tongue.

"I mean—don't feel rejected. It's me, not you. | never
—+—+'mworse than you. Ch, that sounds awful!'"

"You never had a nan?" Neq discovered that anal yzing
her problem was nuch easier than doi ng sonet hi ng about

hi s own.
"Never." She forced a laugh. "If | had been a nornal
nonad, |'d be a grandnother by now "

Not far fromthe truth. "Not even this Sos?"

"I don't think he was ever really aware of ne. He had
sonme nomad worman on his mind; that's why he canme to
the school ."

"I guess it's all right," he said after a pause.
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"l don't understand." She spoke nore freely now that
the crisis had passed.

"I didn't really want to give you ny bracelet. | Just
wanted to see if | could do. it. So that | wouldn't have to
see nyself as a coward."

" d]. "

He saw that he had been cruel. And it had been a lie.

"I don't mean that | don't want you. It's the—the princi-
ple." Now he sounded like a crazy hinself, and it was stil
alie. "lIt's that you're old—elder than | am And a crazy."

"Yes." Yet she was not a crazy, not exactly. And had
she been a full nomad, he woul d not have been abl e even
to proffer his bracelet, ironically.

And her sinple agreenent to his lies and his half-lies
made it worse. "You don't |ook old. If you hadn't told

mne—
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"Can't we let it drop?"

He shoul d have been silent fromthe start. It would
have spared her needl ess shane and i nproved his own

i mge. He had failed-not in proffering the bracelet, but
intrying to talk about it.

So the natter dropped—but not very far

393

CHAPTER FOUR

Next day it rained steadily. They tried to keep driving,
but the trail became so nmushy that the wheels were in

obvious peril. If they becane nmired here today, they
m ght not get out tonorrow. Mss Smith pulled up on the
crest of a low hill and parked.

"W have a long wait," she said. "It will take at least a
day for those ruts to firmup again."

Neq stared out at the steady rain and shrugged. It was
not that rain-bothered him but it was an inconvenience
generally and a hindrance to this mssion. He m ght have
gone foraging in the forest and checked out the |ocal |ay
of the land, but he couldn't |eave Mss Snith here al one.
Her knife would not help much if outlaws attacked the
truck agai n.

"Well," she said with a certain artificial brightness.
"Shall we try it again?"

Neq | ooked at her, uncertain of her neaning.

"We're stuck here together for some tinme," she ex-

pl ai ned. "W both need the experience. Yesterday was
bad, but | think I'mstronger now. |If we keep trying,
maybe—

Oh, the bracelet! "Right now? Here?"

"Maybe day is better than night. Fewer spooks. Have
you anything better to do? O did you mean it, about
not —

"No!" To both questions.
"Maybe if we do it quickly, we won't balk."

Suddenly the idea appealed to him He was sorry for
the way he had insulted her before, and she was giving
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hima chance to make it right. She carried no grudge. His
sweat was only beginning; if he treated the matter |ike
circle conbat, acting automatically, he m ght do his part
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bef ore-she could work up too nmuch fear to do hers

He cl apped his hand on his bracelet, jerked it off, thrust
it at her. She net him hal fway.

Their wists banged. The bracelet fell to the floor
"Ch, damm\" she cried, using the crazy expletive. "I'|
get it. She reached down just as Neq did. Their heads
bunped.

. Enbarrassed, he began to | augh
"I't's not funny," she said. "I'mtrying to find the—=

I mpul si vely he caught her by slim shoul ders and haul ed
her upright. He brought her face to his and ki ssed her

There was no nmagic in it. Her |ips, taken by surprise,
were nushy. The bracel et dangled from her fingers.

"Put it on," he said. "I think we'll nake it."
She | ooked at the gold, then back at him
Sonet hing struck the cab on her side.

"Down!" Neq barked. He was already in notion, duck-
ing, flinging open the door, tunbling to the muck near
the wheel. Sword in hand, he crouched by the truck,
wat chi ng for the eneny.

He had recogni zed the striking arrow by the sound.
That neant outlaw attack. Probably not well organized,
because they had parked randomy, but no matter to be
taken lightly.

He was right. Through the rain he heard two nen

tal ki ng. They were debating whether to approach the
vehicle now, or try nmore arrows first. They had not seen
t he door open.

They decided to charge. "Those crazies can't fight," one
said. "Just yank it open and haul themout."

They came up, touched the driver's door—and Neq
charged themfromthe side. The battle was brief. In a
monent two bodies lay in the mud,

"Let's go," he called to her.

"Go?" She pushed open her door. "W can't nove
t he—=

"Not the truck. Us. Were there are two, nore may be
on the way. We can't stay in the obvious target."
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She junmped down, one foot striking one of the corpses.
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She nmoved away qui ckly.

They were not dressed for the rain, but did not tarry.
He I ed her into the forest, away fromthe truck. Neither
spoke.

Neq found a gnarly yellow birch and clinbed it, search-

ing out a suitable perch that would be hidden fromthe
ground. Mss Smth followed, and he put her astride one

fat round linb. He took another. Water poured down their
backs, but this was a good defensive situation just in sight
of the truck.

They waited that way for three hours.

A man cane—an ugly cl ubber. He passed about thirty
feet fromtheir tree, evidently searching for soneone.

He di scovered the truck, and what |ay beside it. He
ran back. He was al one. Neq junped down. "Hey, out-
| aw "

The nman swung to face him club lifted.

"I killed them" Neq said. "As | shall kill you, if you
don't—=

The cl ubber was no coward. He charged Neq, sw nging
viciously. That was all Neq needed to know. A true nonad
woul d have protested the designation of "outlaw' and de-
manded satisfaction in the circle. He woul d not have at-
tacked like this.

Neq ducked the bl ow and slashed in return. He wanted
this one alive. There was information he needed.

The cl ubber swung again. This tine Neq parried, sliding
his bl ade down al ong the shaft of the club until it nipped
the man's hand. Not a serious wound, but enough to con-
vince the man he was overmatched. As, indeed, he was.

"Tell me what | want to know, and | |let you go."

The cl ubber nodded. Neq backed off, and the natt
relaxed. Mss Smith renmai ned hidden in the tree, w sely;

it was best that the outlaw not know of her presence.

"If youlietonme, | will take up your trail and kill you,"
Neq said. "But | would not take the troubl e—except for
vengeance."

The cl ubber nodded agai n. Vengeance was sonet hi ng
even outl aws understood well. The man ni ght betray
Neq if he had the chance, but he would be exceedingly
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careful about it. He would certainly answer questions
honestly.

"How many in your tribe?"
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"Twel ve. Ten, now. And their wonen."

"All outlaw?"

"No. We're a regular tribe. But we take what offers."
"And if a crazy truck cones, you take it too?"

"Not before this. That nust've been Sog's idea. If he
saw it stopped, mred—

"And your chief doesn't care?"
"He has to eat too. The hostels don't stock any—

"Because the trucks are being raided!'" Neq said. 'The
crazies can't stock the hostels when their trucks are hi-
j acked. "

"I can't help that," the clubber said sullenly.

Neq turned away in di sgust, hoping the nan woul d

strike at himfrombehind and justify a killing return
thrust. But the clubber stayed honest, perhaps aware of
the trap.

"Go tell your chief to stay away fromthis truck," Neq
said finally. "I'lIl kill anyone who cones near."

The man | eft.

Neq made sure he was gone before returning to the
tree. "Do you think that will work?" Mss Smth asked
him She .was shivering, but that would be fromthe wet

chill.
"Depends on the chief. If he's a full outlaw, he'll try to
swanp us. |If he's halfway nonmad, he'll let us be."

"Then why did you let that nan go? Now the tribe wll
know where we are.'

"I want to know what's really stopping those trucks.
This is one way to find out."

She clinbed down stiffly. Her garnment was clinging to
her torso and she was blue with the cold. "I wish there
<were an easier way."

"There isn't. If | hadn't stopped him he would have
brought the tribe to the truck anyway. If | had killed

him the others would have come | ooking. No tribe can

let its menbers just disappear. It was better to give them
war ni ng. "

"This could happen any tinme any truck stops,"” she said.
397
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"Are all the nommds outl aws now?"
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"No. I'mnot. But if only one man in five is, no truck
will get through."

"They're so quick to turn against their benefactors!"”
Neq shrugged. "As the club said: they have to eat."
"I didn't think it would be like this."

"We'll go back to the truck."

"But that's where they'll attack, if—

"That's why we have to be there, now. 1'll set sone
traps and keep watch; you can sleep."

"I can't sleep, waiting for themto cone!"

"Then I'Il sleep while you keep watch," he said, head-
ing back to the vehicle.

He haul ed the nmen away fromthe side and |l eft them
near the yellow birch as a remi nder to approaching tribes-
men. Then he checked the cab. "Were's ny bracel et ?"

She flushed. "I—= She poked her arm out of the sodden
cloth. The bracelet was on it, far back because of the ruch
smal ler girth of her forearm but there.

"You put it on!" he said, amazed.

"There wasn't anything else to do with it, when you
junped out," she said defensively.

"Al'l right, Nega. Sing out if you see anything."
"I"ll give it back!" she said. "I didn't nean—

"You neant. Let it stay. It's never been on a wonan
before. "

"But | still can't—

"Do you think / can? But 1'd like to. Maybe after a few
days." Oddly, he wasn't sweating, though of course he was
conpletely wet. She was on the defensive now, not he.

"Yes," she said. "That would be nice."

"I'"ll squeeze it tight for you." He took her linp arm
slid the band down to her wist, and applied his thunbs
to the heavy netal ends. The gold gave way, and slowy
the bracelet constricted to match her size.

"Euphem sm nakes it so nuch easier," she mnurnured.

"Thank you." She was still shivering, though it was warm
in the cab. She was afraid, all right—ef outlaw attack, of
the nmeaning of a man's band on her arm of indecision

She needed protecting.
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she said, as though
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"I never was kissed before . "
not hi ng had happened in the interim

Had he done that? Suddenly he felt as though a sword
had grazed his scal p, and he was weak with reaction

Neq lay in the back of the truck and slept, ignoring the
continuing drizzle. He was a warrior; he could sleep any-
where, regardl ess of the weather. Mss Smth-Neqga pro
tern—needed the shelter of the cab

He dreamed. He had treated the transfer of his brace-

let lightly, but it was fundanmental. For the first tinme a
worman had accepted it, and they were narried, however
tenuously. The rest would surely follow That was his
dream and all of it: a lovely woman bearing his bracel et,
| oving him

"Neq!
He woke i medi ately, sword ready. She was right:

there were nen approaching the truck. In the face of his
war ni ng there could only be one reason, and no nercy.

Silently he dropped fromthe back and flattened him

self against the side. He identified the marauders by then-
sounds: they were clunmsy stal kers. Six, seven, eight or

nor e.

It was dusk—bright in the sky yet, but dark under the
trees. An advantage for him for he could strike any-
where, while they had to watch for each other.

Neq wasted no tinme. He ran noiselessly at the nearest,

a sworder. The man was dead before he realized the fight
had started. Neq took his place and stal ked the truck
with the others. Nothing showed in the cab. Good—Nega
was stayi ng down.

"See anyt hing?" a cl ubber whi spered as they converged.
"That guy is dangerous."

It was the man Neq had warned before. He wal ked up
as though to whisper a reply—and ran his point into the
man's neck so that he died without a cry.

But the group had converged too much for further
secrecy. "That's him" soneone cri ed.

Then Neq was | ashing out, dancing here and there,
cutting down whatever he could reach and junpi ng away
in a fury of swordsmanship. Six nmen hemred himin—
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two sworders, two clubbers, a staffer and a dagger. It

was the staffer he was nost cautious about, for that weapon
could interfere with his action while the others closed in.
He retreated toward the truck
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Two nore nen ran out of the forest and clinbed on
the truck. "Nega—defend yourself!" Neq cried. Beset as
he was, he could not go to her hinself.

One man yanked open the door. "A woman!"

He reached in, then fell back, grunting. Neq knew she
had used the knife. In the cranped space of the cab, it
woul d be nore effective than a sword

The cab door swung cl osed, and the second man backed
away fromit, joining the min force. Seven warriors re-
mai ned to the tribe, and now they knew the linmts of their
opposition. The el enent of surprise was gone. Neq had
hoped to do nore damage before it cane to this. Had it
been down to three or four functional enemes, in the
near -dark, he could have brought them down. 'But seven
threw t he bal ance agai nst hi munless they were extraor-
dinarily clunmsy or unlucky. He could dodge and run, but
he couldn't fight themlong w thout getting hurt hinself,
and ultimately kill ed.

Then the notor of the truck started. It roared, and the
bl i ndi ng headlights came on. She was going to try to
drive it away!

But the truck backed and turned, its rear wheels spew
ing up gouts of wet earth. The lights speared toward him
The notor roared again, |ike sone carnivorous aninmal at
bay, and the vehicle bounced toward the group of nen.

She wasn't going to stop! Neq threw hinself to the
side, out of the path of the great rubber tires. Mud and
sand sprayed at him

Not all the outlaws were as quick to realize the danger.
They hadn't ridden this machine for three days, and didn't
respect its potential. They stared, confused.

The front bunper caught two, not striking them hard
enough to kill at this slow speed, but knocking them
down. One screaned horribly as the wheel went over

him The other scranbled to safety, only getting clipped
on the foot.

In the confusion Neq clove a sworder across the face,
400

NEQ THE SWORD

and one nore was down. Two nore, counting the one

under the wheel. He retreated again, but did not go far
fromthe truck.

The huge nachine crashed into a tree, shattering a
headl i ght. The wheel s spun, digging holes. The gears
growl ed. Then it backed, lifting out of its own trench in
one nmighty contortion

Neq ran to it and junped on the back. A clubber,
catching on, tried to follow him A backhand sl ash dis-
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pat ched that one.

Back across the road they went, slowing in the deepen-
ing nud, and the remrai ning outlaws scattered. The single
headl i ght caught one; the gears how ed again, and the
truck junped forward toward that man. He fled to the

side, waving his two sticks. The bright beam foll owed
hi m

Neq had not until that nonment appreciated the fact

that the truck was a weapon. A terrible one, for no man
could stand against it, even though its footing was treacher-
ous in this rain. Mss Smth—-Negal\-was nmeking it a

living, ravening nonster, spreading terror and carnage
withinits limted donain.

Back and forth the one-eyed creature went, hurling rud
behi nd, lurching at any noving thing its |ight caught,
bunpi ng over the bodies in the road. One nan was buried
face-down in that dark pudding of nud, only his |egs
clear. To and fro endl essly, as though hungry for nore.

And the eneny was gone. Five of the tribe's nunber
were dead, and Neq knew that others were wounded, the
rest intimdated. The battle was won.

The truck stopped. The notor died, the headlight went
of f. Neq clinbed down and went around to the cab

"I's that you, Neq?" she called. He saw the small glint
of her blade in the Iingering |light of the dashboard.

"Me." He clinbed in.

"Ch God!" And she was sobbing like any jilted nonad
girl. Neqg put his arns about her and pulled her across the

seat to his chest, and she clung to himin her sudden nisery
of relief.

"I was so afraid they'd attack the tires!" she said.
"No, they only attacked ne."
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"Ch!" she cried, beginning to laugh. It was stupidly
funny, somehow.

She had his bracelet, she was in his arnms, she was over-
flowing with reaction and need . . . but that was as far as
it went. This was not the tine.

CHAPTER FI VE

The foll owing day he sang again, as the sun sane down
and steaned the forest floor into solidity. He pretended
to sing to his weapon, but it was really to her, and she
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knew it.

I know ny | ove by her way of wal ki ng

And | know ny | ove by her way of talking
And | know ny | ove by her suit of blue—
But if nmy love | eaves nme, what will | do?

"You sing very well," she said, reddening a bit.

"I knowit. But it isn't all real. Wien | sing of battle,
know what it means. But | ove—those are words | don't
under stand. "

"How do you know?" It was as though she were afraid
to ask, but was fascinated anyway.

He | ooked at his bare wist. "I never gave ny—

She held up her own wist with the heavy gold bracel et

cl asped about it. "You gave. | accepted. Is that |ove?"
"l don't know. " But he was breathing jerkily.

"Neq, | don't know either," she admitted. "I don't fee
different—4+ nmean I'mstill ne—but the gold seens to
burn, to lead me along, | don't know where. But | want
to know. | want to give—everything. I'mtrying to. But
I"mold, and crazy, and afraid. Afraid | have nothing to
give." —

"You're beautiful, and warm and brave. That busi ness
with the truck—

"I hate that! Being a killer, | nmean. But | had to do it. |
was afraid for you."
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"That nust be | ove."

"I like the sound of that. But | know better, Neq.
could hate you and still need you. If anything happens to
you, | have no way hone."

That was the wonder of it: she was as afraid of himas

he was of her. She fought rather than see him hurt—yet
she could not come to himin peace. She had to inpose
practical reasons to justify what needed no justification
As he did, too. "Show nme your breast," he said.

"What ?" She was not shocked, only unconprehendi ng.

"Your knife. Your—when you put away your knife,
you—

"l don't understand." But she did.
"Show ne your breast."

Slowy, flushing furiously, she unw apped her shoul -
der, exposing her right breast.

"It is nineteen," he said. "It excites me. A breast |ike
that—+t can't be old, or crazy, or afraid, or have nothing
to give. It has to be loved."
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She | ooked at herself. "You nmake nme feel wanton."

"I will sing to your breast,"” he said

She bl ushed again, and her breast blushed too, but she
did not cover herself. "Were do you | eamthese songs?"

"They go around. Sone say they come from before the

Blast, but | don't believe that." Yet he did believe it as
much as he disbelieved it, for so many of the words made
no sense in the nomad context.

"The books are that old. The songs m ght be." Her
flush was fading at |ast.

He sang, contenplating her breast:
Bl ack, black, black is the col or

of nmy true love's hair.

Her lips are sonething rosy fair.

The prettiest face and the neatest hands
I love the ground on where she stands.

NEQ THE SWORD
"Does it?" She | ooked hopef ul

"No. I'dlike it to fit." After a pause he added: "Neqga."
She couldn't seemto stop blushing. "You nake ne al
confused when you say that. Neqga."

"Because of the bracelet."

"I know. I"'myour wife as long as | wear it. But it isn't
real ."

"Maybe it will be." If only it were that sinple!
"You nomads—you just pass the bracelet and that's it.

Instant love, for an hour or a lifetinme. | don't understand
it."

"But you were a nomad once."

"No. | was a wild girl. No famly. The crazies took ne
in, trained ne, nade nme like them outside. They do that
with anyone who needs it. | never was part of the nonad
society."

"Maybe that's why you don't understand the bracelet."
"Yes. What about you?"
"l understand it. | just can't do it."

"Maybe that's the trouble with us. You're too gentle
and |'mtoo timd." She |laughed nervously. "That's funny,
after we killed all those nen. Gentle and tinmd!"

"W could hold each other tonight. It mght help."

"What if the outlaws cone back?"
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He sighed. "I'll stand watch."
"You watched last night. | should do it this tinme."
"A'l right."

She | aughed again, nore easily, so that her breast noved
pl easantly. "So matter of fact! Wiat if | said "take ne in
your arns, crush nme, nake |love to ne!'?"

He considered the prospect. "I could try. If you said it
before | got too nervous."

"I can't say it. Even though | want to."

"You want to do it—but you can't ask me?"

"I can't answer that." This tine she forgot to blush

"I want to do it," she said seriously. "But | can't just
start. Not unless you say. And even then—=

"It is funny, you know. W know what we want, we
know how each feels, but we can't act. W can even speak

about speaking, but we can't speak."
"Maybe tonorrow, " he said.
"Maybe tonorrow. " And the | ook of |onging she gave
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hi mas she put away her breast nade his heart pause and
j unp.

Tomorrow was anot her clear day, and the ruts were
hardened, and there seened to be the first whiff of sone-
thing fromthe corpses around the truck, and so they
moved out. Nature conpensated for the day's del ay by
provi di ng an excellent route.

That night Nega joined himin a doubl e sl eepi ng bag

in the back of the truck and pressed her breast against
him but she did not ask and he did not do. They both

were frustrated, and they tal ked about it, and they agreed
the whole thing was ridiculous, but that was all.

They had to keep al ert agai nst possible narauders, so

they took turns sl eeping even though together, and while
she slept he tried to touch her breast with his hand but
didn't . . . but it was against his hand when he woke after
her turn awake.

The next night they slept together naked, and he ran

hi s hands over both her fine breasts and her firm buttocks,
and she cried when she could not respond, and that was

all.
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The night after that he sang to her and kissed her, and

she ran her hands over his torso and did not avoid what

she had avoi ded before, huge as it was, and she pressed
against himand he tried . . . but she cried out with a pain
that m ght have been physical and m ght have been eno-
tional, and he stopped, chastened, and she cried quietly

for some tine.

Meanwhi | e, they were naking nmuch faster progress

toward the supplier. Their union unconsunmated, they
pulled up to a hostel near what Neq recogni zed with
shock as the nmountain: the place of nomad suicide. Gaunt
rusty girders projected fromit, hiding the sunmit; he
knew that no man who had passed that barrier had ever
returned ... until recently.

Yet Tyi of Two Weapons and the Master had laid siege
to this bastion, for there had been living men within it.
They had-gutted it, and now it was truly dead.

Neqa consulted her map. "Yes, this is it."
"Thi s—your supplier?" he denanded.
"Helicon. But sonmething is wong."
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"W destroyed it," he said. "The Waponless did, |
mean; | was not there. | could have told Dr. Jones, if I'd
known he was tal ki ng about the mountain!"

"Ch, no!" she cried. "Helicon manufactured all the
techni cal equi prent! We cannot do without it!"

"Maybe sone are alive, inside." Knowing Tyi's effi-
ciency, he doubted'it, but he had to offer her some hope.

She noved around the center colum of the hostel,

| ooki ng for sonmething. This hostel had not been ravaged,
but there was no food in it. She opened the shower stal
and stepped in.

"You're still dressed,"” Neq reninded her.

"I know it's here," she said, as though he hadn't spoken
"I menorized the instructions." She counted tiles al ong

the wall, then pressed on one. She counted from another
direction and pressed again. And once nore. Not hing
happened.

"You have to turn the knobs," he said. "One for hot, the
other for cold. But you don't need to take a shower right
now, just when you're beginning to smell like a true
nomad—

"I must have done it too slowy," she said. "Now | know
the tiles, 1'lIl try it faster."

She went through her mysterious ritual again, while
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Neq wat ched tolerantly. The crazies were crazy!

Sonet hi ng snapped inside the inner wall. Neqga pushed
on yet another tile and it tilted out, revealing a handle.
Neq gaped; he had never known there were handl es be-
hind the shower wall! If not for hot or cold water, what?

She twi sted and gave a sharp jerk—and the entire wall
swung toward her.

There was a conpartnent behind the shower—n the
heart of the hostel's supposedly solid supporting col um!

"Come on," she said, stepping inside.

Neq j oi ned her, clasping his sword nervously. There
was barely roomfor themboth. She pulled the wall shut
and touched a button inside. There was a hum then the
fl oor dropped.

Neq j unped, al arnmed, but she laughed. "This is civili-
zation, nonmad! It's called an elevator. W have themin
our buildings, and the underworld uses themtoo. This is
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a secret entrance, that we use for transfer of supplies.
When nonmads see a crazy truck outside, they assume it's

a routine servicing—but the truth is we're taking supplies
out. Mst of the heavy stuff pones through other depots

in the area, of course, that the nomads never see."

The floor stabilized. She pushed open the side again,
and now there was a tunnel, curving into darkness.

"Bad," she said. "The |ift is on hostel power, that
charges whenever the sun shines. But the tunnel is on
Hel i con power. That neans the underworld is dead, as
you said." She turned on a flashlight Neqg hadn't known
she possessed. "But we'll have to | ook."

The passage opened into a room where enpty boxes
were stacked. "Soneone's been here," she remarked. "They
took the merchandi se. But the crates were never restored.”

"Probably the | ast truck—that didn't return."”

"Qur nen never went beyond this point," she said.
"But obviously there is a pasage to Helicon. W'IlIl have
to find it."

-"It may not be pretty." He had heard the tales of |aby-
rinthine underground tunnel s choked w th bodi es. Such
clains were probably exaggerated; still.

"I know it." She kissed hi mshe was able to do that
now, and was proud of hersel f—and began pushi ng again
at places in the wall, randomy.
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"If they didn't want you inside, it wouldn't open that
way, " he pointed out. "M ght even be booby-trapped."”

"I don't think so. They mght guard it, but they woul dn't
do anything to antagonize us. The crazies, | nmean. Helicon
needed us as much as we needed it, because they'd largely
shel ved their hydroponics and couldn't grow really decent
veget abl es, and of course no wood. It was nore efficient
to trade with us, so they concentrated on the heavy in-
dustry we couldn't touch. Dr. Jones can talk endlessly
about such things—what he calls the essential interactions
of civilization."

"So it's safe to break in, you think," he said.

She continued to tap at panels without effect. Neq
studi ed the wear-nmarks on the floor, analyzing their pat-
tern as though he were verifying the situation of a va-
cated canpsite. "There," he said, touching one section of
the wall. "It opens there."

NEQ THE SWORD

She joined himat once. "Are you sure? This seens
solid."

He pointed to the fl oor marks her flash illum ned, and

she understood. Wth this hint, they were able to locate a
significant crevice. "But it doesn't open inward," he said.
"No hinge on this side, no scrape-nmarks."

"I don't find any other crease," she said. "But it has to
open somehow." She banged at the corner with the butt
of the light. "Unless it slides—=

Neq forced the point of his sword into the crevice and
| eaned on it. The wall gave a little, sidewise. "It slides—
but it's | ocked or blocked."

"Naturally it would I ock fromthe other side," she said.
"Can you free it?"

"Not with my sword. But we can get a crowbar from
the truck. Enough leverage, it'll give."

They returned to the vehicle and collected an arnful of
tools. And in due course they had it open

Behind the wall was a set of tracks. "They used a rail -
road!" she said. "To haul the supplies along, maybe by
renote control. How clever."

But there was no wheel ed cart, so they had to wal k

bet ween the tracks. Neq was nervous about this, not I|ik-
ing the confinenent, but she didn't seemto m nd. She
took his hand in the dark and squeezed it.

He counted paces. It was over a mle before the tracks
stopped. There were platforns, with boxes stacked, and
sidings with several carts. Neq opened one crate and dis-
covered singlesticks—perhaps fifty of the netal weapons.

So it was true: the underworld had made the nonmd
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arnms. Hadn't the Waponl ess known that when he de-
stroyed it?

They wal ked along to the end of the platform and

passed t hrough a dark doorway. Then up a gradual ranp,
through a charred aperture, and into a larger hall. The
air was close and not sweet. Nega passed the beam of the
flashlight over the floor.

Ashes lay across it, with occasional charred nounds.
The anbi ent odor was much stronger here.

"What happened?" she inquired, perplexed.

Neq saw that she didn't conprehend. "Fire. They
couldn't get out in tine."

BATTLE Cl RCLE

"TTi ey?" Then she recogni zed the shape of the nearest
mound and screaned. |t was the remains of a human
bei ng.

Neq | ed her back down the ranp. "See—after they
were dead, the wooden door finally burned through. It

must have | ocked or jamed, |ike the panel back there.
Soneone must have poured gasoline all over everything
and— «

She turned to himin the darkness, the flashlight off.
"The nomads did this?"

"Tyi said it happened before they broke in, actually.
The fires were still hot, and the snoke was everywhere,
so they didn't stay long. | don't know. "

She made a choking sound. He felt sonething warm on
his arm and knew that she was vom ting agai nst him

"Helicon was the | ast hope of man!" she excl ai ned, and
heaved agai n.

"I don't think we need to | ook any nore," he said. He
took the flashlight fromher flaccid hand and gui ded her

away.
410

CHAPTER SI X

/ -

Neqga insisted on witing her report. "lIn case anything
happens, this will tell the story," she explained. "Also, I'm
sure of the details now | hope | forget themby the tine

we get back."

They slept in the truck that night, though the hoste
bunks were handy. The tunnel connection to the Helicon
carnage was too direct; it felt as though the funes of
death were filtering along, enclosing the hostel in their
horror. Neq had been objective about the scene at the
time, but at nighf his inagination enhanced the under-
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worl d's gruesoneness. Fresh death in the circle, or fight-
ing outl aws—that was one thing. But this hel pl ess doom
of confined fire...

There was no question of trying to nake | ove. They
clung tightly together, holding the norbid blackness off.

Next day Nega conpl eted her report and locked it in

the dash conpartnent of the truck. They noved out. Neq
still didn't see any reason for a witten description; the
pl ace was dead, and that was it. Such a nmessage woul d
hardly be any confort to the crazies. They woul d be

fini shed anyway, and the nomad cul ture woul d degenerate
into conpl ete savagery.

What col ossal folly had | ed the Waponl ess to | ay siege
to Helicon? He had brought it down, sonehow-but had
destroyed both the crazies and the nomads with it. The
dark age of man was begi nni ng.

Neqga didn't say much either. He was sure that simlar

t hought s were obsessing her. If information was all they
had conme for, the m ssion had been successful. But what
a mserable mssion it wasi

411
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The second day of the return trip they encountered a
barri cade that had not been there before. Neq was in-
stantly on guard; this surely neant trouble.

" Coi nci dence?" Nega i nquired.

"Can't be. They saw us go by before, knew we woul d
have to cone-back this way. So they set it up."

They had to stop. There was no way around, no room
to turn.

"If we're lucky, they won't have nore than a guard or
two here right now. They wouldn't know exactly when
we m ght cone along," he said.

They were not |ucky. Men converged from both sides.
Swor ders, clubbers, staffers—at |east a score of warriors.
A nunber stood back with drawn bows.

"Do you think this is where the other trucks were | ost?"
she inquired as though it were an interesting footnote for
her report.

"Most of them This. is well organized." He studied the
situation.. "Too many to fight. And if we try to back out
now, those arrows will get us. See, they're aimng at the
tires. W'll have to go al ong—as far as we can."”

A sworder strode up to Neq's side. "You're a warrior
What are you doing in a crazy truck?"
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Before Neq could reply, a nman called fromthe other
side: "Hey, this one's a wonan!"

"What |uck!" another exclained. "Is she young?"

' Bout nineteen."
"OK. Qut, both of you!" the sworder said.

Neq was furious, but glanced again at the bows cover-

ing them and di snounted. No honest nonmad woul d use

the hunting bow against a man, but that didn't dinmmsh

its effectiveness as a | ong-di stance weapon. Nega slid over
to step down on his side. She stood close to him but clear
of his sword, so as not to obstruct his draw. He knew

she was ready to snap her dagger into her hand: she

was tense

"Know what | think?" the sworder said. "I think they're
crazies, both of them pretending to be nomads. They
want us to think they hijacked the truck thensel ves, so
we'll leave 'em be. See, her hands are snmoboth, and he's
too small to really handle a sword. And unnmar ked—no
scars on him"

412
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"Pretty snmart," a staffer said.

"The crazies are awmful smart—and awful stupid."”

"A'l right, crazy," the sworder said. "W'll play this
game. W got the tine. Wio do you claimto be?"

"Neq the Sword."

"Anybody hear of any Neq the Sword?" the man
shout ed.

There was a reaction. "Yeah," a dagger said.

"Me too," a clubber agreed. "In Sol's tribe. A top
sworder—third or fourth of a hundred swords, | heard.
And better agai nst other weapons."

The sworder smiled. "Crazy, you picked the wong
name. Now you'll have to prove it—n the circle. Wth
your doll watching. And if you can't—

Neq didn't answer. The circle was exactly where he

wanted to be—with Nega in sight. These were certainly
outlaws, but the tribe seemed to be |l arge enough to re-
quire the discipline of the circle code. It was a matter of
| ogi stics: one tough man could control five or ten war-
riors by force of personality on an informal basis, and a
few more by judicious intimdation; but when the num

ber was thirty or forty, it had to be nore formal. The
circle code was not purely a matter of honor; it was a
practical systemfor controlling | arge nunbers of fighting
men in an orderly fashion
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And where the circle code existed, even inperfectly,

Neq could prevail. He had indeed been third or fourth
sword of a hundred. But first sword had been Tyi, who
had retired largely to nanagerial duties of enpire. Sec-
ond had been killed in a noncircle accident. Third had
been Tor, now retired. And Neq had kept practicing. The
result was that at the tinme of the breakup of the enpire
he had been unofficially conceded second sword—ef three
thousand. And he had had private doubts about Tyi's
continuing proficiency in the circle.

It was true, too, that the enpire training had brought
particul ar competence in inter-weapon conbat-, There had
been half a dozen staffers who could balk Neq in the
circle, one or two stickers. Bog the O ub who was now
dead, and no daggers or stars. Against these nen he woul d
take his chances, sonetines prevailing in friendly matches,
soneti nes not.

4i 3
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Neq feared no man in the circle.

They were conducted to a canp simlar to those of the
enpire. A large canvas tent was surrounded by a numnber

of small tents, and there were separate |atrine, ness, and
practice sections. A good |ayout.

The chief of this tribe was a huge sworder, grizzled and
scarred. Chiefs were generally sworders, for the weapon
had a special quality that awed others into subnission
that an equally conpetent staff could not. Wen the man
stood, he towered over Neq.

"Neq the Sword, eh? I am Yod the Sword. And she
wear s your band?"

"Yes."

"Now | know of Neq," Yod said. "Mybe the top
sworder of the enpire, a few years back. He never gave
his bracelet to a woman. Isn't that strange?”

Neq shrugged. The chief thought he was toying with
the captive.

"Well, all shall be known," Yod said. "I shall give you
the tour."
And a tour it was. "I have fifty excellent warriors," Yod

said, gesturing to the tent. "But for sone reason we're
short of young wonen, and that makes the young men
restive. So the girl will have a place with us, regardl ess."

Neqa wal ked closer to Neq and | et her bracelet show,
def ensi vel y.

"l have supplies enough for many nonths," Yod boast ed.
"See. "

Four crazy trucks were parked behind the nmain tent.
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There was no | onger any doubt who was the main hi-
jacker. But it nade little difference, since Helicon was
dead.

"And entertainnent."” Yod gestured to a hangi ng cage.

Neq | ooked at this curiously. There was a man inside,
huddl ed within a filthy blanket. Metal cups |ay on the
wire floor, evidently for his eating, and ordure had cunu-
| at ed underneath. Apparently they did not rel ease him
even for natural functions. He had roomto nove about
sonme, naking the cage rock and swi ng, which no doubt
provided nuch of the tribe's "amusenent." By the | ook

and snell of it, he had been there some weeks.

"W caught this crazy using our hostel," Yod said. "He
414
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clained to be a surgeon, so we're giving hima chance to

carve his way out. We don't I|ike fakes.
Neq.

He gl anced at

"A surgeon?" Nega asked. "W haven't— She stopped,
renenbering her guise as a nonad worman. But it told
Neq that this man was not a crazy, for she woul d have
known of him Perhaps he deserved his punishnent.

The prisoner |ooked dully at them He was a small man
with graying hair, very old by nomad definition.

"He says he's literate!" Yod said, |aughing. "Show our

guests your witing, Dick." In an aside to Neq: "All crazies
have funny nanes."

The nman reached around and found a tattered piece of
cardboard, probably sal vaged fromone of the rifled crates
the trucks had carried. He held this up. There were |lines

on it that did resenble the crazy witing of Nega's re-
cent report.

"Mean anything to you?" Yod asked Neq.
"No. "

"Because you can't read—er he can't wite?"

"I can't read. | don't know about hint. Maybe he can't
wite either."”

"Maybe. W could use a literate man. Sone crazy

books we found, don't know what's in 'em Maybe some-
thi ng good. "

"Why not test themon the crazy in the cage?" Neq
asked.

"He |ied about being a surgeon. W brought hima
wounded man and gave hima dagger and he woul dn't
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operate. Said it wasn't clean, or sonething. Lot of ex-
cuses. So he'd lie about the books, too. He could tell us
anyt hi ng—and how coul d we know the difference?"

Neq shrugged. "I can't help you." He knew Neqga coul d,
but he had no intention of giving her away.

"You're still Neq the Sword?"
"l al ways was."

"Prove it and you can join ny tribe. W'l have to take
your girl away, of course, but you'll get your turn at her."

"The man who touches her is dead," Neq said, putting
his hand to his sword.

Yod | aughed. "Well spoken. You have your part down
wel | —-and you shall have your chance to enforce it. Here

4i 5
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is the circle." He glanced around and nade a sweeping
signal with his hand. Ready for this sumons, the nen of
the tribe gathered.

In the tenporary confusion, Nega touched his hand.
"That man in the cage—he is literate," she nurnured
"He's fromHelicon—a survivor. He may not be their
surgeon—they had the best surgeon in all the crazy
demesnes—but he's worth questioning."

Neq considered. If there were Helicon survivors.

"When | fight, you cut himdown. I'll put on a showto
distract them You take himto the truck and get out. Use
your knife; this bunch is rough. 1'Il find you later."

"But how will you—=

"I can handl e nyself. | want you out of here before it
starts." He brought her to himsuddenly and ki ssed her.

Stolen this fleetingly, the kiss was very sweet. "I |ove you."
"I love you," she repeated. "Neq! | can say it now

mean it! / love you\"

"Touching," Yod said, breaking it up. "Here is your first
mat ch, crazy."

Neq |l et her go and faced the circle. A |large cl ubber

was there flexing his nmuscles. Mst clubbers were |arge,
because of the weight of the weapon; by the sane token,

most were clumsy. Still, no one could ignore the smash-

ing netal, that could bash sword and torso right out of the
circle in one sweep. Bog the O ub had been astoni shing.

Suddenl y, incongruously, Neq renmenbered how Bog
had been bal ked. Once by Sol of Al Wapons, the great-
est warrior of all time; once by the Waponl ess, who had
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broken his neck and killed himby a |eaping kick. But
once between those two honest contests, by the man Neq
had not been able to renenmber before. The Rope! Sos

the Rope—the man M ss Smith had renenbered. He had

| ooped the cord about the club, surprising Bog (who was
not bright) and disarmnmi ng-him Then the man had tal ked
Bog into joining forces for doubles conbat. The story of
that audacity was still going the rounds. The Rope had
not been nearly the nman Bog was, but he had known

how to use his luck. Wth Bog on his side, he had torn up
several regular doubles teans. Bog plus a two-year child
woul d have been a winning teaml The Rope had finally

NEQ THE SWORD

overrated hinself so far as to challenge Sol hinself, and
Sol had sent himto the nountain.

He woul d have to tell Nega that, when they were out

of this. And ask her whether by any chance her Sos had
carried a little bird on his shoulder. Not that any of it was
i nportant today.

"That's Namthe Cub," Yod said. "He says he's going
to diddle your crazy blonde right after he diddles you
Shoul d be no threat at all to—the fourth sword of a
hundr ed?"

Neq gave Nega a parting squeeze on the arm and

urged her toward the caged man. The cage was beyond

the imediate circle of spectators, partially conceal ed by
the tree it hung from If all of themfaced toward the
circle, and if there were enough noise, she would be able
to cut open the cage and free the surgeon. Neq woul d

have to arrange his fights—he knew they woul d keep

sendi ng men against himuntil they tired of this sport—to
attract the conplete attention of the outlaws. Al of them

She noved away, and he wal ked slowy toward the
painted circle, drawing his sword. He stepped inside wth-
out hesitation.

Nam roared and charged. Neq ducked si dew se, stay-
ing within the ring. The cl ubber, meeting no resistance,
stumbl ed on out.

"One down,"” Neq said. "Not nmuch of a diddler, 1'd
say—either kind." He wanted to insult both clubber and
tribe, to make them angry and eager to see the stranger
get beaten. He wanted nobody's attention to wander.

Nam roared agai n, and charged back into the circle.

This was anot her direct proof of his outlaw status, for no
true warrior would re-enter the circle after being thus
ushered out of it. To leave the circle during conbat was
to lose the battle—by definition. That was one of the ways
the circle code avoi ded unnecessary bl oodshed.

Neq did not wish to appear too apt with his blade too
soon. |If they recognized his true skill imediately, the
game woul d be over, for they would know that he was

the man he clainmed to be, and that none of them could
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hope to match him Yod would play fair only so |ong as
he was certain of w nning.

BATTLE Cl RCLE

So Neq sparred with the clubber, ducking his clunsy

bl ows, pinking himharm essly, dancing himabout in the
circle. Meanwhil e Nega was edgi ng toward the cage, not
facing it but making covert progress.

When it seened to himthat interest was begi nning to'

flag, Neq skewered Namwith a seemingly inept thrust,

very like the one he had nade against Hig the Stick at the
outset of his career as a warrior. It |ooked like a |ucky
stab by a novice sworder—-as intended.

"So you can fight," Yod remarked. "But not, | think,
quite up to the neasure of your name. Tif!"

A sworder stepped toward the circle as nen dragged

the bl eedi ng, noani ng cl ubber way. Neq could tell at a
glance that Tif was a superior sworder. The ante had been
rai sed. The outlaws watched with greater anticipation.

Nega was now cl ose to the cage

It required less art to fence with Tif, for the man was
qui ck and sure with his blade, making defensive neasures
mandat ory, not optional. But he was no threat to Neq.
They j ockeyed around, bl ade neeting bl ade cl angi ngly,
keeping the tribe absorbed. Every nomad |iked a good
show, even an outl aw.

Then Tif drew back. "He's playing with nme," Tif called
to Yod. "He's a nmaster. | can't touch—=

Neq put a red nouth across Tif's throat and the man
spouted his life's blood and fell. But it was too .late. The
"secret" had been exposed.

Nega was working at the cage

"So you are Neq the Sword!" Yod exclained. "W can't
trust you, then. You' d want the tribe for yourself."

"l disbanded a tribe ten tines this size!" Neq said scorn-
fully. "This is nothing to nme, and you are nothing. But

you called ne a crazy—so fight ne for your tribe!" That

m ght be an easy way out: take over the tribe, reconstitute
it along honest nomad lines, bring all the trucks back to

Dr. Jones.
Yod nmade an obscene gesture. "lI'mnot that kind of a
fool. W'll have to shoot you."

If they brought out the bows again, Neq would have
little chance. "I'Il take on any two of you pitiful cowards
inthe circle!" he cried.

Yod was quick to accept the opportunity to save sone
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face. It was always better for a | eader to dispose of his
competition honorably, if at all feasible. O herw se other

| eaders would arise quickly to challenge him suspecting
hi s weakness.

"Jut! Mp!" Yod shout ed.

A dagger and a staffer came up, but not with the same
eagerness the first two warriors had shown. Neq knew

why: they were aware that one of themwould likely die,
even if the other finished off the challenger. Two nen
coul d generally defeat one—but the one could generally
pick his man and take himout, if life were not the su-
preme object. Also, the tribe was beginning to mull the
possibility of new | eadership. If Neq were a better sworder
than Yod, he might inprove the lot of the tribe. So a

certain discretion in loyalties was devel opi ng. As Yod
was surely aware

This was a smart conbi nati on. The staff woul d bl ock
Neq's sword and defend the pair of them while the dagger
woul d slice out fromunder that cover with either hand.

But Neq, like all warriors of the former enpire, had
been well trained in doubles conbat. His reflexes sifted
through automatically and aligned on "partner incapaci-
tated; staff and dagger opposed." Except that he had no
wounded partner to protect. That made it easier.

Yes, he owed a debt now to that Sos he had known!

The interm nabl e practice against all doubles conbina-
tions had seened a' waste of effort, for singles conbat was
the normal rule. But Sos had said that a top warrior had to
be prepared for every eventuality. How right he had been

As he engaged the pair, he saw that Nega was stil

wor ki ng at the cage. She could not devote her full atten-
tion to it, because she had to appear innocent. But she
woul d shortly have the prisoner free.

Neq rmade the battle | ook good. He conceal ed none of

his skill now He kept the dagger at bay with a steadily
flashing bl ade, and beat the staffer back by nipping at his
hands and sl anmi ng agai nst the staff itself. The pair had
not fought like this often; they got in each other's way at
cruci al nmonents. A duo could be |less effective than either
warrior singly, if they were not properly coordinated. He
could take them it was only a matter of tine. And they
knew it; they were desperate, but had no way out.

BATTLE Cl RCLE
Meanwhil e, the tribe was watching, pondering |oyal -

ties, gravitating toward the strongest candi date for | eader-
shi p.
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"The crazy's escaping!" Yod cried.

Heads whi pped about, Neqga and Di ck the Surgeon
were runni ng away fromthe open cage.

Neq's ploy had al nost worked. But that one snall

hi tch—the random gl ance back of one spectator, perhaps
only because a fly was bothering hi mer because he was
desperate hinself to break up a pattern that did not favor
hi mhad undone it all

Now t here woul d be hell to pay.

CHAPTER SEVEN

420

"After them" Yod screamed. "Don't kill the girl!"

Men lurched to their feet, drawing their assorted weap-
ons. Now they had to follow the | eader they knew, for
there was an imredi ate crisis. Had Nega and the cage-man
escaped cleanly while Neq fought, so that it was obvi ous
that there was no chance to recapture them then the

| eadership of Yod the Sword woul d have been open to seri-
ous question. Then Neq m ght have killed himquickly, and

assunmed command of the tribe. Al that had been nulli -
fied by this one bad break.

Neq | eaped fromthe circle and charged the chief. He
still had a chance: he could take Yod hostage and buy
time, and perhaps bargain for his own rel ease and that of

the other two. O kill Yod outright, leaving the tribe no
choi ce.

But Yod was too canny for that maneuver. Yod net
himw th drawn sword, yelling constantly to his nen,
stiffening their wavering loyalty.

Suddenly Neg was surrounded again. The warriors did

not approach the battling sworders too closely, for he
could still catch Yod in a desperation |unge; but that
circle of weapons did prevent his escape. There were
drawn bows—but again, he and Yod were nobving so

swiftly and the pack of other nen was so great that the
archers dared not fire until forced.

"The gun!" Yod yell ed.

Then Neq despaired. He knew what a gun was. Tyi's
tribe had returned fromthe nmountain with guns and gre-
nades and denonstrated them on targets. Guns had been
enpl oyed agai nst the underworld, and without themthe

421
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assault woul d have been inpossible. They were neta
tubes that expelled nmetal fragments with great speed and
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force. The effect was sinilar to that of an arrowbut the
gun coul d shoot farther and quicker, and it required far
|l ess skill to use. Acripple could kill a nmaster sworder, with

a gun.
Tyi had later decided that guns were inimcal to the

nonad node of existence, and had called all such weapons
in and hidden them But he | acked authority over the
conpl ete enpire, and sonme few had been | ost.

If Yod's tribe had a gun, Nega and the surgeon woul d not
escape. A gun could penetrate the nmetal of a truck

Neq rmade his desperation |unge, breaking through Yod's

guard and wounding himin the thigh. But as Neq recov-

ered his stroke there was a bl ast of noise. Sonething struck
his own thigh, and not an arrow.

The gun had been fired at him
First he was relieved: they were not using it on Nega!

Then he realized that it neant his own doom The gun
could kill him and he would never get back to Nega, and
she woul d have to nake the return journey al one. Unless
the surgeon could protect her. But that man had not even
been able to protect hinself from being caged!

"Yield!'" Yod panted. "Yield—er we shoot you down
now "
There seened to be no choice. This was not a bluff. They

mght kill himanyway if he yiel ded—but they certainly
had the neans to do so if he did not. If Nega was going
to get away at all, she had had tine enough; he could not
hel p her by fighting I onger.

Neq threw down his sword and stood waiting.

"You're smart," Yod said, as men grabbed Neq by the

arms. "You saved your life." He touched "his |leg gingerly.
"And you proved who you are. No | esser man coul d have

wounded nme in fair conbat."”

That was an exaggeration. Yod was good, but a score

of enpire sworders could have taken himhandily. But

Neg didn't feel obliged to enrage the man by pointing that
out. He was now dependent on Yod's nercy, and the nore
Yod felt |ike an honorable victor, the nore honorably he

woul d act.
"But you did make a | ot of unnecessary trouble by not
NEQ THE SWORD

yi el di ng sooner," Yod continued. "And we can't trust you
| have prom sed you life—but | wll consider your punish-
ment. Tie him nen."
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This time the tribesnmen sprang to obey. They tied him

arms behind his back, tight, and a hobbl e-rope on his
ankl es. They propped himup against a post with his arns
hooked behind it while they attended to other things.

Neq's wound snarted increasingly. The puncture was
smal |, but through the large nuscle. The fragnent had to
be | odged insi de somewhere. There was not nuch bl eedi ng;

a sword woul d have been far worse. Except that the bl ade
woul d have exited cleanly, pernmitting better healing.

There was a clamor as the pursuit party returned. "W
got her!" A man excl ai ned.

Neq saw to his grief that it was true. Nega was being
haul ed al ong between two nmen, her wraparound torn,
portions of her torso exposed. She did not seemto be
i njured, however.

"She had a knife. Stabbed Baf," another man said. "Rea
wild girl. But we didn't hurt her."

"The crazy got away," another said. "But who cares?"

Yod's wound, not serious, had been bound. He was

probably in as nuch pain as Neq, but did not showit. He
had to maintain his facade before his tribe. "So she freed
the crazy and stabbed one of our nen," he nused. "And

her man nessed us all up, pretending to be a crazy, and
.killed Tif." He | ooked calculatingly at Neq. "OKk—we'll
teach themboth a real |esson.”

Yod wal ked up to Neqa. Wiile the nmen held her arns,

he ripped away the remai nder of her clothing, flinging

pi eces of cloth aside to the delight of the others. "Man,
she's a beauty!"

Neq struggled with his bonds, but they were firm Sone

of the outlaws, watching him chuckled; they wanted him
to struggle. As they would have wanted Yod to struggl e,
had t hi ngs worked out otherw se.

"Han!" Yod cri ed.

A yout hful dagger approached nervously. Neq judged
himto be a novice, perhaps fourteen

"You never had it with a wonan, did you?" Yod de-
manded.

"No—no." Han said, not |ooking at Nega's nakedness.

BATTLE Cl RCLE
"Now s your tine. Go to."
Han backed away. "I don't understand."

"This crazy doll with the smooth skin and the sweet
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breast —you got her first. Right now "

Han gl anced at Neqga, then guiltily away again. "But
she' s—she has his bracelet!"”

"Yeah. That's funny. Leave it on."
" But -

"He's going to watch this. On his own band. That's his
puni shrent. And some of hers."

Han's body was shaking. "That's not right. | can't do
that."

Neq strained furiously, but only skinned his wists on
the rope. "I'"Il kill any man who touches her!" he screaned.

Nega stood with her eyes closed, still held by two nen.
She seened to have withdrawn fromthe proceedi ngs. Her
body was fan- and sl ender and wholly out of place amd
this rough crowd. Neq saw the outlaws | ooking at her,
licking their lips.

Yod | aughed. "You'll kill us all then, crazy-lover. 'Cause
every man here's going to touch her—ight now, where
you can see."

"No!" Han cried. He ran at Yod.

Yod smashed hi m down backhanded. "You m ssed your
chance, you sniveling kid. Nowit's my turn."

Han stunbl ed back, bleeding fromthe Iip, and fell near
Neq. One of his daggers skidded on the ground.

Yod opened his pantal oons. The outl aws | aughed. Neqa
opened her eyes, struggled silently, and kicked her feet

"Hol d her legs too," Yod said. Two nore nen junped
forward to grasp her thighs.

Neq j abbed Han with his bound | egs. When the youth
turned dazedly toward him Neq nodded toward the knife
just out of his reach. ,

Han | ooked at the struggle going on as four nen held
Nega by the hands and feet, spread-eagling her on the
ground. Then he swept the blade toward Neq. It was stil
out of reach, for Neq could not pick it up

Now Nega screanmed. Neq did not |ook. He had to get
that knife i mediately. He arched his body agai nst the
post, sliding his shoulder up, until his arns unhooked

NEQ THE SWORD

over the top of it. He fell over to the side, rolled, grabbed.
The bl ade of the dagger sliced his hand, but he had it.

No one noticed. They were all intent on the show Yod
was putting on.

Neqa screaned again, piercingly, as Yod' s body covered
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her. She withed on the ground and one of her hands
slipped | oose, but Yod stayed with her, grunting. The
men grinned as they held her |egs apart.

Neq twi sted the knife, but he could not get it angled
properly at the cord. Hi s hands becane slippery with his
own bl ood. Then the strands began parting, reluctantly,
as the flat of the bl ade wedged agai nst them

It seened to take forever for the rope to give.

The outl aw chief stood up, short of breath. Nega was
sobbi ng brokenly.

"Hey—she was a virgin!" Yod exclaimed. "Look at
that!"

The nen crowded close to | ook. Neq, nunbed to physica
pai n, sawed at the infernal rope.

"Why' d she have his bracelet, then?" someone demanded.
"I heard he wasn't much of a man outside the circle!"
Still the bands held. Han the dagger got up and fled,

| ooki ng si ck.

"Al'l right—+ine up and take your turn," Yod said. "Every
man of you. She's a good one."

The nen lined up. Nega had stopped crying. Three nen
still held her supine and spread on the ground.

Three nore conpl eted their business before Neq' s hands
finally were free. He severed the hobbl e-cord and | urched

to his feet. He plunged the blade into the back of the fourth
man as he lay astride Nega. One down—four to go.

"Hey! He's | oose!"

They piled on him Neq fought savagely, but the dagger
was not his weapon and he was grossly outnunbered. In
monent s they had hi m prisoner again.

Hel pl ess, he had to watch while forty-four nore nen
ravi shed his wife.

But it was not over.
"That's anot her he kill ed—and several npbre wounded,"

Yod said angrily.
"Kill him" several cried.

BATTLE Cl RCLE

"No. | granted himlife. I want this bastard to suffer."
Yod considered. "Cut off his hands." He lifted his sword.

Neqa, monentarily forgotten, clinbed slowmy to her

feet. Her eyes were staring. The dagger Neq had used | ay
near her on the ground. She stooped to pick it up
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Then, silently, she launched herself at Yod. Her bl ade
sliced down the side of his face, catching part of one eye
and eyebal | .

Yod whirled, swinging his sword in an automatic reac-
tion. It caught her across the neck, sinking in.

"Dam!" Yod cried, not seeming to realize the extent of
his own wound. "I didn't nmean to kill her! W need
wonen! "

Neqga dropped to the ground, her blood spouting. Neq
heaved his captors forward and they all fell.

It was too late for Nega. Her teeth were bared in the
rictus of the term nal agony; her red bl ood pooled in the
dry dirt.

"Dam!" Yod repeated. "It's his fault. Hold him"

They held Neq. Under Yod's grimdirection they tied

hi s hands again by the wists, -this tine stretched forward.
Four nen haul ed agai nst his body while two pulled each

rope, putting a terrible strain on his arns.

Yod positioned hinself and swng his sword as though
he were splitting wood.

Neg felt horrendous pain, and bl anked out.

He cane to i mediately, or so it seened. The pain had
intensified unbearably, and sweet snoke stung his nostrils.
They were holding torches to his wists, burning them so
the fl esh bubbl ed and popped.

Then not hi ng nore.
CHAPTER EI GHT

He woke at dusk. His arns terminated in great crude
bandages, -hurting ferociously. Nega |ay beside him pale
and cold. H s bracelet was still on her wist.

He woke again, shivering, in the dark. Nothing had
changed but the hour.

Toward norni ng he becane delirious.

Li ght again, and someone was tending him It was the
cage-man, the surgeon. "You'll live. I'Il bury her. You two
saved ne; | owe you that nuch."

"/'"/] bury her!" Neq cried weakly. But he had no hands.

He cursed neani ngl essly as he watched Dick do it, as
the dirt fell over her dead |ovely face, over his bracelet,
over his dreams. He had | oved a crazy.

Mss Smith was gone forever. Nega was dead.

Ti me passed. Dick the surgeon turned out to be no
phony; he knew his nedicine. The fevers and the chills
subsi ded, strength of a sort cane back; the thi gh wound,
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excavat ed and cl eaned, heal ed. But the hands were gone,
and so was | ove.

Di ck did everything, though he was no nomad. "I owe
it to you," he said. "Her life, your hands—all because of
me. "

"They woul d have done it anyway," Neq said, not caring
how t he bl ame was parcel ed out. "They anbushed us
before we ever saw you. W were already prisoners.”

"She took several minutes to get ne out of that cage,
and she waited while | got sonme circulation back into ny
legs so | could wal k. She woul d have gotten away, other-
wi se."

BATTLE Cl RCLE

"You can't bring her back. If you owe nme a favor, kil
me too. Then | won't hurt any nore—any way."

"I deal inlife, not death. After Helicon, this is just an
incident. | do owe you, but not that." He | ooked about.
"W should get away from here. They dunped you both

and | eft—but they could cone back at any tine. | was

lucky they didn't see ne following them"

Neq was not in a position to argue further. He tal ked
with only a part of his consciousness, the | east inportant
part. The rest was obsesssed with what had happened, and
his inpotence in the face of such calanmity.

Only one thing kept himgoing. At first it was intangible,
nebul ous, a background enotion that gave himstrength

wi t hout conprehension. But gradually, as the days passed,

it becane solid, better defined, until it occupied the clear
forefront of his mnd, and he knew the need for what it was.

Vengeance.

"You are a surgeon,"” Neq said. "Fromwhat was noot ed,
the best in the world."

"Not necessarily. | was '"trained by a master, and he
trained others. |I've heard of renarkabl e surgery in the
Al euti ans—

"You do talk like a crazy. Can you operate on me?"

"Wt hout ny equipnent, my |aboratory, drugs, conpe-
tent assistants—

"Was that what you told Yod?"

"Essentially. Surgery without sterilization procedures,
anest heti cs—

"They sterilized ny wists, all right. Wth living torches!"

"I know. Yod is an outlaw, but he keeps his word. He
wanted you to live."
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"I keep nmy word too," Neq said. "But if there are ways
to sterilize, why couldn't you—=

"Try a flamng torch on abdomi nal surgery!"
Neg nodded. "So Yod figured you were lying."

"l wasn't going to help himanyway. Any life | m ght
save for himwould nean death, for others. H s tribe
deserves exterm nation."

"That may cone,"” Neq said, but decided against clari-
fying the matter. "We'll get equi pnent, sonewhere."

"Yes, with the necessary facilities | could operate. But
NEQ THE SWORD

in what manner? | can't give you back your hands. No
one can do that."

"Tyi sai d-he said that the Nanel ess One, our Master
of Enpire, the Weaponl ess—by whatever nane you know
hi mhe said that man had been nmade strong by an
underwor| d surgeon. You?"

"l had consi derabl e assi stance. And there was a strong
possibility of failure. As it was, | understand | rendered
himsterile."

"If you could do that for him you can do this for ne."
"What do you want ?"

Neq held up his truncated right arm "M sword."
"Wt hout a hand?"

"My sword will be my hand."

Di ck studied himappraisingly. "Yes, | could do that.
Insert a metal brace, attach the blade—+t wouldn't be flex-
ible, but there'd be plenty of power."

"Neq nodded.

"I't would be awkward," Dick continued, considering it
further. "For sleeping, for eating. You would not be able

to use that hand for any constructive purpose, except
chopping firewood. But once you learned to control it you

m ght re-enter the circle. Mich of your fighting skill is in
your brain, |I'msure; you could overconme a substantia
flexibility handicap. You would not be the warrior you

were, but you could still be nore than nost."

Neq nodded agai n.

"l could give you a hook on the other arm naybe even
pincers. So you could dress, feed yourself."
"Start now. "

"But | told you: I'll need anesthetics, instrunents,
sterilization—=

"Knock me out. Pass yoBr knife through the fire."
D ck | aughed -w thout humor. "Ilnpossible!" Then
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"You're serious."

"Every day she lies cold while her nurderers live is a
torture to ne. | nust have ny sword."
"But only Yod killed her, actually."

"They're all guilty. Every man who touched her—every
one shall die."

D ck shook his head. "I'mafraid of you. | thought | had
| earned conplete hatred during ny tine in the cage,

BATTLE Cl RCLE

choking on the miasma of nmy own refuse, but | fear what
you will do."

"You won't have to watch."

"I'"ll be responsible, though."

"I'f you will not do it, tell me you will. Then kill me in
my sleep.”

D ck shuddered. "No, I'll fix you up. In ny own way.

We' |l have to go back to what renmains of Helicon for ny
supplies. They aren't all gone. | went back once to make

sure. G uesone experience."
"I know. But such a trip would take tine!"

Dick | ooked at him "You may di snmiss pain when you're
fighting in the circle or el sewhere. But this, when you're
cal met ne nake a small denonstration. Hold out your
arm”

Neq hel d out one bandaged stunp.
Dick took hold of it and applied pressure.

The pain started slowy, but built up appallingly. Neq
took it, not flinching, knowi ng he was being tested but
not knowi ng how I ong he could withstand it.

"That's just hand pressure,” Dick said. "How will you

like it when | start cutting? Scraping off the new scar
tissue, cauterizing living flesh, |laying open the nuscle

and tendons and tying wires to then? Hanmering a neta

spi ke into the radi us—the | ong bone of the forearn? And
another into the ulna, so that you will be able to tw st your
weapon as you once tw sted your wrist, and perhaps to flex

it alittle. You're fortunate that your hands were severed
bel ow the wrists, |eaving the main bones connected; that

gi ves us nuch nore | eeway for reconstruction. But the

pai n— As he tal ked, he tw sted.
"Knock me out!" Neqg cried again.

"I can't knock you out for the duration. |I'd be substi -
tuting brain damage for hand damage. And |'Il need your

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...attle%20Circle%203%20-%20Neq%20the%20Sword.txt (61 of 153) [1/19/03 8:05:43 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Battl €%620Circl €%6203%20-%20N eq%20the%20Sword. txt

cooperation, because |'ll be working w thout assistants.
You have to be conscious. That neans a |ocal anesthetic—
and even so, it will hurt a fair amount. Like this."

Neq, sweating acceded. He had not known there could
be so much pain remaining in his nutilated linbs. "Wl
go to Helicon."

"One other thing," Dick said. "I don't want to exploit
your weakness by bartering with you now, not on a

NEQ THE SWORD

matter like this, but I have my own welfare to | ook out
for. Once you have your sword, you won't need me or
want me al ong."

"That's true."

"I"'mnot strong. | spent weeks, nonths in that cage.
lost track. | was able to exercise' some, and | knew which
nmuscl es to concentrate on, but | never was strong for the
wilderness life. I"'min no condition to survive by nyself.
I"d only get captured again, or killed by savages."

"Yes. "

"Deliver ne to the crazies before you start your m s-
sion.”

"But that would take nonths!"”

"Steal one of Yod's trucks. You can kill some outlaws in
the process. | can drive; | can teach you—even with netal
i nstead of hands. That's worth know ng."

"Yes . . ." Neq said, realizing that the man had a point.
D ck had repaid anything he owed for his freedom by
tending to Neq after the anputation and finding food—
probably stolen from Yod' s tribe at great risk—for other-
wi se Neq woul d have died. The operation was a new
obligation. So it was a fair bargain.

And Neq coul d do sone danage while taking the truck
Then the tribe would be on guard—pointlessly—while the
two nmade their journey to the crazies.

It was, on bal ance, worthwhil e,

Dick had a different entrance to Helicon. It was a stair-
way under a nomad burial marker, |leading into a dank
tunnel that in turn led to the main vault. Neq specul ated
privately that there must be nunerous such ports—perhaps
one for every underworld inmate of rank. That neant that
many nore coul d have escaped the flanes and sl aughter.

No wonder the defense of the nmountain had coll apsed so
qui ckl y!

They fetched the drugs and instrunents. Under the film
of ash much of Helicon was untouched. Had-the under-
wori ders had any spunk they could have restored it to a
consi derabl e extent. Nomads woul d have.
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Neg could not do much, but he could carry. Dick fixed
a pack for him and he haul ed everything they needed to
the nearby hostel and set up for the operation

BATTLE ClI RCLE
Ti me passed.

When Neq energed fromthe intermttent haze of drugs

and pain, his right armtermnated in a fixed full-length
sword. His left had dull pincers that he could open and
close with sone disconfort by flexing w ong-seeni ng

nmuscl es.

The first tinme he tried to practice with the sword, the
pain was prohibitive. But as his flesh heal ed around the
metal and callus and scar-tissue fornmed, that problem
eased. Eventually he was able to strike quite hefty bl ows
wi t hout wi nci ng.

Hi s swordsmanship was hardly clever. Deprived of a

real wist, he had to maneuver mainly from shoul der and
el bow. But he had power, for there was nothing to break
or loosen. Skill would come with practice, for his mnd
had all the talent it had ever possessed.

He had to work with the pincers, too, flexing them each
day, gaining proficiency. They were actually quite nobile
when under proper control, and would | ock onto an object
or a knob like pliers, enabling himto pick up and squeeze
wi t hout destroying. They, too, had great power.

Neq and Dick returned to Yod's territory to stalk a
truck. There was a guard: Neqg cut himdown with an axe-
motion swing of his sword, al nost severing the man's
head from his body. One nore down.

"Find a good one," he told the surgeon. "Load plenty of
fuel. 1'll watch for intruders."

"OK," Dick said, relieved. Neq knew the man did not
like the killing, much as he hated the nen who had tor-
tured him Wth Dick, hate was general, not subject to
specific inplenentation; with Neq it was ot herw se.

When he was al one, Neq haul ed the body about with

his clumsy pincers. He wanted to sever the penis that had
vi ol ated Nega, but he realized this would be neani ngl ess.
VWhat he needed was a true token of his vengeance. That
every man of the tribe would conprehend.

He struck down with his sword-arm chopping at the
gory neck. He struck again, and the head cane | oose.

He left it on the ground for a nonment and wal ked to a
sapling. He cut it down with one sweep, then caught the
shaft in his pincers and held it for stripping. Finally he
carved crude points on each end of the pole.

NEQ THE SWORD
He returned to the | oose head. He braced one foot on

it and jammed with the pole. After several attenpts he
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got the point wedged firmy inside the neck. He lifted the
head, bracing the pole with both pincers and sword, and
tried to set it upright in the ground.

It wouldn't go. Angry, and aware that he was wasting

ti me dangerously, he jamed his sword down, meking a
cavity in the soil. He dropped the end of the pole in this
and twisted it firm It stood crookedly, but well enough.

Neq' s nmonunent was conplete: the staring, dirt-
smrched head of one of the nmen who had raped his wife.
Mount ed on a pol e.

He had killed one of the men in the act, with the
dagger, so this was the second. .Of the forty-nine he had
counted . . . Forty-seven to go.

If the tribe heard the truck take off, it was too late. No
pursuit developed. If only they had been this | ax before,
Neq thought bitterly, he and Neqa woul d never have

been caught.

Di ck had done well. Not only was there spare gasoli ne,
there were bl ankets and tools and food. Apparently Yod
used the trucks for supply storage, and had kept themin
running condition. That was good nanagenent, for few
nonads had know edge of trucks.

The journey back was routine. There were roadbl ocks,

but none by a major tribe, and Neq had little trouble

di scouraging them In fact it was excellent practice for
his stiff armand sword.

He | earned to drive, passing his sword through the
wheel and using it to steer. Hs left extremty and his feet
did the rest of the handling.

He delivered Dick to Dr. Jones, and trusted the under-
wor | der to nake the report Neqga had intended. Had his

luck reversed all the way, this would have been the origi-
nal truck, with her notes in the dash—but it was not. At

| east Dick hinself had been there at Helicon for virtually
all of it, so the report would be conpl ete.

Then he turned back, driving the truck alone. H's ms-
sion awaited him Forty-seven |ives.

Vengeance.

CHAPTER NI NE

Yod's canp was on guard day and night. It had been alert
the whole time Neq had been absent. Ever since that first
spi ked head.

Good. He wanted themto suffer, just as they had
wanted himto suffer. They had succeeded in torturing
him. . . and now he would repay themin equal neasure.
He wanted every man to renmenber what the tribe had
done, that day Nega died, and to know that the tinme of
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reckoni ng was at hand. To know that every nman of Yod's
tribe would be staring on a pike.

First he took the guards—ene each night, until they
began to march double, and after that two each night.
When they marched in fours he desisted; that was too
chancy. He didn't care about hinself, but he didn't want
to die or beconme further incapacitated before he had
compl eted hi s vengeance.

He avoi ded the foursomes and noved instead into the

canp, killing a warrior in his sleep and taking the head.
After that there were nmen on guard everywher e—ene

sl eepi ng, one busy with chores, the third watching. The
tribe was down to forty, and it was terrified.

Neq rmade no killings for a week, letting them wear
thensel ves out with the harsh vigil. Then, when they

rel axed, he struck again, twi ce. That brought them alert
agai n.

They had to take the offensive. They swept the forest

for him trying to rid thenmselves of this stal king horror
He killed two nmore and left their heads for their fell ow
searchers to find.

They went back to the perpetual alert, the nen haggard.
434
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But they had to |l eave their imedi ate canpside to fetch
water, to hunt, to forage. Three nen, resting in the forest,
gave way to fatigue and slept. They never woke.

Thirty-three renmi ned.

There were fifteen wonen in the canp and twenty
children. Now t hese nonconbat ants began standi ng guard
over their nen. Neq disliked this; he did not know what
woul d happen to them once their nmen were gone. The

worren ni ght be cul pable for not encouragi ng sone
restraint in their nen—ao woman had shown herself during

the whol e of that nefarious day—but the children at |east
wer e innocent.

But he renenbered Neqga, her piercing screans, her

struggl e as Yod raped her, and her failure to cry there-
after. H's heart hardened. How often had this sort of thing
happened before, with the wonen and children know ng

and doi ng not hing? A person of any age who woul d not

speak agai nst such obvi ous wong deserved no synpat hy

when the consequence of that wong cane back to strike
hi m personal | y.

Three nen cane after him guided by a dog. A cl ubber
and two daggers. They nust have borrowed the canine
fromsonme other tribe, for there had been no aninals at
the canp before. Neq had known it would cone to this:

smal |l cruising parties tracking himdown relentlessly. He
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was ready.

He | ooped about, confusing the scent-trail, then attacked
from behind. He killed one dagger before they could
react, and swung on the other.

"WAit!" the man cried. "W—

Neqg's sword-armtransfixed his throat, silencing him
forever. But as the blade penetrated, Neq realized he had
made a m stake. He recogni zed this youth.

Han t he Dagger.

The boy who had bal ked at raping Neqa. Wio had
hel ped free Neq, however tenporarily. Wio had fled while
the sexual orgy continued, after trying to stop it.

"Wait!" the third man, the clubber, cried, and this tinme
Neq withheld his stroke. "We did not do it. See, | am

scarred. \Were you struck me when we fought in the
circle, and | =

Now Neqg recogni zed himtoo. "Namthe C ub—the first
435
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of Yod's nen | engaged,"” he said. "I tagged you in the
gut." Nam m ght be better now, but he could not have
partici pated then; not when that wound was fresh.

"The other dagger," Namsaid, pointing to the first

dead of this trio. "Jut—you fought himand Mp the Staff
together. You did not wound them but Jut hid. He knew
what was com ng. He never—

Neqg reflected, and realized that Jut's face was not among
those he had seen at the raping. He had just killed two
i nnocent nen.

Not quite. Jut had not raped, but he had not protested
either. He had fled, letting it go on. Even Han had had
nmore courage than that.

"There were fifty-two nen in Yod's tribe—plus Yod
hinself," Neq said. "Fifty-three altogether. Forty-nine
didit, after hearing ny oath. If you three did not, that
accounts for fifty-two. What other nan is innocent?"

"Tif," Namsaid. "Tif the Sword. You killed himin the
circle before—

"So | did." Neq hesitated, feeling sick as he | ooked

down at Han. "Tif | do not regret, for it was a fair conbat.
Jut | nmight have spared, had | realized. But Han hel ped

me, and— Here regret choked off his words.

"That's why we cane to you," Nam said. "W knew you
did not have cause agai nst us. W thought—

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...attle%20Circle%203%20-%20Neq%20the%20Sword.txt (66 of 153) [1/19/03 8:05:43 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Battl €%620Circl €%6203%20-%20N eq%20the%20Sword. txt

"You turned traitor to your tribe?"
"No! We cane to plead for our tribe!"

Neg studied him "You, Namthe Cub. You bragged of
diddling. Had you been fit, would you have raped ny
wi fe?"

The man began to shake. "I =
Neq lifted the tip of his sword. Blood dripped fromit.

"I ama clumsy warrior," Namsaid with difficulty. "But
never a liar. And | amloyal to ny |eader.”

Answer enough. "Were you friend to Han the Dagger ?"

"No nore than any other man. He was a stripling,
softhearted."

Yes, the clubber was no liar. "I spare you," Neqg said.
"For the sake of this lad who was innocent and whom I
wongly slew. Wth choice, | would have cut you down

i nstead, but now | spare you. But take this nmessage to
Yod: | spare no other."
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"Then kill nme now," Namsaid sinply. "Yod is a good

| eader. He is a rough man to resist, and he has bad ways
about him so that when he tells us to do somnet hi ng—even
sonething like that—we must do it or suffer harshly. But
he takes care of his tribe. He had to nmake an example."

"Not with nmy wife!"
"Di scipline. He had to show—=

Neqg's sword sliced off his nose and part of his talking
nmout h.

Then, sorry, Neq killed himcleanly.

And vonmited, just as though he were a |l ad of fourteen
again, at his first bl ooding.

At |ast he buried the bodies in honorable nomad fashion,
di ggi ng the grave and fornming the cairn with his sword.
He did not mount their heads.

Twenty-five remai ned, and they were dying nore readily

now. But Neq performed his ritual with a sense of futility.
He knew t hat vengeance woul d not bring Nega back or

right the wong he had done the nonraping tribesmen. Han
the Dagger—there was no justifying that nurder. Already
Neq was guilty of acts as bad as those perpetrated agai nst
hi mbut he coul d not stop

The second party to find himwas fenale. Neq had
| earned caution, and did not attack them five young
worren. He stood his ground and parl ayed.
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They were hauling a wagon covered by a tarpaulin. Neq
watched it, judging that it was |arge enough to hold a man.
A man with a gun. Neq stood in such a way as to keep one
of the girls between hinmself and the wagon.

"Neq the Sword,"” their |leader said. "Qur tribe wonged
you. But we offer atonenent. Take one of us to replace
your wife."

Surprised, he studied themnore closely. Al five were
pretty—evidently the pick of the tribe

"l have no quarrel with the wonen," he said. "Except
that you did not protest the di shonoring of one of your
kind. But | can not trust you and do not want you. Your
men must die."

"It was our |eader who was responsible," the woman
replied. "Qur nmen were bound to do Yod's bidding, or to
die cruelly. Kill Yod and you have vengeance."
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"I will kill himlast," Neq said in fury. "He nmust suffer
as he has nade me suffer, and even then it will not be
enough. Nega was worth nore than your entire tribe."

She seened nonpl ussed for a nonent, but nade a deci -
sion. "W have brought himto you," she said. She ges-
tured, and the other four approached the wagon

Neq grabbed the I eader with his left arm his pincers
threatened near her face, and held her before himas a
shi el d agai nst Yod's gun. She did not resist. Her sleek
butt ocks touched him

The cover cane up. The man inside was exposed.

It was Yod. But the man had no gun. He was dead, his
hands servered, the hilt and bl ade of a dagger protruding
fromhis nmouth, and soaking in his own bl ood.

"Qur men were bonded to him and afraid,"” the captive
worman said. "But we were not. We have brought your
vengeance to you. Only spare the rest, for our children
will perish if we are left wthout nmen.”

"This is not vengeance," Neq said, troubled. "You have
deni ed me ny vengeance."

"Then kill us too, for we five killed Yod. Only |eave this
pl ace. "

Neq considered killing them as she suggested, for they
were trying to buy the reprieve of the guilty. But he found
hinsel f sick of it all. Now both Nega and vengeance had
been taken fromhim What else was left?
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He turned | oose the woman. She nerely stood, awaiting

hi s response, and the others stood too, |ike waking dead.

They were all young and fair, but there were pockets under
their eyes and tension |lines about their nouths, and they
were | ess buxomthan they m ght have been. Their vigi

and their act of nurder had scarred them al ready.

Neq lifted his sword and touched it to the |eader's

bosom She bl anched but managed not to flinch. He slid
the bl ade al ong her front so that it cut open her dress of
availability and the handnmade halter beneath it, exposing
her breasts and letting them droop. Yet they were ful

and handsone.

He had only intended to check her for weapons. If she
had a knife on her person he woul d know for whomit
had been intended, and that would justify what he m ght
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do. But there was no knife. Those t
forcefully of Nega's breasts ... a
wanted to forget.

Vengeance was too conplicated
He pushed her away .and fl ed.
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CHAPTER TEN

When Neqg next took stock of hinself, three years had
passed. He was a scarred veteran of 28, still deadly in
conbat at an age when injury or death had retired nany
warriors. He had killed nore nen than any nonad he
knew of —Apst of themoutside the circle, for the circle
code was virtually dead.

Abruptly' he realized three things—er perhaps it was
these things that had brought himto this sudden aware-
ness. First, he was now the age Nega had been when he
knew her. Second, he was no closer to true vengeance

than ever. Third, the true culprit had not been Yod and
Yod's tribe, but the situation that had brought about the
di ssolution of the circle code. In the old days no wonan
had been nol ested, and no nan had been required to fight

unl ess he chose.

It cane to himthat his only true vengeance had to be
constructive. Killing gained himnothing. Wat he had to
abol i sh was not the men who had injured him but the

system

That meant that Helicon had to be rebuilt.
Per haps he had been working it out subconsciously the
whol e tinme. A concept of this conplexity could not have
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struck himfull-blown. But suddenly he had a m ssion,

and the hurt that was the nenory et Nega abated, and

the bl ood on his sword-arm assunmed a certain vindication
He had no further desire to kill, for he had plunbed the
depths of that and found it futile. He had no need to

i npress wonmen, for there had been only one for him He
required no tribe, no enpire, for he had | ong since experi-
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enced the heights of power and tired of them He had his
m ssion, and that was enough

Rebuil d Helicon, and the circle code could be restored.
There woul d be supplies for the crazies, who would re-
stock the hostels and subtly enforce their usual require-
ments, and the nomads woul d find thensel ves conform ng,
and the world he had known woul d cone back. Slowy,
perhaps; it m ght take decades. But it would surely cone.
And when the circle code lived again, outlaws |ike Yod
woul d have no chance. Wonen woul d pass freely from

hostel to hostel and from bracelet to bracel et, never forced,
never hurt. The circle code was civilization, and Helicon
was the ultimte enforcenment of that code.

First he marched to the ruins of the nmountain. He

entered by Dick the Surgeon's passage and cl eaned out the
bones and the ashes. He reconstructed the danaged exits

as well as he could and reseal ed the prem ses agai nst intru-
sion and nade the entire labyrinth bare but theoretically
habi tabl e. He worked slowy and carefully, pausing to feed
hi nsel f when the need canme and to search out suppli es.

A surprising anmount had not burned. Perhaps the fire had
suffocated soon after the people. Under |ayers of ashes the
majority of Helicon's furnishings remained sal vageabl e.

Neq sought no hel p, though his netal extremties were
inefficient for this type of work and greatly extended the
time that would nornally have been required. It was

t edi ous shoving a mass of cloth across intermnable floors
with his sword, nopping up the grisly grinme, and his

pi ncers were poor for setting hinges in new doors. But this
was the place he had shared with Nega, however briefly

and horribly, and Helicon was sonehow suffused by her
presence, and blessed by it.

When he was done, a year had passed
Then he went to see the crazies.

The nminor crazy outposts had all |ong since been

devastated, but the fortress-like administration building of
Dr. Jones remained intact. And the old crazy, chief was
there, nuch the same as ever. He seened never to have

been young, and he did not age.

But there was now no girl at the front desk
"How have you survived, with no defense?" Neq de-
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manded. "It has been four years since | was here, and
they have not been kind years. By the sword nmen |ive.
But no man challenged me as | entered here. Anyone
could ravage this place.”

Jones smled. "Wuld a guard have prevented you from
entering?" When Neq nerely glanced at his weapon, he
continued: "I amtenpted to informyou that our phil oso-

phy of pacifismprevailed . .. but that would not be entirely
accurate. We hoped that the dimnished services we offered
woul d di ssuade the tribesnen fromviolence, but there

al ways seened to be another nore savage tribe on the

hori zon whose nmenbers were i mmune to reason. Qur

organi zati on has been devastated many tines."

"But you |ive unchanged!"

"Only superficially, Negq. My position remins tenuous."
Dr. Jones began unbuttoning his funny vest.

The old crazy nust have hidden when the outl aws

i nvaded, Neq thought, and energed to rebuild after the
region was clear again. Tribes would not stay here | ong,
for there would be little food, and the building itself was
alien to the nomad way. Still, Dr. Jones nmust have courage
and capability that did not show on the surface.

The crazy had finally finished with his buttons. He
opened his vest and began on the clean white shirt beneath.

"How did you know me?" Neq inquired, hoping the
man wasn't senile.

"W have net before, you renenber. You took M ss
Smith and rel eased Dr. Abraham—

"Who?"

"The Helicon Surgeon. He has been of inmense assis-
tance to us. Do you recogni ze his handi work?" He opened
his shirt to reveal his bony old chest.

Scars were there. It | ooked as though a dagger had cut

hi m open, chopped up the ancient ribs, and nmade a carel ess
foray into the neager gut. But sonehow everythi ng had

been put together again, and what shoul d have been a fata
wound had heal ed.

"Di ck the Surgeon," Neq said. "Yes, he worked on ne
too." But did not raise his sword to denonstrate the
surgery, afraid the gesture would be m staken

"I think it safe to assume | woul d have perished after
that particular episode,” Dr. Jones said, beginning the

NEQ THE SWORD

sl ow task of buttoning his shirt and vest. "But Dr. Abraham
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restored ne. Since he would not have been present except
for your tinely assistance, | belief it is not farfetched to
infer that | owe ny preservation to you."

"Tor every life | may have saved," Neq said, "I have
taken fifty."

Dr. Jones seened not to have heard. "And of course his
report enabled us to dispense with any further effort in the
regi on of Helicon."

"Nega died."

"Mss Smith ... your bracelet.. ." Dr. Jones nurnured,
sifting through his information. "Yes, so Dr. Abraham
informed us. He said the two of you were very cl ose, and
| amgratified to know that. She was a remarkabl e person,
but alone." He did not say nore, and Neq was sure the old
crazy knew everyt hing.

"l come to avenge her."

"Your reputation precedes you. But do you feel that
more killing will satisfy your |oss?"

"No!'" And, with difficulty, Neq explained his concl u-
sion about the real cause of Nega's death, and his deter-
m nation to rebuild Helicon.

Dr. Jones did not respond this time. He sat as if suffer-
ing fromhis venerabl e wound, eyes al nost cl osed,
breat hi ng shal | ow.

Neq waited for several mnutes, then raised his pincer-
ann to touch the man and determ ne whether he was all
right. Death by old age was sonethi ng he had never

encountered and was al nost too horrible to contenpl ate.
What were its synptons?

Dr. Jones was alive, however. H s eyes reopened,

"Do you require proof that I was there, in the noun-

tai n?" Neq asked. "I brought papers for you. | do not know
what they say." He had saved out these singed witings

because of Nega's literacy; any witing remnm nded hi m of
her .

Now t he crazy reacted beautifully. "Papers' from Heli -
con? | would be extrenely interested! But | do not question
your veracity. My thoughts were nonentarily el sewhere."

Monentarily? Crazies were crazy, naturally!
Then Dr. Jones got up and left the room

Neq remmi ned, baffl ed.
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A few mnutes later Dr. Jones returned with anot her
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man, a rotund crazy in spectacles. "Please tell Dr. Abra-
ham and you told ne," Jones said. "About your plans."

It was Dick the Surgeon—the man Nega had rescued
fromthe cage! Now he only renotely resenbled the thin
fugitive of four years ago

Neq repeated his philosophy and his plan.

"Why do you cone to us?" Dick asked, as though he
had never had experience with the w | derness.

"Because | ama sworder, not a builder. | can't read,
can't operate the machinery of Helicon. You crazies can."

"He knows his |imtations,” Dr. Jones observed.

"But he is a killer."

"Yes," Neq agreed. "But | have had enough of killing."
He lifted his arm "I would make this sword into—

"A plowshare?" Dr. Jones asked
Neq did not answer, not being famliar with the term

"Your former |eader, Robert of Helicon," Dr. Jones
said to Dick. "Was he not a ruthl ess man?"

"Robert? Ch, you nean Bob. Yes, ruthless but efficient.
Maybe you're right." Dick |ooked at Neq. "It is ugly,
but —

Neq did not follow nmuch of this. "I have cl eaned and
restored the mountain, but | cannot do nore without your
help. | can't fill it with people who can nmake it function
That is why |'mhere.”

"I't would take a year for a man in your condition to
tidy up that carnage!" Dick exclai ned.

"Yes."

There was a silence. The crazies hardly seened ent hu-
si astic!

Finally Dr. Jones brought out a sheet of paper. "Bring
me these people,"” he said, handing it to Neq. "Those who
have survived."

"I can not read. Is this the service you require of ne in
exchange for your hel p?"

"I'n a manner of speaking, yes. | must ask you to tel

no one of your project. And | nust advise you that your
weapon will be valueless in this endeavor—perhaps even a
liability."

That seermed to be the extent of his answer. Neq gl anced
at his sword, wondering whether he should remnd the old
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crazy that it was inpossible for himto set aside his weapon,
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useful or not. "Tell me the nanes."

"You can renmenber them accuratel y?"
"Yes."

Dr. Jones picked the paper out of Neq's pincer-grasp
and read. "Sos the Rope. Tyi of Two Weapons. Jimthe
Gun. "

Neg halted him astoni shed. "Sos the Rope went to the
mountain ... oh, | see. He may be alive after all. Tyi is
master of the largest remaining tribe. Jimthe Gun—

"You may know Sos better by his |later designation: the
Weaponl ess. "

"The Weaponl ess! Master of Enpire?" And yet of

course it fit. Sos had gone to the nountain; the Wapon-
| ess had cone out of it. To take the wi fe he had al ways
want ed—Sol a. Neq shoul d have nade the connection

| ong ago.

"Have you changed your m nd?"

Angry, Neq kept silence while he considered. The crazies
were trying to set himan inpossible task! Was it to be
certain he would fail? Was this really their way of refusing
assi stance? O was Dr. Jones serious, having decided that

it was necessary, before Helicon could be rebuilt, to elim-
nate its destroyers? The Waponl ess, Tyi, Jimthe Gun—
these had been the architects of 'Helicon's denise. The
Weaponl ess had provided the notive; Tyi the manpower;

Jimthe weapons.

Perhaps it made sense. But how to | ocate the Wapon-
less now If the man lived, so did the enpire, and Neq
hinmsel f still owed himfealty!

"I think the Weaponless is dead,” Neq said at |ast.
"Then bring his wife."
"Or his child," Dick said.

"And if | bring these people to you, then you will give
me the help I need for Helicon?"

"There are nore nanes.” Dr. Jones read them all un-

famli ar. -

"I''l'l bring every one that lives!" Neq cried recklessly.
"WIl you help nme then?"

Dr. Jones sighed. "I should be obliged to."
"I do not know where to find themall."
"I will travel with you," Dick the Surgeon said. "I know
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many of the Helicon refugees by sight, and have sone
noti on where they mght hide. But it would be your job
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to persuade themto come—without killing them"

Neq rmused on this.. The conpany of the surgeon did

not appeal to him but it did promse to facilitate an
onerous task. "I can't tell themand I can't kill them Yet I
must make them cone. The | eading warriors of the old

enpire, including the very man who— He shook his

head. "All because | want to rebuild Helicon, and restore
your source of supply, so that you can bring back the

circle code."

Dr. Jones didn't seemto conprehend Neq's irony. "You
have the essence, warrior."

Angry and di sappoi nted, Neq wal ked out. But Dick the
Sur geon fol | owed.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Tyi's tribe was not as large as it had been in the heyday
of enpire, for he had taken | osses in the Helicon reduc-
tion and in the anarchy following. But its denesnes were

| arger because of the general decinmation of nonads in
recent years. Now it represented a kind of civilization
itself, for shelters had been built, fields cultivated, weapons
forged, and the circle code was enforced. There was now

a preponderance of staffs, clubs and sticks, nostly wooden
weapons, because nmetal was nuch cruder than Helicon's
product. The fine old weapons were increasingly precious
now. Neq knew that those who carried swords of the old
type were veterans, for today a nan was chal |l enged as
frequently for possession of a superior weapon as for
woman or service or life.

"You come to chall enge ne?" Tyi demanded i ncredu-
| ously. "Have you forgotten the code of enpire: the sub-
chi efs of the Waponl ess may not war agai nst each ot her?"

"They may not war for nmastery," Neq answered. "No,
I have not forgotten. But the enpire is dead, and so are
its conventions."

""1t is not dead until we know the Waponl ess is dead—
and he is a difficult nan to kill, as you would know had
you ever met himin the circle. And the circle code is not
dead where ny tribe travels."

"I't is dead wherever your tribe departs, however." But
Neq approved the fine order Tyi mmintained. "I did not
say | canme to challenge you with weapon, for | may not
use ny sword on this mission. Were any man to question
my conpetence in the circle, | should be glad to show
hi m ny bl ade—but not for mastery, not for death, only
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for denonstration, no blood shed. | challenge you only to
do a service for ne, and perhaps for the nomad society."

Tyi smiled. "I would do you a service wi thout induce-
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ment in the circle, however circunspectly hinted, for we
were conrades in better days. And | would aid the nonad
society if | only knew how Wat is it you wi sh?"

"CGo to the crazies."
Tyi | aughed.

"Neverthel ess," Neq said, renmenbering how Sol had
reacted to disbelief, so nmany years ago. Mre than half
Neq's |ife had passed since his conquest by Sol of Al

Weapons.

Tyi | ookeu at himnore closely, responsive to the tone.
"l have heard—this is nerely runor—that you were injured
inaconflict with outl aws."

"Many tines."

"The first time. That they overcane you by neans of
the advantage of fifty men and a gun, and cut off your
hands. "

Neq gl anced down at his cloth-wapped extrenities,
noddi ng.

"And that you achi eved sone senbl ance of vengeance
neverthel ess.”

"They slew ny wife."

"And she was a crazy?"

"She was. "

"Yet now you espouse anot her crazy cause?"

Neq's sword-armtw tched under the cloth. "Do you
slight my wfe?"

"By no nmeans," Tyi said quickly. "I merely remark that
you have had adventures | have not, and nust have
strong notive for your mission."

Neq shrugged

"I will go to the crazies," Tyi said. "If | do not find
reason to stay, | will return to ny tribe."

"That suffices."
"Any other favor | can do you?" Tyi inquired dryly.
"If you can tell ne where the Waponl ess m ght be."

Tyi controlled his surprise. "He has been absent five
years. | doubt he resides within the crazy denesnes."

"Hs wife, then."
"She remains ny guest. | will take you to her."

NEQ THE SWORD
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"I thank you."

Tyi stood, a fair, rather handsone nan, a |eader. "Now
that our business is done, cone with ne to the .circle. |
woul d show ny nmen swordsmanship of the old style. No

bl ood, no terms."

It was Neq's turn to snmile. On such basis he could
enter the circle. It had been Iong since he had sworded
for fun, following the rules of enpire.

And it was a pleasure. Wiether Tyi renained his supe-

rior no one could say, for Neq's techni que had necessarily
changed, and they were not fighting in earnest. But Tyi's
art was beautiful, rivaling that of Sol of Al Wapons in
the ol d days, and the display the two of them put on left
the nore recent nmenmbers of the tribe gaping. Feint and
counterfeint; thrust and parry; offense and defense, with
the sunlight flashing, flashing, flashing fromliving bl ades
and the nel ody of conbat resounding to the welkin.

When they finished, panting, the tribesnen remined

seated around the circle, rows and rings of arned nen,
silent. "I have told you of Sol," Tyi said to them "And of
Tor, of Neg. Now you have seen Neq, though his hands

are gone. Such was our enpire."

And Neq felt a glow he had not experienced in years,

for Tyi was giving himpublic conplinment. Suddenly he

| onged for the enpire again, for the good things it had
brought. And his determination to conplete his mssion
despite the barriers the crazies were erecting was doubl ed.

Sol a had aged. Neq renmenbered her as a rare beauty,

* trucul ent but gifted with phenonmenal sex appeal, fit for a
single man to dream about. Now her face was |ined, her

body bent. Her long dark hair no |onger flowed, it strag-
gled. It was hard to believe that she was only two or three
years ol der than he

"This is Neq the Sword," Tyi said to her, and depart ed.

"l woul d not have recogni zed you," Sola said. "You
| ook old. Yet you are younger than |I. Were is the shy
young warrior with the magic sword and the gol den voi ce?"

To each his own perspective! "Does the Waponl ess
live?"

"l fear he does not. But he would not return to ne,
regardl ess. "
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Neq was surprised. "To whom then?"

"H's other wife. She of the underworld."

His interest intensified. "You know of Helicon?"

"I know ny husband | aid siege to the nountain, because

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...attle%20Circle%203%20-%20Neq%20the%20Sword.txt (77 of 153) [1/19/03 8:05:43 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Battl €%620Circl €%6203%20-%20N eq%20the%20Sword. txt

she was there. She has his bracelet and his nane."
"She |ives?"

"l do not know. Do any |ive—who were there when the
fire came?"

"Yes," he said. Then, quickly: "Or so it is runored."”

She was on the slip i mediately. Sola had never been

stupid; she had taught the warriors counting and figuring.
"I'f any live, she lives. |I knowit. Seek her out, tell her |
woul d meet her. Ask her—ask her if ny child—=

Neq wai ted, but she only cried silently.

"You nust go to the crazies," he said finally.

"Way not? | have nothing to live for."

"Thi s worman of the Weaponl ess—ahat nanme does she
bear ?"

"H s old nane. Sos. The one | woul d have had, had
not been a foolish girl blinded by power. By the tine he
was m ne, he was not mne, and he was nanel ess."”

"So she woul d be Sosa. She would know if the Wapon-
| ess |ives?"

"She is -with himif he lives. But ny chil d-ask her—=

Neq made a connection. "Your child by Sol? Wi went
with himto the nountain?"

"More or |ess," she answered.

He thought of the skel etons he had swept fromthe

under ground halls. A nunber had been small —hil dren

and babies. Yet there had been several exit passages such
as the one Dick the Surgeon had used. There had been

some unburned caverns as well as the little wagon-tunnels
to scattered depots. Some adults had escaped, perhaps
many; no one knew how | arge Helicon's popul ati on had
been. Some children could have.

"l have one nore nane for you," Sola said. "Var—Var
the Stick."

Neg had sonme vague recol |l ection of such a warrior, a
hel per to the Weaponl ess who had di sappeared at the
sane time. "He will know where to find the Weaponl ess?"

"He nmust know," she said fervently. "He was the
prot ege of ny husband, and sterile like him"

450
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Neq wondered how she coul d know such a thing. But
he remenbered the runors about this worman, and how
she had gone to Sos's tent in the badl ands canp, and
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wondered again. "I will seek Sosa," he said. "And Var
the Stick."

"And ny child—Soli. She would be thirteen now, al nost
fourteen. Dark-haired. And— She hesitated. "You remem
ber the way | used to be?"

"Yes." Her figure had stinmulated himmny tines, fifteen
years ago

"She favors nme, | think."

Soli would be a beauty, then. Neq nodded. "I will send

themall to the crazies—f they live."

"I will wait there." And for sone reason she was crying.
Perhaps it was the weakness of an old woman who knew
she woul d never see her husband or her daughter again;

who knew that their bones lay charred and buried near
the nmountain of death.

D ck the Surgeon | ocated several of the strangel y-naned
fugitives in the next few nonths. Men |ike John and Charles
and Robert, nen old and feeble and obviously unused to
the way of the nomads despite their recent years anong
them Sone were refugees from Helicon; others seened

to be crazies, cut off by the breakdown of civilization
Dick talked to them and glimrers of hope brightened
their forlorn faces and they agreed to conme with Neg—to
Neq' s suppressed disgust. Now he had to forage for them
and guard them agai nst outlaws, for they were al nbst un-
able to do for thenselves and could not make the trek to
Dr. Jones alone. A man with no hands taking care of nen
with no gunption!

But these creatures had survived because they had talents
certain tribes wanted—+titerary, hand skills, know edge of
guns. Mst of the names on his |list seened not to have

survived; no doubt they belonged to bones he had swept in
Hel i con.

When he coul d, he inquired about his other nanes:

Var, Sosa, Soli. But there was no nenory of these anobng
t he nomads—ot since the destruction of Helicon

Finally he brought his small group back to the crazy
buil di ng. Al npbst a year had passed.

45i
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"You are still determned to rebuild Helicon?" Dr.
Jones i nquired.

"Yes." He did not add in spite of you

"You did not locate all the persons listed."
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"l have not finished. | nerely deliver these to you, who
could not deliver thenselves. Many of the rest are dead.
You saw Tyi and Sol a?"

"They are here."
So Tyi had remmi ned! What had the crazy said to hin®

"l have not found the Waponl ess—but now | search for
hi s underground wi fe, Sosa, and for Sola's child, and for
Var the Stick. These may help me to |l ocate him-er his

caim"

"Interesting you should nention those nanes," Dr. Jones
murnured. "You are illiterate, as | recall."

"I ama warrior."

"The two abilities—+eading and fighti ng—are not neces-
sarily mutually exclusive. Some warriors are literate. But
you have no notion of the content of the papers you deliv-
ered to us?"

"None. "

"Let me read some excerpts to you, then." And the old
crazy brought a simlar sheaf up fromthe bowels of his
desk.

AUGUST 4, B118—Fhe siege has abated, but the

nmood i s omi nous. Bob has arranged sone kind of con-
test of chanpions, but has as yet selected no nman to
represent Helicon. W are not geared for this nonmad
circle-conbat; it is folly. W have in Sol the Nomad
one of the nost formdable prinmitive fighters of the
age, but | know he will not take up weapon against his
own kind. He hates it here; he really did come to die,
and he resents what we did to him naking himlive
because we nmade his daughter live. Sosa has kept him
paci fi ed sonehow;, | don't know how that marvel ous
worman does it. Sol's daughter is his life.

But | ranble too nmuch about other people's business,
as an old bookwormw ll. Surely |I have concerns of

my own: this premonition that this is the terninus,
the extinction of the Iife we have known, and perhaps
of civilization itself....
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"The nmountain!" Neq exclainmed. "The siege of Heli-
con!"

"These notes are by Jimthe Librarian—a literate and
sensitive man."

"He is on ny list! A man of the underworld!"
"Yes, of course. But it will not be necessary to | ook for
hi m further."
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"To rebuild!'" Neq cried, conprehending what shoul d
have been obvious all along. "The nen who know "

"Certainly. Obviously nomads could not rebuild the
forei gn technol ogy of Helicon unassisted, however noble
their- notives. But a nucl eus of such survivors, together
with the nost capabl e nonads and, er, crazies, under a
strong, sincere | eader—t can be done, we suspect."”

Dr. Jones | ooked at himw th conpassion. "I hope you

" will not be disappointed that we do not deemyou fit to
| ead the actual restoration. What you are attenpting is
nobl e, and you shall certainly receive due credit for your
dedi cation and effort; but the conplexities of technol ogy
and di scipline—=

"No, you are right," Neq said with m xed enotions. He
was di sappoi nted, but also relieved. "I never thought to
stay in Helicon nyself. | saw the carnage—enly crazies
could like it there, away fromthe sun, the trees—= As he
spoke he realized why Tyi had been on the list. They
needed strong and conpetent |eadership, and Tyi was
that. He had been second in command to the Waponl ess,
and before that to Sol of Al Wapons. He had as nuch
experience in managi ng men as any nomad, and he was

a top warrior who never let discipline slide. The under-
worl d woul d be a kind of enpire.

"I"'mglad you understand. Training and tenperanent
are parampunt. In a pressure situation where swords and
clubs are not the answer—

"But the Weaponl ess—he destroyed Hel i con! Wy

shoul d he help it now?" Yet obviously Dr. Jones wasn't
depending entirely on the Waponl ess. He was grooni ng
Tyi as an alternate.

"Sos the Weaponl ess was of Helicon. Dr. Abraham

made hi mwhat he was, on the unfortunate directive of
their leader.” Dr. Jones cogitated for a noment. "Dr.
Abr aham was not aware of the polities leading to the
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di saster. He was sl eeping when the fire started, and dazed
when he escaped. He supposed the nomads had done it."

"Hadn't they?" Leadi ng question
"Not directly. Here is Jims final entry."

AUGUST 8, B118—How can | express the horror
| feel? Soli was nmy child too, in the sense that | taught

her to read and | |oved her as ny own. Alnost daily
she cane to the library, an absolutely charmng little
girl —+ndeed, | believe she divided her time al nost

evenly between my books and her father's weapons.
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Yet now—

| blane nyself. She came to nme in tears just three
days ago with a story | refused to credit: that Bob
intended to murder both Sol and Sosa, her Helicon
parents, if she did not go on a dangerous mi ssion out-
side. She had been sworn to secrecy, she clained, |est
they be slain regardl ess—but she had to tell soneone,
and | agreed to keep her confidence, thinking it a
fantasy of a juvenile mnd. | advised her that she had
m sunder st ood, that Bob had the best interest of Heli-
con at heart, and had only neant that her parents
Iives m ght be endangered, as we are all endangered,
by this continuing nomad siege. | recomended that

she agree to the secret mission, for surely (if it were
not a product of her own lively inmagination) it was
merely a device to get her safely fromthe scene of
action before another crisis occurred. 'We val ue our
children nost of all," | infornmed her fatuously.

Now she is dead, and | deplore ny hopel ess naivete.
Bob sent her to M. Mise, to engage in physical com
bat with the nonad chanpi on, and of course the brute
killed her. The nomads are cel ebrating; we can over-
hear their foul carousing. 'Var the Stick!' they cry—
but | don't believe they realize that their precious
bar bari an chanpi on, shielded fromtheir view on the
flattop nesa a dozen mles south of here—was pitted
agai nst an eight year old girl.

Confound the pronise of secrecy | made! | have

told Sosa what Soli told nme. | had to, for Sosa is nore
the not her of that dear girl than her nonad dam

coul d ever have been. Sosa woul d have | earned of it
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soon enough, |ess synpathetically. | amsure she wll
relay it to Sol, and | do not speculate what will devel op
now. Were | a warrior-type in such a situation | am

sure | would not be gentle. But | amonly a futile

old man.

I am t aki ng poi son.
There was a pause.

"Var the Stick—-he was the nomad chanpi on? He kill ed
Sol's child?"

"So it would appear. If you were Sol —=

"I ama warrior-type! | would have put Var's head on
a spike in the forest for all to see. And Bob's. And al
ot hers responsi ble. And—

Dr. Jones steepled his hands in a way he had.
"And . . . ?" -

"And acconplished nothing," Neq said slowy. "Ven-
geance is not the answer. It is only vengeance. Only nore
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sorrow. "

Dr. Jones nodded. "I believe you are in a position to
comprehend Sol's notives, then and |ater. He was a

t horough nonmad, despite his residence in Helicon for
those years. Wuld he have ignhited the incendiary stores
t here?"

« "l don't know about that," Neq said, not understanding
one of the words. "But | think there was gasoline down
there. And other stuff that would burn. | think he fired it
all. I'n the nane of vengeance. Those bodi es were

scorched!" And nore than scorched.

"And | at er =aoul d he have returned?"

"To view the destruction, after he knew it had accom
pl i shed not hi ng? No, he would not return. "

"Yes. Yet if we were to rebuild Helicon, how could we
be certain that such a thing would not happen agai n?"

"I do not know," Neq said honestly.
"Go and find out," Dr. Jones said.
"But you agreed to help if | brought you these people!"

"And we shall. But of what use is it to rebuild Helicon
if it remains liable to destruction by the forces that
brought it down before? The human forces."

Neq had no answer for that.
"Forget the remaining names on the list," Dr. Jones

455

BATTLE Cl RCLE

said kindly. "The nucleus is al nost sufficient now. Look
instead for Sol and Sosa and Var, should he sonmehow

have survived Sol's quest for vengeance. Learn whether

Sos the Weaponl ess was nore directly invol ved; perhaps

hi s di sappearance is relevant. Ascertain the truth—-and
suggest how we mmy prevent any conceivabl e recurrence.
Only then will we be assured that our endeavor is secure."

CHAPTER TVELVE

The six year old spoor of both Var the Stick and Sosa had
to begin at Helicon. The one had been with the nomads,
the other with the underworld. Both had vani shed in that
final, devastating encounter. Probably both were dead—
but then his quest for information was dead, too. Sol and
t he Weaponl ess had nuch better chances of survival —

but neither would have been party to the heart of Heli-
con's failure: the inner workings of Bob's nmind. For had
Bob not sent an innocent child to her death, both he and
Hel i con ni ght have weat hered the siege. The underworld
def enses were certainly form dabl e enough. Wy had Bob,
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by all accounts a capable | eader, erred so brutally and

cal am tously? Wuld the next |eader err the sane way?
There was the key.

Hel i con was as he had left it: tight and clean. He re-
explored its several exits, pondering whether a woman

m ght have used one to escape. Certainly she mght! To

this extent Sola's intuition nust be correct: Sosa, with
forewarning of Sol's intent, was the nost likely of all the
underworl ders to have escaped cleanly. Sol could have

been trapped in his own conflagrati on—and the Wapon-

| ess, outside, could well have entered Helicon in a desperate
attenpt to find Sosa . . . and failed, and died.

He scouted the exterior again, and nade a*trek to M.
Miuse, to see where a warrior night have gone after slay-
ing a child. But he could not clinb to the nesa—and
anyway, Var had returned to the nonad canp to be feted
for his barbarism There was no answer there. Tyi hinself
had seen Var after the "conbat of chanpions" but had
only known that Var di sappeared shortly thereafter, and
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then the Weaponl ess. Neither had given any advance hint
of what was to happen. There had been no evi dence of
foul play.

There were outlaw tribesmen wthis region. Sone Neq

and Di ck had encountered before; no one had known of

Var or Sosa. OF course there was considerabl e turnover
here, for the outlaws warred constantly wth one anot her
in this land of no honor, and few lived | ong.

The | ocals were not eager to answer mnore questions.
Neq' s uncovered sword convinced them Still he | earned
not hi ng.

He noved out, nmmking great circles around Helicon,
searching out nen and tribes he had not net before.
Many bal ked—but as the bl ood dripped fromhis sword,
his questions were answered. Negatively. Only six years
had passed, but many of these nmen did not know what

he meant by "Helicon."

Mont hs passed, his circles wi dened, and he accom

plished nothing. But he would not stop. Instead he becane
nmore devious in his questioning. "Six years ago, perhaps
seven—di d a stranger pass through your territory? A |lone
sticker? A small woman? Soneone masked or hidden or
mysteriously wounded?"

And finally he got a neaningful response, froman old
warrior of the defunct enpire, who had drifted to this
regi on before the siege and remained, retired. "I saw a
stranger then—a pale, slender nan who spoke no word."

This did not sound |ike Var the Stick, who was a |arge,
grotesquely nottled youth. "Wat was his weapon?"
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"l did not see it. But he hauled a barrow with a staff
protrudi ng, and he rem nded ne of =

"OF whon®?" Neq prodded, renenbering a nman who
had haul ed a barrow.

"OF Sol of Al Weapons. But that could not be, for So
went to the mountain half a dozen years before."

So he had | ooked for Sosa, but found Sol! But that was
al most as good, for surely they had escaped Helicon to-
gether. His lIong search had been rewarded . . . perhaps.

Suddenly the trail was hot. There were passes where a
man would normal ly travel, places where he m ght canp.
Neq traced Sol's course, finding many who had seen the
barrow nan pass. Sonme had chal |l enged himto the circle,
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for that was before the effect of Helicon's fall had been
felt in the nomad society and honor was strong, but the
man had avoi ded all such contacts. No one Neq net

clainmed to have fought the barrownman in the circle.

That proved t hey were speaking honestly. Sol had been

the greatest circle warrior of all tine, except for the
artificially forged juggernaut of the Waponl ess—and the
battl e between the two had been so even as to be nerely
chance in the decision. Sol night have | ost his edge during
six years in Helicon—but not much, if he were training his
daughter regularly. Any nman who brought Sol to conbat

agai nst his preference nmust have paid the obvious penalty.
Only those who had failed to fight himcould have survived.
And why had Sol avoi ded encounters? Cbvi ous, how.

because he had nore inportant business. He was goi ng
sonewher e

But not, it seened, with Sosa. No one had seen her. Sol
was traveling alone. Wy should that be?

Neg knew. Sol was followi ng the nan who had killed
his daughter. Var the Stick
Vengeance.

A lone warrior would not have been renarkable. That's

why Var hinmself hadn't been remenbered. But the barrow
—that stuck in many minds, because it was unusual

Because it brought to mind the one warrior everyone

knew about. Now that Neq inquired about that specifically,
the I ong faded nmenories returned.

Sol had departed Helicon and travel ed northwest, de-
touring around badl ands and avoi di ng established tribes.
Why northwest? Because Var the Stick nust have fled
that way.

And he had! Neq picked up the nmenories nowthe
skin-nottled man, also no talker, deadly with the sticks
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and hi s boy conpani on.
Boy compani on?

And abrupt!|y—the Weaponl ess. He was on this route

too, incredibly. Was he foll owi ng Var—er Sol ? To protect
the first fromthe second? What a battle of titans, if Sol
and t he Weaponl ess shoul d neet agai n!

Yet none of them had returned. Al the key figures had
vani shed, and not in the Helicon conflagration. Were
had t hey gone?
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And where had the boy cone fromthe boy with Var
the Stick? Had he had a little brother? After nonths of
finding too little, Neq had found too rnuch!

He continued the chase doggedly. H s hopes for the,
restoration of Helicon were sonehow bound in with this
mystery, and he would not stop without the answer. His
cast of characters remmi ned set: three nen and a boy, not
together, traveling northwest. The riddle of Helicon's
dem se ... perhaps.

But the trail faded near the northern linit of the former
crazy denmesnes. Neq cast about for a month in the increas-
ingly bitter winter, but the natives knew nothing. He had
either to give up, or to leave the territory of the nomad
society, as his quarry seened to have done

He hesitated to go farther north. Hs nmetal extremties
were excellent for conbat and sinple hunting, for he had
a bow he could brace on his sword and fire | efthanded
with the pincers with fair accuracy. But against true

wi | derness and snow he was weak, and he knew t hat guns
were nore comon in the northern realm He coul d not

use a gun hinself, and had to be extrenely wary in the
presence of such a weapon.

And so he continued his futile search in the |and of the
nonmads | ong after his real hope of success was gone.

One day Tyi of Two Weapons appeared, alone. "Are
you ready for help?" Tyi inquired as if this were routine.

Neq's pride had suffered with the winter. ""I wel cone
it," he said.

Tyi did not clarify the obvious: the word had reached
himof Neq's futility. "I do not wish to bargain with a
conrade of enpire, but the crazy has laid his stricture on
me as on you. My help is for a price."

Dr. Jones' peculiar yet subtly forceful hand again!
"What price?"
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"I will nane it when the occasion arises."
Neq knew Tyi for an honest man. "Accepted."
"W travel north?"

"Yes." Wth Tyi along, they could nmanage. The search
coul d resune. "Sol of Al Wapons. The Waponl ess. Var
the Stick. A boy. Al went north, none returned. Find one
of these, and we nay |earn why Helicon failed. Var night
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have | earned the truth fromSoli, before he killed her;

Sol m ght have gotten it from Bob of Helicon, before he
killed him The Waponless . . . nmay have his notions, for
he negotiated with Bob about the conbat of chanpions.

The boy—+ don't know. "

Tyi considered. "Yes. The secret |ies between Bob and
Soli. Too bad neither survived. . . ." He trailed off, ponder-
i ng sonmething; but he did not anplify his thought.

Tyi had a gun, and was conpetent with it. Tyi had hands.
Tyi had a way with strangers that Neq | acked. The trai
r eappear ed.

And di sappeared. They followed it to the northern

ocean, where a forbidding tunnel went under, and there
it stopped. "If they went in there,” the natives opined,
"they are gone forever. The machi ne-denbn consunes
intruders.”

Tyi distrusted it for a nore practical reason. "l saw
strange things cone fromthe tunnels as the nountain

burned. Animals with trenendous eyes and nouths, that

a sword would not stop. Rats with no eyes. Sone of ny

men died after nerely touching such creatures. Jimthe

@un said they carried radiation kill-spirits; he heard them
on his click-box. | would not enter such a place wthout

an arny, and then | woul d need good reason."

Neq agreed. He had seen strange corpses in the fringe
passages beyond the bum zone of Helicon, and many

radi ation nmarkers, and at night he had heard the scanper-
ings of things that could have been simlar to those Tyi
descri bed. Had he not had strong notivation, he would

never have conpleted the |ong chore of cleaning the
underworl d roonms and passages. It would be folly to brave
this unfamliar tunnel as anything but a last resort. Runors
of horror were often well-founded, these days.

So they quested north, along the coast—and the trai
resuned! Two men, one grizzled and huge, the other pale
and silent. No bl otch-skinned sticker; no boy.

Then Tyi spied a nomad canpsite. "See—they built a
fire, here, and pitched sone kind of tent here, wth guides
around it to lead off the water fromrain. The |ocals don't
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do that; they stay in square houses."

"But this is recent. Five, six days, no nore. It can not
be our quarry."
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"True. But what woul d nomads be doing here? W
shoul d question them"

"Question the locals. Sone would have seen the nonmds
pass."

Tyi nodded thoughtfully. "Strange we have heard
not hi ng of these before."

They questioned, the locals, and | earned that two
nomads, a man and a wonman, had passed through, travel -
i ng sout h.

"Sout h?" Neq denmanded. "Were did they cone fronP"

The peopl e only shrugged, not knowi ng or caring what
the barbarians did or which direction they went.

Sol and the Waponl ess had gone north; these others
were fromthe north. Their trails m ght have crossed.

They nmade a rapi d excursion south again, tracing the
strangers, followi ng a course that skirted dangerously
close to posted radiation zones. A large, gruff man and a
rather pretty woman who kept to thensel ves and nade

swi ft progress. Tyi would question native villagers—a vil-

| age was a kind of stationary tribe, unique to this |ocal e—
whil e Neq scouted the countryside for further traces.

Neq | ooked up one such afternoon to discover a gro-
tesque man watching him Huge and shaggy, bunched-
backed, with grossly gnarled hands curl ed about hore-
made singlesticks, and nottled skin show ng under his
heavy w nter coverings—the man was nore |ike a bad-

| ands beast that a nonmad. But nomad he was, and he
had al ready assuned a stance of conbat. H's |ong arns
and heavy chest suggested enornous power; he woul d be
savage with those sticks!

Mottl ed skin.
"Var the Stick!" Neq cried, amazed.

The ot her spoke, but it sounded nore like a grow. By
concentrating, Neq nmade out the gist. "You foll owed ne
for days. Now give cause why | should not drive you

of f."

Neq unveiled his sword. "Cause enough here. But first

you must answer ny questions, for | have sought you
| ong. "
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"A changeling!" Var rasped, seeing Neq's arns. "Do
you know the circle?"

NEQ THE SWORD

Neq was surprised. "You speak of the circle? You, slayer
of children?"

"Never!" Var roared, conming at him There was sone-
thing wong about his |egs; though he wore boots, he did
not walk like a man. A true beast in nomad outfit ... it
was no |longer a nystery why he had killed the young girl
Soli. He had probably eaten her

Var struck at himand Neq parried, smling grimy. He
had no fear of hand-hewn weapons, and a clunmsy charge
was the sinplest to termnate. But first he needed infor-
mat i on.

Var was nore artful than his appearance suggested. As
Neq dodged aside, so did he, so that they net squarely.
One stick shot toward Neq's face while the other bl ocked
his sword. Var had nmet many a bl ade before!

So much the better. Neq's pincers al so bl ocked defen-
sively while his sword whistled. He struck first at the
ot her's weapon, seeking to cut a stick in half. He pre-
ferred to disarmthis nonster gradually, lingeringly, not
hurting himnmuch . . . until after the truth was known.

"Before | down you,'
nane. "

Var grunted, "tell ne your

"Neq the Sword." This courtesy of identification was
due even for a beast.

Var fought for a while, quite skillfully, pondering behind
hi s overhanging brows. "I know of you," he grunted. But
he showed no fear, only caution

It was increasingly apparent that this was no warrior

of the decadent post-enpire ilk. Var's techni que was un-
conventional, but he was years younger than Neq, and

much | arger, so that even with his consi derable stoop he
stood taller. He had quick brute power, and the crude-
seem ng sticks were nmore solid than they | ooked, bl ock-
ing sword-thrusts with considerable authority. The wood
tended to catch the blade, holding it instead of bouncing
it back, and that was dangerous indeed. The two sticks
beat a tattoo on both his metal arms, their violent force
bearing hi mback. Had his sword not been part of him

Neq coul d have been disarnmed early, and certainly he

was gi ving way before the onsl aught.

Yet there was a certain eloquence about Var's attack,

BATTLE Cl RCLE

ferocious as it was. H s bal ance was excell ent. Wt hout
pausi ng, the man ki cked off his boots and exposed homny
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bare feet—and then his footing was not clunsy at all. He
was astonishingly agile for his bulk, yet his notions were
econoni cal

A master sticker, in fact. Neq had encountered- only

two enpire stickers with power and finesse like this. One
was Tyi—greater on the finesse, |ess on the power—and

the other was Sol . . . whose whereabouts Var nust know.

But the sticks were not |ike the sword, and Neq's

sword was not |ike others. His wist was invul nerabl e.
Though he was not young hinsel f, he knew of no man

who could match himin fair circle conbat today, other

than Tyi. Var mght hold himoff for sone tinme, but Var

had to tire, to nake m stakes, to overreach hinself. The
real strength of a sticker lay in his endurance under stress
and his continuing judgnent. There was where Neq had

hi m experi ence.

Neq fended of f the bl ows and maneuvered for a cl ean
opening hinself. This was difficult, for Var danced about
on his hooves and ducked his shaggy head sonetines

al nost to the ground—without ever exposing it.

"You are skilled, man of netal hands," Var nuttered.
"As befits a chief under the Master."

Neq eased his fencing, spying an opportunity to | eam
sonething. If Var were attenpting to lull himby conver-
sation, he would fail. "You are skilled too. | heard the
Weaponl ess trained you hinsel f."

"The Master is dead," Var said, relaxing his attack.

Neq |l et the pace slow, but remained vigilant. Var's
compani on m ght be near, ready to pounce treacherously
during the double distraction of battle and di al ogue. What
ki nd of woman would mate with this kind of man, if not

a beast-woman? "You coul d not have slain the Wapon-

| ess.”

"Not inthe circle," Var said grinmy

Neq stiffened. In that nonment the sticker could have
scored, had he been alert. Then the sparring resuned.
"Sol of Al Wapons foll owed you. You could not have
slain himeither."

"Not with the sticks."
This time Neq stiffened deliberately, proffering a seem
464
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ing opening. Still Var did not strike. He was either too
clever or too stupid. "You admit you killed themtreach-
erousl y?"

'"The radi ation."

That bl ot ched skin of his! Neq remenbered now+there
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had been a story that the beast-boy could feel radiation,
avoi ding |l ethal concentrations hinself while |eading
others into sone badlands trap. So it was true, and Var
had doomed both his friend and his eneny by luring them
t hrough an unnmarked radi ati on pocket! Now he dared

to return with his bitch, thinking his crinme unknown or
forgotten.

So Neq's sources of information were gone. But there
was one nore thing to know. "Soli—the child of Heli-
con—

Var actually smled. "Soli exists no nore."

Neq coul d hardly speak. "The radiation?" he whi spered
with biting irony.

But this question Var avoi ded, as though sonme | ode of
buried guilt had finally been tapped. "W have no quar-
rel. I will show you Vara."

Then the opening cane, and Neq's sword struck true.

46%

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

Tyl returned at dusk, with a conpanion. "Neqg! Neq!
Look what | found in the village!"

Neq | ooked up fromthe cai mhe had been fashi oning.
As the two approached he saw that the stranger was a
woman. "I'mso glad to find you!" she excl ai ned.

Neq stared. It was a crazy woman! She wore the typica
skirt and bl ouse despite the cold, and her long dark hair
was bound the crazy way. And she was | ovely.

"Mss Smth," he nurnmured, rem nded achingly of his

| ove though there was little actual, physical simlarity
bet ween the two wonmen. This one was neat to the point

of precision, as Mss Smth had been; she was beautiful

in that fragile manner; and she was incongruous in the

wi | derness. That was the connection. Intelligent, literate,
innocent. His heart felt as though a dagger had nudged it.

"This is one of the two we traced," Tyl said. "She was
reconnoitering in the village, the sane as |, and when we
met —

"She travel ed with a nomad?" Neq asked, still benused
by the parallel to his own experience of six years before.
"A crazy?"

"I amVara," she said. "I travel with ny husband. He
shoul d be around here sonewhere—

Neg still had not cone out of his fog. "Var? The Stick?"
"Yes! Did you neet hin? Fromwhat Tyl says, we have

a commbn m ssi on—
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Then Neq cane to total and ugly awareness. He touched
the fresh burial mound with one foot. "lI—et him"

NEQ THE SWORD

Tyl | ooked at himand at the cairn, conprehending.
He went for his sword, but stopped. He turned away.

Vara went to the caimand carefully removed a section

of the stone lining. She excavated the fresh earth and sand
with her slender fingers while Neq watched. Finally she
uncovered a foot, with its blunted, hooflike toes. She
touched it, feeling its col dness.

By this tine it was dark, and night closed in conpletely
as she contenpl ated that deforned, dead foot. Then she
covered it gently, filled in the hole, and replaced the stones.

"My two fathers are dead," she said wistfully. "Now
my husband. What am | to do?"

"W net. W fought.”

"l served Sol," Tyl said fromhis section of the night,
still facing away. There was an angui shed quality to his
voi ce that Neq had not heard before. "I served the
Weaponl ess. Var the Stick was nmy friend. | would have
barred you fromthe circle with him had | been certain
of what | suspected. Wien | saw Vara, | was certain. But
you net Var too soon."

"I did not know he was your friend," Neq said, hating
this. "I knew himonly as a slayer of nmen by treachery,
and of a child at Helicon."

"You m sjudged him" Tyl said in the same quiet tone
Vara had used. "He was bold in conbat but gentle in
person. And he had an invaluable talent."

"Var slew only of necessity,"’
t hen. "

Vara said. "And not al ways

Neq was feeling worse, though it had been an honest
conbat He had struck too hastily, as he had so often
before. H's sword outreached his intellect. He could have
di sengaged, waited for Tyi's return.' Now he had to defend
his action. "Wat need had he to slay the child of Sol ?"

Vara turned to himin the dark. "I amthe child of
Sol . "

Neq' s stomach heaved with the pang of unwarranted
killing, knowi ng what was conming. "He killed Soli at M.

Muse, when she was eight years old. Al accounts agree
on that."

"Al'l but one," she said. "The true one. He clained to
have killed me, so that the nomads would win, and mny
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two fathers could be together again. But then | couldn't
get back to tell Sol the truth, and the Waponl ess was
seeki ng Var for vengeance—

"Vengeance! " Abom nabl e concept!

"So we had to flee. W went to China, and | took his
bracel et when | came of age. Soli exists no nore."

Now Neq recogni zed her face, though it was no | onger
visible in the night. The classic beauty of Sola! The crazy
dress and his own dawning guilt had blinded himto her
identity.

"The boy Var traveled with, going north— Neq nur-
mured. "A girl with her hair hidden."

"Yes. So no one would know | wasn't dead. | can't do
that now. "

She certainly couldn't! The child of eight had becone a
worman of fifteen. "And Sol pursued you too, not know ng
he must have net the Weaponl ess on the way!"

"They learned in China. And gave their lives carrying
radi oactive stones into the eneny stronghold, so that we
could escape. Var always felt that it was his fault they
died, but it was nmne. | knew they would do it."

Var had blaned hinself . . . and so had let Neq's
accusation stand. Now Var's assunmed guilt was Neq's.

"It was a mistake," Tyi said after a | ong pause. "Var
told everyone he had killed the nmountain chanpion. Heli-
con itself was fired and gutted to avenge thai rnurder—t
does not matter by whom Neq did not know. Only /

knew Var woul d not have slain a child. And I know t he
kind of terns Sola nakes. She was kind to Var, but her
price was surely the life of her daughter."

"Var did say sonething," Vara admtted. "He had
sworn to kill the man who harnmed nme. And for a |ong
time he was reticent, though he | oved ne. "

Neg renmenbered Sola's conmment about Var's sterility.
Strange, driven wonman!

"Yet | knew it could have happened," Tyi conti nued.

"M. Mise is high and steep, and there are rocks to drop
Had you attacked himw th stones while he was clinbing,
he m ght have had to fight before he knew, and he was
deadly in rough terrain. So he mi ght have killed you, and
I could not bar Neq fromconbat until | was sure. It was
my mistake; | amto blane fpr your husband's deat h—
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"No!" Neq and Vara cried together.
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There was silence again, as each person sifted his
tangl ed notives. The conversation was unreal, and not
because it enmanated from darkness. Neq' s enotions were
partly in suspension. "Wy do you not curse nme? Wy do
you not weep? | killed—=

"You killed because you did not understand," Vara

said. "I have some share of guilt for that, for | agreed to
pl ay dead. Tonight | make you understand. Tomnorrow |
kill you. Then will | weep for you both."

She neant it. She was like Mss Snmith, who di ed Nega.
Changed of name, precious beyond all inmagination, but
|l oyal to her man. Neqga had tried to kill Yod when Yod
made ready to cut off Neq's hands. Wuld Vara do | ess?

Yod had killed Nega by accident. Now Neqg had kill ed
Var. The guilt was the sane. Vengeance woul d be the
sare.

She woul d not have it, any nore than he had. Neq
bent his el bow, bringing his sword-armto his own throat.
It was past time for himto die.

"I claimny price," Tyi said, startling Neq as his
nmuscl es tensed for the fatal slice

O all tines! Yet Neq had a debt of honor, and he
woul d have to acquit it. "Name your price."

"G ve back what you have taken this day."

Neq del ayed answering, trying to discover Tyi's nean-
ing. Qoviously he could not restore Var to life.

"What you have to do," Vara said evenly, "do before
dawn. \Wen daylight cones | will destroy you in the
circle."

"In the circlel!™ Now Neq could not fathom her neaning
either. Wmen did not do battle. "Wat is your weapon?"

"The stick."

The norbid situation could not suppress Tyi's interest.
"So Sol did train you in conbat!"

"My father. Yes. Every day we practiced, inside the
mount ain. He hoped to take me away frontlelicon some
day, but Sosa wouldn't let him And | have practiced
si nce. "

Now Tyi's voice was nore concerned. "Mere practice
can not make a wonan into a man. My daughter is ol der
than you, and she has a child of her own nowbut this
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woul d never have cone to pass if she had ever entered
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man's province. The circle is not for you."

"Nevertheless.” Sol's child, all right!

"This man," Tyi continued persuasively, "this man, Neq
the Sword, was second only to me in the enpire, when

t he Weaponl ess departed. Now he has no hands, but he
retains his weapon. He is less clever in technique, but
nore deadly than before because he cannot be di sar ned.
Hs sword is swifter than his mnd. | think no man can
stand agai nst that sword today."

"Nevert hel ess. "

"I can not permt this encounter," Tyi said.

Her voice was cold. "Your pernmission is irrelevant."”

"Var was ny friend. He taught ne to use the gun.

hurt with his loss, as you do. Yet | say this: do not |ift
stick against Neq the Sword. W nust not nmake this
terrible mstake again."

"Var was nore than friend to nme," she pointed out
caustically.

"Nevert hel ess. "

"You have no right," she said.

Tyi did not answer, and the strange, tense conversation
ended.

Neq did not know whet her he slept that night, or
whet her the others did, but slowy the norning cane.

Vara had changed. She no | onger resenbl ed an ineffec-

tive crazy wonman. That gui se nust have been for the

benefit of the local villagers, who were rather |ike crazies
thenselves in their dress, so that she could pass anobng
them freely. Now she wore a nomad snock, and her hair

was | oose and |l ong, falling down over her shoul ders on
either side and curling about the soft nounds of her
breasts. She renmai ned stunning by any definition

She carried sticks—the twin thin clubs that Var had
used.

Neq felt another chill. He had buried Var's weapon

beside him according to the normal courtesy of warriors.
Neq's sword had cut open the ground and scooped it out,

and his pincers had | evered the stones into place: the work
of several hours. Yet these were Var's sticks, for they
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carried the recent marks of the sword. Neq coul d recognize
the scars of a weapon as readily as he could a face.

"As you fought my husband," Vara said, "so shall
fight you. As you slew him so shall | slay you. As you
buried him 1'Il bury you. Wth honor. Then will ny
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nmour ni ng begin. "

"Neq will not fight a wonan,
even as | knew Var."

Tyi said. "I know him

Vara lifted her sticks and stood beside the burial nound.
"He may fight or flee as he chooses. Here is the circle—
besi de ny husband's cairn. The world is the circle. | wll
be avenged."

The words struck Neq like blows of the sticks. Her
sentinents were so simlar to his own when Nega died!

He coul d not have forgiven Yod and his rapist tribe; he
had not forgiven themnow. The thrust of his vengeance
had changed, now applying to the entire outlaw society
and its roots in the ashes of Helicon, but vengeance it
remai ned. How could he say to her that alife for alife
was not enough?

"Var was ny friend," Tyi repeated. "He shaned ne

before ny tribe when he was but a child, a wild boy of
the badlands, and | neant to take himto the circle when
he becane a nman. But Sola interceded on his behalf, and
when | came to know hi m—=

Vara gripped her sticks and noved purposely toward

Neq. He saw the savage grief in her eyes, the kind he had
had, the kind that cast aside all thought of honor and
permitted nmurder by stealth, the kind that was futile. But
he had done it; he had killed w thout cause. He woul d

not lift his sword to perpetrate further evil.

Tyi stepped between them "Var was ny friend," he
said once nore. "In any other case | would avenge him
myself. Yet | forbid this conflict."

Vara did not speak. She whi pped one stick at Tyi, a
I'ightning stroke, her eyes not leaving Negq. It was no feeble
womani sh bl ow; | ovely as she was, she did know the use

of her weapon.

Tyi caught it on his forearm "Now you have struck
me," he murrmured softly, though a massive welt was form
ing. Had there been a man's wei ght behind the bl ow, or
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had Tyi been unprepared for it, his armcould have been
broken. "Now give nme |leave to fetch ny weapon, for
this conflict is mne."

Vara waited stonily. It was obvious she had not wanted
to battle Tyi, and did not wish to engage hi m now. But
she had struck him and he had been unarned—del i ber -
ately, for Tyi always knew where his weapons were. She
was conmitted by the code of the circle.

Tyi fetched his sticks. Neq was relieved; had Tyi taken
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the sword to her, that death would have been charged
to Neq's own conscience. Tyi intended only to interfere.

Yet why was he bothering? First he had bal ked Neq's
own attenpt at suicide; now he bal ked Vara. He was pre-
serving Neq's |ife—when he shoul d have been satisfied
to see it end.

Now Vara threw of f her snock and stood naked but for
sturdy hi king noccasins, despite the chill of the air: as
fine a figure of a wonman as Neq had ever seen. She was
full -breasted and narrow wai sted, well-nuscled for a girl
yet quite fem nine. Her black hair flowed proudly behind
her, al nost to her hips.

Full bosormed . . . Neq was fascinated. Each breast

stood round and true, a work O private beauty, an aspect
of passionate symetry. He had serenaded a breast |ike
that, so |ong ago.

It was fitting that such a breast now decl ared vengeance
agai nst him

But Tyi stood between, and if Vara thought to dazzle
himw th her bodily attributes and so dim nish his guard,
she had forgotten that he had a daughter ol der than she

She fenced with him inpatient at the delay Tyi repre-
sented. She wanted only to get at Neq, who had not noved.

The sticks spun and struck, wood neeting netal. Tyi
had t he advant age of superior Helicon weapons, and his
experience was nmore than Vara's whole life. He parried
her bl ows w thout effort.

Neq could not bring hinself to care particularly about

the fight or its outcome. The twin shocks of this fina
unjustified slaying of Var, and the identity and appearance
of Vara, had al nost conpletely unmanned him Di scover

what had gone wrong with Helicon? He could not dis-

cover what had gone wrong with hinself!
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Meanwhi | e, man and wonan fought. Vara ducked and

whirl ed about, her hair spinning about her breasts and
hips like a light cloak. Fromthat floating coiffure her
sticks cane up to rap sharply at Tyi's wist, one side and
anot her. A deft maneuver! Vara was, if anything, a better
sticker than her husband had been

But Tyi flicked his wist out of the way and engaged in

a counter maneuver that sent her stunmbling back far |ess
gracefully. "Very nice, little girl! Your father Sol disarned
me with a simlar notion and nmade nme part of his enpire,

bef ore you existed. He taught you well!"

But there was nore to the circle than good instruction,
obviously. Tyi had never since been defeated by the sticks.

Had Neq been fighting, even with no guilt-related in-
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hi bi ti ons, he woul d have been bemused by those dancing
breasts pl ayi ng peek-a-boo behind that black hair, and
conpletely unable to strike at Vara's lovely lithe body. In
fact he was benused now. Her femininity was as potent

in conbat as her sticks.

Suddenly she turned away and ki cked back, her hee
striking for Tyi's knee. But again he noved aside in tinme.

"The Weaponl ess—your ot her father?—erippled ne

with that bl ow when he was driving for the enmpire him
self. But after ny knees heal ed they becane |eary, and
have not been injured since."

If Vara had not realized she was sparring with the top
warrior of the old enpire, she surely knew it now Tyi

was no | onger young, but nothing short of Neq' s sword

had hope of nmoving himout of the circle. Vara was fifteen
and fenal e; those were insurnountabl e obstacles.

Tyi was merely bl ocking, of course. He had no interest
in hurting this beautiful girl; he only meant to convince
her that she could not have her way.

Vara requi red consi derabl e convincing. She whirled,

she feinted, she sent a barrage of bl ows agai nst the nman.
She knew an astonishing variety of tricks—but there was
no trick that could overmatch Tyi's reach am strength
and experience.

Finally, panting, she yielded far enough to speak
"Warrior, what is it you want?"
"Neq slew Var in fair conbat. Even as | could di sarm
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you now, so could Neq defeat Var. | would not face Neq
with the stick nyself. Forswear your vengeance."

"No!" she cried, and | aunched another flurry of bl ows
at him

"No!" Neq also cried. "It was not fair conbat. Var
wi thheld his attack, he opened his guard, saying we had
no quarrel. Then I slew him™"

Tyi retreated, dismayed by the words rather than by
the girl's offense. 'This is not |ike you, Neq."

"It is too much like nme! | have slain innocent men
before. | did not understand in time. | thought it was a
combat m stake, or a ruse. My sword was there—=

"Desist, girl," Tyi said, just as though she were his
daughter playing a ganme. And Vara desisted. "Neq, you
pl ace me awkwardly."

"Let her have her vengeance. It is fair."
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"That | cannot."

"You admt you slew hi munguarded!" Vara bl azed at
Neq.

"Yes. As | have others.™

"I'n the name of vengeance!" Tyi cried, as if proving a
poi nt .

"I'n the name of vengeance." Neq was sick of it.

"I'n the nanme of vengeance," Vara repeated, and now
the tears showed on her cheeks.

"Yet you could have slain himfairly," Tyi said. "And
you t hought you were avengi ng—her."

"I msunderstood. | did not let himexplain. |I slew him
wi t hout reason, and | amtired of slaying, and of the
sword, and of life." Neq faced Vara. "Cone, w dow.
Strike. I will not lift weapon agai nst you."

"If you strike himthus," Tyi said to her, "you becone
guilty of the same crine you avenge. Knowi ngly."

"Nevert hel ess," she sai d.

"Understand himfirst—enly then are you justified.
Leam what he is, what he contenplates."”

"What can he be, what can he plan, that will repay what
he has stolen fromne!" she cried.

"Nevert hel ess. "

She cried, she cursed in Chinese, she threw her sticks
at the ground; but she was already conmtted. As was
Neq.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"Melt that?" the smithy cried incredulously. 'That's
Anci ent -t echnol ogy steel! My forge won't touch it!"
"Then sever it," Neq said.

"You don't understand. It would take a dianond dril
to dent that netal. | just don't have the equipnent.”

No doubt an exaggeration, for Helicon had nade the
weapon. But these northerners were closer to the past
wonders than were the nonads, having houses and heaters
and even a few operating nmachi nes, and so they stood in
greater awe of the Ancients. Neq hinself stood in awe,
after |earning what had been done at Helicon. Perhaps
this snmthy was superstitious; at any rate, he would not
do the job.

"I must be rid of it," Neq said. As long as his sword

remai ned, he was a killer. Wio would fall next—Vara?
Tyi ? Dr. Jones? The sword had to go.
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The smithy shook his head. "You have to cut off your

armat the el bow. And that would probably kill you, be-
cause we don't have nedical facilities in this town for such
an operation. Find the man who put that sword on you;

let himget it off again.”
"He is three thousand mles away."
"Then you'll just have to wear it a while longer."

Neq | ooked at his sword-arm frustrated. The shining
bl ade had becone an anathema to him for while he wore
it he was inseparable fromhis guilt

He | ooked about the shop, unwilling to give up so

readily. Metal hung fromall the walls-horse shoes, plow
shares (so that was what the crazies had suggested he
make his sword into, facetiously!) axes, bags of nails. A
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the products of the smthy's art. The man was evidently
conpetent; he nust nake a good living, in the fashion of

t hese peopl e who worked for reconpense. In one corner
dangl ed a curved piece of nmetal with a rowof little panels
mount ed al ong a center strand. Neq coul d envision no
possi bl e use for it.

The smithy followed his gaze. "Don't you nonads be-
lieve in nusic?"

"A harp!" Neq exclainmed. "You nmade a harp!"

"Not |I," the man said, |aughing. He took it down fondly.

"This is no harp; it has no strings. But it is a nusica
instrument. A gl ockenspiel. See—these are chi mes—four-

teen plates of graduated size, each a different note. | traded
a hundred pounds of topgrade buil ding spikes for this.

I'"'mno nusician, but | know fine metalwork! |'ve no idea

who nmade it, or when—before the Bl ast, maybe. You pl ay

it with a hamer. Listen."

The smithy had become quite animate as he descri bed

his treasure. He fetched a little wooden hammer and struck
lightly on the plates. The sound was |ike bells, seldom
heard mthe crazy denesnes. Every tone was cl ear yet
lingering, and quite |ovely.

Neq was entranced. This evoked ol d and pl easant meno-

ries. There had been a tine when he was known for his
voice as well as his sword . . . before the fall of the em
pire and horrors thereafter. He had sung to Neqa.

He coul d not nake his sword into a pl owshare, obvi-

ously, but it gave himan idea. He did not have to cut off
hi s weapon; he nerely had to nullify it. To nmake it im
possible for himto fight.
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"The gl ock and spiel fasten it to this sword so it won't
come of f," he said.

"To the sword! A nmarvel ous instrunment |ike this?" The
smthy's horror was genui ne.

"l have things to barter. Wiat do you require for it?"

"I would not sell this glockenspiel for barter or for
money! Not when it is only going to be destroyed by a
barbarian with no appreciation for culture. Don't you
understand? This is a nusical instrument'.”

"I know rusic. Let ne have your little hamrer."

"I won't let you close to an antique like this! Get out of
nmy shop!"
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Neq started to raise his sword, but caught hinself. This

was the very reaction he sought to quell: sword before
reason. He had to convince the smithy, not intimnidate
hi m

He | ooked about again. There was a barrel of water

near the great anvil, and he was thirsty. He had wal ked
all day with Tyi and Vara, and come into this village on
sudden inspirati on when he saw the smthy shop. If the
man coul d only be made to understand.

Al day | faced the barren waste

w thout the taste of water—
Cool, clear, water!
Dan and | with throats burned dry

and souls that cry for water—
Cool, clear, water!

The smithy stared at him astonished. "You can sing!
never heard a finer voice!"

Neq had not known he was going to sing. The need
had ari sen, the nmood fit—and a silence of six years had
been broken. "I know music," he said.

The man hesitated. Then he pushed the gl ockenspi el
forward. "Try it with this." <

Neq took the nanner awkwardly in his pincers and

tapped a note. The sound thrilled him nore perfect than
any voice could be. He shifted key to match, striking the
sanme note steadily to nake a beat.

The nights are cool and I'ma foo

each star's a pool of water—
Cool, clear, water!

The smithy considered. "I would not have believed it!

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...attle%20Circle%203%20-%20Neq%20the%20Sword.txt (101 of 153) [1/19/03 8:05:43 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Battl €%620Circl €%6203%20-%20N eq%20the%20Sword. txt
-You want this to play?"

Neq nodded. P!

"Price was not my objection. | see you woul d have

troubl e playing the gl ockenspiel in the w | derness, unless
it were attached. Yes. It could be done ... | would have
to coat the blade with an adhesive . . . but you would
never be able to fight again. Do you realize that?"
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They bargai ned, and it was done. He becane Neq the
G ockenspi el

"A whatT' Vara denanded, surprised and suspi ci ous.
"You have beaten your sword into a whatT

"A gl ockenspiel. A percussion instrument. My sword
was too bl oody."

She faced away angrily. Tyi smled.

They travel ed south and east. Tyi and Neq were re-

turning to nake their report to Dr. Jones. Vara, though
she did not see it that way, was that report. She was the
only one remai ning who coul d answer the necessary ques-
tions about the nature of Helicon's dem se. But she thought
she was coming to have her vengeance on Neq; she did

not nean to | et himescape.

Tyi did not start any conversations. Neq hardly felt

like talking hinself, and Vara renained sullen. They had

about three thousand miles to go: between three and four
months at their swift pace. It was not likely to be a pleasant
trip.

But they had to work together, for the natives were
generally unfriendly and the old hostels no | onger existed
even in the formal crazy denesnes. They were cutting
across what had been known as western Canada, intend-

ing to skirt the southern boundaries of a series of large
| akes, and the northern boundaries of the worst badl ands.
Tyi had a crazy map; it clainmed such a route existed.

Soneone had to forage each day for food; soneone

had to stand guard each ni ght; sonmeone had to get them
safely through outlaw territories. Tyi did nbost of it at
first. Then Vara, shaned, began to hel p.

Neq, stripped of his sword, could neither fight nor
forage effectively. He was dependent on the other two,
and nortified by the situation. It was hard to give up a
weapon, and not nerely in the circle! All he could do was
keep wat ch—and for that he had to stay awake. That was
not easy after a twelve hour hike, each day.

One night as they canped by a river, Neq consol ed
hi nsel f by striking the tip of his pincers against the bells
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of his glockenspiel. He had not tried to play it since |eav-
ing the smthy's shop. But the sound was not proper;

metal on netal annoyed him He took the little wooden
478
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hamrer and tapped the notes experinentally, regaining

the feel of the nusic. Soon he was running through the

scal es, inproving his conpetence while the others slept.

It was possible to play entire nelodies with no nore than
the hammer! He began to hum neasuring his voice against
the clear tones of the instrunent. It was there in himyet:

the joy of nusic.

Fi nal Iy he unstopped the voice that had been dornmant
during the entire time of killing, and that had energed
only when his sword was buried. He sang, acconpanying
hi msel f carefully on the gl ockenspi el

Then only say that you'll be mne
And our love will happy be

Down beside sonme water flow

By the banks of the O-hi-o.

He sang all of it, though this was not that river and his
voi ce, despite the smithy's conplinent, was inperfect

now, a creaky shadow of its prime. But the instrunent

gave hima certainty of key he had not had before, and

the spirit of the nelody suffused himwith its odd rapture.

As he sang, he rocked to the lovely, tortured vision of

it: the young woman taking a walk by the river strand,
refusing to marry the suiter, being threatened by his knife
at her breast, and finally drowned. An ugly story but a
beautiful song—ene of his favorites, before he had cone

too close to living it. There were tears in his eyes, naking
his watch difficult.

"Your wife—did you kill her too?"

He was not startled to find Vara awake. He had known
he coul d not sing al oud w thout arousing her curiosity or
ire. "I nust have."

"I ask only because | have to," she said bitterly. "Tyi
bal ked ne, on pain | should know you. Before | kill you
| saw you had no bracelet."

"She was a crazy," he said, not caring what she night
t hi nk about Neqga.

"A crazy! What have you to do with then?"
"I thought to rebuild Helicon."

"You lie!" she cried, clutching at her sticks, which were
al ways with her, warrior-style.
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Neq | ooked at her tiredly. "I kill. | do not lie.
She turned away. "I may not kill you yet."

"You want the nountain dead?"

"Nol "

"Then tell nme: what is Helicon to you? Wre you not
kept prisoner there, and betrayed at the end? Don't you
hate it yet?"

"Helicon was ny home! | loved it!"

He studi ed her in the noonlight, perplexed. "Do you
want it restored, then, as | do?"

"No! Yes!" she cried, crying.

Neq let it be. He kn«w what grief was, and the burn-

ing for revenge. And futility. Vara was in the throes of it
all, as he had been when Neqa died. As he was still. It

m ght be nonths, years before she made sense to others

or to herself, and she would not be so pretty, then

He tapped the flat nmetal bells of the gl ockenspiel again,
pi cking out a new tune. Then he sang, and Vara did not
protest.

"I know ny love by her way of walking
And | know ny love by her way of talking

Tyi slept on, though their conversation was not quiet.

"When | first saw Var," Vara said, "he was standi ng on
the plateau of M. Mise, |ooking down fromthe rim He
coul d have dropped a rock on ne, but he didn't, because
he wasn't the kind to take advantage."

"Why shoul d anyone drop a rock on you?" Neq de-
manded, disliking this reference to the dead man.

"W were neeting in single conbat. You know that,"

"Why did Bob send a child?" Was the truth at | ast
within reach?

"And after we fought, it was cold, and he held nme so |
woul d not shiver. He gave me his heat, for he was al ways
generous. "

They were working at cross purposes.

"Woul d you warm your eneny if he were col d?" she
asked him

"You see. Var was a giver of life, not of death.”
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She had neant to hurt him and she had succeeded.
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How could he return to this bitter girl what he had taken
from her?

"Anbush," Tyi murnured. "Well-laid; | sawit too late.
You two break while | cover the retreat."”

Neit her Neq or Vara reacted openly; both were too

wel |l versed in tactics. They exchanged a gl ance of chagrin,
for neither had been aware of the situation. But if Tyi
said there was an anbush, there was an anbush, though

the forest seemed deserted

Vara turned nonchal antly and started back. Neq

shrugged and foll owed, while Tyi whistled idly and noved
toward a tree as though for a call of nature. But it was
too late; the trap sprung, and they were ,neatly init.

From front, back and sides arned nmen appeared and
converged. They carried clubs and staffs and sticks. No

bl ades, oddly. Now Neq understood how the three had

wal ked into the trap: the anbushers cane out of holes in
the ground! The trapdoors were flush with the forest floor
and covered with | eaves so that nothing showed unti

t hey opened.

But this was a great deal of trouble for a nere anbush!
And no sharp weapons! Wy?

Tyi and Vera had run together the nmoment the nen
appeared. Now they stood back to back, sticks in each
hand. Neq remai ned where he was; his first abortive no-
tion to uncover his sword had rem nded himthat he was

no longer arned. If he joined the other two he would only
hanper them

The nen closed in. Neq renmenbered the simlar ma-
neuver of a tribe six years before, closing in on a truck. If
he coul d have known in tinme to save Nega ... !

"Yield," the | eader of the anbush said.

No one answered. They were too wi se in the ways of

outlawi smto doubt that death would be cleanest in battle.
Such el aborate preparations would not have been made
merely to recruit tribesnen! '

"Yield or die!" the | eader said. Aring fornmed about the
two stickers, and another around Neq. "Wwo are you?"

"Tyi of Two Wapons."
"Vara—the Stick."
The anbusher considered. "Only one Tyi of Two
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Weapons | know of, and this is pretty far out of his
territory."

Tyi didn't bother to answer. Hi s sticks remined ready;

his sword hung at his side.

"If it is him we wn't take himalive," the | eader said.

"Or his wonman. "

Vara didn't deign to correct him Her sticks were ready
t 0o.

"Why woul d he travel without his tribe?" another man
inquired. "And with a girl young enough to be his
daught er ?"

"That's why, maybe," the | eader said. He cane over to
Neq. "But this one doesn't talk, and he covers his weapon.
VWho are you?"

SlowWy Neq raised his left arm The | oose sl eeve fel
away and the netal pincers came into view.

There was a nmurmur in the group. The | eader stepped
back. "I have heard of a man who had his hands cut off.
So he had his sword grafted on, and—

Neq nodded. "They were ambushers.”

The circle about himw dened as the nmen edged away.

"W have a gun," the | eader said. "W do not want to
kill you, but if you nove—

"W only pass through," Neq said. "W have no busi -

ness with you." He was now talking to distract attention
fromTyi, who might then get out his own gun unobserved.
There were enough nmen here to overconme the little party,
though that woul d not have been the case had Neq' s bl ade
been in place and Tyi's gun ready. The outlaw s gun was

not the advantage they supposed.

"You have business with us," the | eader said. "W re-
quire a service fromyou. Performit and you shall go free
with the wealth of our tribe on your shoulders. Fail it,
and you shall die."

Neg ached with fury to be addressed in this nanner, as
though any threat by any straggling outlaw could nove
him He had/destroyed a tribe of such arrogance before.
But he had given up the sword. Now he would live or die
without it. "What is your service?"

"Wal k the haunted forest at night."
Neq stifled a |l augh. "You fear ghosts?"

"Wth reason. By day the forest harns no one, and
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stands athwart our richest hunting-grounds, just a few
mles down this trail. But the ghosts strike those who
enter at night. First the blades, then the dull weapons.
Bani sh our spook: walk it at night and live. W will re-
ward you richly for breaking the spell. Qur food, our
equi prent, our wonen—

"Keep your trifles! Feed us today; tonight we chall enge
your ghost. Together. Not for your sake, but because it
crosses our route."

"You will keep your sword covered in our canp?"
"I keep nmy armcovered if no man annoys ne."
"And you?" the |l eader called to Tyi.

"And |," Tyi agreed, and Vara al so nodded.
Slowy the encircling nmen | owered their weapons.

As the sun descended they were ushered to the edge of

the haunted forest. It seemed nornmal —ni xed birch, beech
and ash, sone pine, with pockets of pasture heavily grown.
Rabbits scooted away fromthe party. Good hunting,
certainly!

"Are there radiation markers near here?" Tyi inquired.
"Some. But that danger is over. W have a click-box;

the kill-rays are gone."
"Yet nmen still die," Tyi murnmnured.
"Only by night."

That certainly didn't sound like radiation. It didn't
come and go; it faded slowy, and was not affected by
dayl i ght.

"If Var were here— Vara began. And caught herself.

"It is about ten miles," the tribe | eader said. "W have
a smal | er digging downstream Sonetines we need to
travel between the two at night—but we nust bike twi ce

as far, over the nountain. No one passes the valley by
ni ght."

"The river |ooks clean,'
open?"

Tyi observed. "Your footpath is

"Throughout. There are no natural pitfalls, no killer-
animal s here. Once there were shrews, but we exterm -
nated them Now there are deer, rabbits, gane-birds. No
hunting ani mals."

"You have found bodi es?"
"Always. Sone without marking. Some mutil ated. Some
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dead fighting. We never send a nan al one or unarned,
yet all perish."

So they anbushed innocent travelers to send here, Neq

t hought. Very neat, but none too clever. Hadn't it oc-
curred to themthat whoever conquered the haunted forest

m ght have second t houghts about the manner he had

been introduced to it? He m ght decide on a bit of ven-
geance. |In that case, solution of the forest riddle could be
di sastrous for the tribe.

Tyi began to wal k. Neq and Vara followed quickly. It

was not dark yet, but night would set in |long before they
got through the forest. Aten nile hike by night, rested
and fed—outine, except for ghosts!

When they were well away fromthe tribesnen, they

split, ducking down out of sight on either side of the trail
No word was spoken; all three were conversant with such
techni que. The greatest danger might be fromthe nen

behi nd, not the supposed ghosts in front. Strangers night

be deliberately killed in the forest to sustain the notoriety
of the region, for surely the tribesnen could not be en-
tirely ignorant of the nature of the threat, whatever it

was.

But no one was follow ng. Cautiously the three pro-

ceeded, Tyi flanking the forest side of the trail, Vara fol-
lowing the river side, and Neq, who could not fight, nov-
ing cautiously down the center. He held a thin stick in

hi s pincers, probing for deadfalls, and he wal ked hunched
to avoid a potential trip-wire or hangi ng noose. He ex-
pected to encounter sonething deadly, and not a ghost!

In an hour they had covered |l ess than two niles. Then-
extrenme caution seemed to have been wasted; no threat
of any kind materialized. But eight mles remai ned, and
ei ght hours of darkness. The fear of the tribesmen had
been genui ne; perhaps they del ved underground because
of a lingering terror of the forest surface.

The way was beautiful, even at night. The sonber trees
overhung the path to the west, highlighted by the ful
nmoon, and the river coursed slowy on the east side, and
great vines covered with night-bloomng flowers |ay al ong
the ground. The heavy fragrance surrounded themi n-
creasingly, musky and refreshing in the slight breeze.

Neq recalled his childhood. It had been nice, then,
484
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with his fanmily and his sister. Al the subsequent glory
and ruin of enpire could not conpare with that early
security. Wiy had he left it?

H g the Stick 1 The man had cast his lustful gaze on
Nem , Neq's young twin sister! Neq clenched his sword-
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hand in rem niscent fury and bravado—and renenbered
he had no hand. Yod the Qutlaw had taken it—

Time twi sted about. It was dark, but Neq could see

wel | enough in the diffused noonlight. A shape was com
ing at him and it was the shape of Yod. Yod, whose fou
| oi n had—

Neq whi pped up his gl eam ng sword and | aunched
hinsel f at the eneny. A head would ride the stake tonight!

Contact! But his sword did not handle properly. It
cl anged, a di scordant jangle.

Shocked, he renenbered. No sword! This was the
gl ockenspiel, for making nusic. -

He peered nore carefully at his opponent. "Tyi! Do
you raise your sword to ne in anger?"

Startled, Tyi stepped back. "Neq! | m stook you for—
sonmeone el se. But he is dead. | nust be overtired. | do
not raise ny sword to you."

Mutual Iy shaken, they retreated from each other. How
coul d such a confusion have cone about? Had the gl ocken-
spi el not sounded, they mght easily have fought, and
Tyi could have slain himunwi ttingly. Wat irony, when
they had not yet even encountered the nenace of the
forest!

Anot her shape approached him stealthily. But Neq
was far too experienced to be caught unawares. This was
not Tyi—+t was not even nal e!

Nega! Blonde Mss Smith, the crazy wonan! He ran to
enbrace her.

"M nos!" she cried. She was naked; her bosom heaved
in outline as she brought up her sticks.

Sticks? That could not be Nega! It had to be—Vara.
Conming to kill him Com ng for her vengeance.

But she dropped her weapon again. "I may not resist
you, M nos. Conme, spit me on your nonstrous menber.
Only let Var go." And she spread her arnms in a kind of
i nvitation.

VWhat was happening to her, to him to Tyi? Neq bad
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fanci ed Nega before him now Vara fancied Var. O
M nos, whoever he was. And Tyi had attacked.

Neq retreated, trying to straighten it out, but confused
i mages continued to spin in his brain. The standing trees
seened nenacing, the river was a gi ant snake, the dark-
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ness itself was suffocating. He felt the urge to fight, to
kill, to destroy.

Now Tyi was coming again, bearing his sticks. Vara

too. Neqg got out of the way with al nost pusill ani nous
haste, not liking this situation at all. Tyi mght have his
grudges and Vara ni ght have reason to kill him but this
was not proper and certainly not normal for either.

Tyi nmet Vara. "Get out of ny canp, you slut!" Tyi
cried, raising his sticks.

"No, Bob, no!" she screaned, retreating but keeping
her face to him "Touch me and I kill you!"

They were about to fight each other—and Neq's status
was not the issue! They were |ike denons, prow ing about.
each other in the night, too cautious to strike until the
bl ow coul d be lethal. Like outlaws, killers of Nega.

Neq charged, his sword whistling. Death to them both!

But he did what he never did: snagged his foot in a
ground-vi ne and crashed down ignoniniously. The dirt

and | eaves of the forest floor ground into his face, and the
gl ockenspi el jangled agai n—an incongruous burst of sound.

Neq roll ed over and spat out mud. Hi s body had been
hunbl ed, but for the monent his mind was clear. These
were the ghosts! These maddened peopl e, seeing visions
and attacki ng each other! That was the death that | urked
inthis forest!

The fragrance of the night-bl ooners cane again, an-
esthetizing his nostrils with its splendor. Like alcohol,
the funes altered his perspective, nade the real unreal,
the unreal real...

There was killing to be done. The spooks were al nost

upon him Neq lurched up, flung hinself down the steep
bank, into the black water of the river. The shock of cold
brought his brain to full clarity again.

There was death here, all right. Death fromthe spirits.
Vapor spirits—wa ndbl own al cohol that evoked the kill-
passi ons. A gaseous nurderer who left no footprint, no
scar. The haunt of the forest. He knew it for what it was,
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now-yet it could not be avoided. A nan had to breat he!
Physi cal shocks could abate it only tenporarily; already
that insidious fragrance was seeping through his nose and
into his lung and on to his brain, nodifying his percep-
tion. substituting nore evocative inages.

The sword could not battle this! Only an unarned
man, al one, could hope to survive. And what man woul d
enter this forest that way?

Neq | ooked at his glistening glockenspiel, the netal
glowing faintly in the noonlight. Already it was waver -
ing into the sword again. But it was a ghost sword; his
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real sword was dead. The ghost-sword could deliver him
only into death, for he woul d be weaponl ess w t hout be-
lieving it.

Suddenly he felt lonely. H s existence had never seened
so futile.

He tapped the sword, finding the bells of the gl ocken-
spi el by touch and sound. That was one way to keep

rem nding hinself that what he saw was fal se. He began
to pick out a tune, there in the water—the water that
seened |like rich warm bl cod—and the notes were |ovely
and clear. They expanded to forma nel ody, each note
bearing its private ani mati on but the thene expanding to
enconpass the world. The tune was marchi ng; each beat
was a bright foot. He saw themtreading into the sky.
JHe sang:

"You nmust wal k this | onesone valley
You have to walk it by yoursel f!
Oh, nobody el se can walk it for you ..

The nel ody took hold of himconpellingly, carried him
up out of the river, gave hima glorious and sad strength.

"We nust wal k this | onesone vall ey—

Shapes cane at him nale and female . . . but the

musi ¢ daunted them Like a cordon of warriors, the band
of notes swept back the opposition, softened its determ -
nation. He sang and sang, nore wonderfully than ever

bef ore.
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"W have to walk it by ourselves
Oh, nobody else can walk it for us ..

Then, hesitatingly, the shapes joined in.

"W have to walk it by ourselves ..

Wth burgeoni ng confidence Neq started anot her se-
quence, marching down al ong the path while his body
dri pped wet water and the others foll owed.

"Takes a worried man
To sing a worried song!"

and t he ghost-echo agreed, and they sang together, |ouder.

"It takes a worried man

To sing a worried song!
I"mworried now,

But | wont be worried long!"

Vi ctoriously, Neq continued, throw ng new forces of

song and nusic into the fray as the old troops |ost then-
pot ency agai nst the ghost-fragrance. On down the path,
through the dark forest, singlenindedly dispelling the in-
sidious fumes with voice and instrunent, |eading the cap-
tive shapes out of the |onesone valley.
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Then it was done. Enbarrassed, Neq broke off his sing-
ing, finding his voice hoarse. They had wal ked and sang
for hours. Tyi and Vara were there, shaking their heads
as though waki ng from ni ght mare

Dawn was coni ng
488
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"Stay clear of the tribesnmen," Tyi said. "Let themthink
we are dead, or they may kill us to preserve their secret.
We'll sleep in the forest today."

"The haunted forest?" Vara demanded nervously.

"It is safe by day. We shall want to visit it again by
ni ght."

Agai n!'" Neq was incredul ous. "W nearly killed each
ot her there! The ghosts—

"You spared us that," Tyi said. "Your weapon van-

qui shed them and brought us out. But our conquest is not
conplete until we know what causes the effect, and why

the outlaw tribe chooses to sacrifice ignorant strangers to
it. Surely they know, they can not be so stupid as to

spend their lives adjacent to it and not fathomthe nystery.

I have never fled froman enenmy—er left a potentia
eneny behind ne."

He was right. An eneny negl ected was doubly danger-
ous. 'The flowers," Neq said. "N ght blooners."

Tyi renoved his weapons. "Sticks to you," he said to

Vara. "Sword to you, Neq."

Neg could not hold the sword effectively in his claw,
but he understood what Tyi was doi ng.

Tyi went to a hanging vine and plucked a cl osed bud.
He pulled it open and put it to his-'nose. He sniffed.

"Fai nt—aot the sane." He sniffed again, deeply. Then a
third tine.

H s manner changed. Hi s eyes wi dened, then narrowed.
H s hand went for his sword.

Then he grinned and dropped the flower. "This is it!"
489
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he cried. "I"'mhigh on it nowbut | know what it is.

Don't cone near ne—

They knew what he nmeant. The weak, tenporary day-
light effect of one bud might not overconme a forewarned
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man, any nore than an ounce of al cohol would. But the
massed fragrance of thousands of bl oons, in the flush of
their strength, building up all night |ong—+that woul d be
another matter.

"I don't think we'd better stay the night," Vara said. "It

fuel s our passions...."

Yes. And there was already a matter of deat h-vengeance
bet ween t hem

Tyi went down to the river and dunked his head. He
came back dripping but triunphant. "W know the haunt
now "

"W still have to breathe at night," Neq said, returning
the sword. "We got through once, but it would be fool-
hardy to risk it again.”

Tyi considered. "Yes. | knew what it was doing to ne,

just now, but | didn't care. If | had had ny weapons—

"I't was the sane with ne last night," Neq adnmitted.
"But all | had was song."

"The flower is the weapon,"” Tyi said. "One that would
bring down a tribe. If others knew of it, it would be
pl anted everywhere. W nust nmake it ours."

Vara rubbed her eyes. None of them had slept yet, and

the tribesnmen coul d soon appear. Tyi was probably cor-
rect: the tribe had nore interest in maintaining the secret
of the forest than in exposing it. Dead nen woul d spread
its reputation, and prevent other tribes fromnoving in

on the good hunting preserve. Naturally only strangers
woul d be sacrificed. It was tine to hide and sl eep

Tyi nodded. "We'll make a baffle by the water, under
the bank, and sl eep together wi thout posting guard. |f
they find us, we'll stall until dusk—er dive into the river."

The tribesmen were either too confident or too stupid

to search thoroughly. No one found them Refreshed, the
three wal ked to the southern fringe as the bl oons opened.
No tribesmen stood guard, understandably.

"If Iight nmakes them cl ose . Tyi nur nur ed
Neq junped. Tyi was leading the way directly to a
490
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| arge group of the opening flowers! "Careful —oonlight
didn't stop themlast night."

"Maybe it did," Vara said. "Maybe that's why we got
through. We got only part of the effect. "

"Stand upwi nd," Tyi said. He brought out his light. It
was a snmall kerosene lantern with a circular w ck and
adjustable mantle, and it had a spark-striker attachnent.
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It had been cunbersone to carry, and Tyi had sel dom
used it before, preferring his own night vision. He had
never been one to travel unprepared, however.

He ignited the lantern, adjusted it for maxi mum bril -
Iiance, and brought it near the vine. There was a reflector,
so that a surprising anount of illum nation was concen-
trated in that vicinity.

Slowy the flowers cl osed

"If Iight seals them darkness nmust open them" Tyi
said. "If we carried a vine with us—=

"I't would die," Neq said, leary of the notion

"A growing vine, with its earth. Set in a box with this
light."

"A weapon!" Vara exclaimed, catching on. "Cover it by
day, leave it anmpbng enemies...."

Tyi nodded. "Pick it up when they are dead. Turn on
the light. Travel on."

"A counter-anbush,"” Vara finished, her eyes seening to
glow in the night.

More killing, Neq thought. No end to it, whether with
sword or flower. Yet the plan had nerit. "This is a fringe
zone. WIIl it grow beyond this forest?"

"Delicate mutation," Vara said excitedly. "Needs the
right tenperature, water, soil, shade—=

"We'll find out," Tyi said. "Man has taned pl ants be-
fore."

The two of them hastened to dig up an appropriate

sanple and fix its enclosure. Neq had qual ns, however.

Any oversight, and the flowers could wipe out their little
party. This was an uncertain ally. n

"Var was self-sacrificing," Vara said. "He always hel ped
me, even when | was pretending to be a boy. Wen we

slept in the snows and | was stung by a badl ands worm

be carried me back to the only hostel though his own
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ankl e had been turned. And he fought to preserve mny rest,
though he was not then fit for the circle. He was ex-
hausted and his foot was swol |l en—=

Neq had to listen. This was the man he had killed. He
coul d not restore what he had taken w thout first com
prehendi ng her | oss. He understood what she was doi ng:

Tyi had stopped her fromattacking himw th the sticks,
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so now she turned to words. Her voiced nenories were
terrible because they brought a dead nman back to life,
mul tiplying Var's greatness and the agony of his dem se.

Her verbal canpai gn was cal cul ated, and he knew it,

but still it hurt him He had no legitimte defense. He
had kill ed her husband, the man who shoul d have been
his friend, and now coul d never be.

Soneti mes when she said Var he heard Nega. Neq him
sel f had becone Yod: slayer of the innocent.

It worked. The vine prospered under Tyi's care, and a
mnimumflanme in the lantern kept the narcotic flowers
closed. But normally they set the plant down sone dis-
tance fromtheir night canp and let it bloom so that its
natural cycle would not be unduly disrupted. They had

no concern about aninmals bothering it; the fragrance was
def ense enough. A nile's separation seened nore than
sufficient—+ess than a nmle when the wind was sure—

t hough upon occasion they snelled the faint perfune and
felt a token enhancenent of ani mal passion

They did encounter another ambush, as such things

were too conmon in this post-crazy world. They managed

to barricade thensel ves defensively for an hour, using
Tyi's gun to keep the outlaws at bay, while the covered
vine slowy opened its flowers and poured its essence forth
through vents in the box. Neq sang and played his gl ocken-
spi el when he felt the effect, confining hinself to songs of
solidarity and justice while the fragrance wafted into the
afternoon air. Tyi and Vara joined him laying their
weapons on the ground under their feet, out of sight of

the eneny. The anbushers | aughed, thinking the whole

show | udi crous.

Then the eneny warriors fell to quarreling anmong them
sel ves. The funes had spread. They were not strong, but
t he anbushers were aggressive and unsuspecting. Tyi un-
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covered the vine to let in daylight, for they had to be
free of the effect thensel ves before noving out. They
were on guard against their own raw enotions, but there
was no sense taking chances.

The anbushers were in disarray, not conprehending

the reason. The strong passions of nmen driven to out-

| awy had been sufficient. Once the conflict started, it fed
on itself.

Neq rmade the m stake of singing a | ove song. He be-

came acutely conscious of Vara next to him al nost six-
teen and at the height of her womanhood. He became
sexual |y excited, not caring what el se had passed between
them But Tyi was there, and in the sudden fierce resent-
ment of the man's interfering presence Neq realized the
danger and forced hinmself to shift songs. Love Vara?
Safer to kiss a badl ands kill - not h!
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It was tinme to nove out. "Onward Christian Sol diers!"
Neq sang. The words were inconprehensible, but the tune
and spirit were apt.

They mar ched singing through a w | derness of carnage.
Only occasionally did they have to defend thensel ves
fromattack. Some pairs were | ocked in conbat, sonme in
anour, for the wonen had been drawn into the activity.

A man and a woman snarled and bit at each other in the
m dst of copulation. Children were fighting as viciously
as adults, and sone were already dead.

The passion woul d pass, but the tribe would never quite
recover.

Vara's canpai gn continued. Neq | earned how Var had
saved her froma nonster nachine in a tunnel the sane
tunnel Neq had | acked the courage to enter—and froma
hi ve of wasp-wonen, and how he had interposed his body
to take arrows intended for her. He had fought the god-
animl Mnos to save her froma fate al nost as bad as
deat h.

Var had evidently had a short but full life."The docu-
mentation of that life was sufficient to cover nore than a
month of travel, at any rate. The climate becane war mer

as they noved south and east and further into spring, but
the girl's | anguage never aneli orated.
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When she finally ran out of Var's virtues, she started on
Var's faults.

"My husband was not pretty," Vara said. "He was

hairy, and his back was hunched, and his hands and feet
were deformed, and his skin was nottled." Neq knew

that, for he had fought the man. "H s voice was so hoarse
it was hard to understand him" Yes. Wth clever enun-
ciation, Neq m ght have understood enough in time to

wi thhold his thrust. "He could not sing at all. | love him
yet."

Gradual |y Neq got the thrust of this new attack. Neq

hi nsel f was handsone, apart from (he lattice of scars he
had fromyears of conbat and the nutilation of his hands
Hi s voice was snooth and controlled. He could sing well.
Vara held his very assets against him naking hi mashaned
of them

It was like the vine narcotic. Neq knew what she was

doi ng, but was powerless to oppose it. He had to listen,
had to respond, had to hate hinself as she hated him He
was a killer, worse than the nan who had killed his own

nat e.

Tyi did not interfere.

In the next nmonth of their travel, Vara grew especially
sul l en. Her canpai gn was not working, for Neq only ac-
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cepted her taunts. "I had everything!" she exclained in
frustration. "Now | have nothing. Not even vengeance."

She was | ear ni ng.
She was silent for a week. Then: "Not even his child."

For Var had been sterile. Her father Sol had been

castrate; she had been conceived on his bracel et by Sos
the Rope, who | ater gave his own bracelet to Sosa at
Hel i con. So her husband, like her father, had had no child.

Neq knew that tw sted story, now, and understood why

t he Weaponl ess, who had been Sos, had pursued Var.
Vengeance, again! But Var had been hard to catch, for

hi s di scol ored skin had been sensitive to radiation, a mar-
vel ous advant age near the badl ands. But that ability bad
come at the cost of fertility.

"And ny nother Sosa was barren," Vara cried. "Am|

to be barren too?"

Tyi | ooked neani ngfully at Neq.

Var had been naive. Neq was not. That had been estab-
494
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I'ished and reestablished in the past two nonths, to his
inevitable discredit. But this shocked him The neani ng of
Tyi's original stricture had suddenly cone clear.

Vara wanted a baby. ..

She didn't seemto realize what she had said, or to
conprehend why Tyi had stopped her from attacking Neq
at the outset.

Yet what was in Tyi's mind? If he thought it inportant
that Vara have her baby, there were other ways. As many
ways as there were nen in the world. Wy this? Wy

Neq, Vara's eneny? Wiy di shonor?

There was an answer. Vara did not want just a baby—

she wanted a child to Var. Any infant she bore would be
Vari, the line of Var. Just as she herself had been born
Soli, child of the castrate Sol. The bracel et, not the man,
determ ned parentage in the eyes of the nomads. And

what man woul d abuse Var's bracel et and his own honor

by contributing to such adultery, however attractive the
girl mght be?

What man i ndeed—except one already shed of his

bracel et, and so hopelessly sullied by his own crines that
viol ati on of another bracelet could hardly nmake a differ-
ence? What nman, except one bound by oath to return a

life taken?

VWhat man but Neq!

495
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CHAPTER SI XTEEN

Now it was Tyi's turn to advance his cause, and Neq's to
stand aside. The trek continued into the third nmonth, inter-
rupted by strategi es and conbats and natural hazards,

but the inportant interaction was between Tyi and Vara.
Vara's initial fury had been spent, and she was now

vul ner abl e.

It started subtly. One day Tyi would ask her a ques-
tion, seem ngly innocuous, but whose answer forced her

to consider her own notivations. Another day he woul d
question Neq, bringing out some m nor aspect of his back-
ground. In this way Tyi established that Vara's cl osest
ties were to Sol, not her biological father, and to Sosa,
not her natural nmother, and that Sol and Sosa had |ived
together in deliberate violation of both their bracelets,
making a famly for Soli/ Vara.

"It's different in Helicon," she said defensively. "There
are no real marriages there. There aren't enough wonen.

Al'l the nmen share all the wonen, no matter who wears

the bracelets. It wouldn't be fair, otherw se." She spoke
as though Helicon still existed, though she knew the truth.

"Did Sosa share with all the men, then?" Tyi inquired
as though nerely clarifying a point of confusion. "Even

t hose she disliked?"

"No, there was no point. She couldn't conceive. Ch, |
suppose she took a turn once in a while, if someone

i nsisted—she's quite attractive, you know. But it didn't
mean anything. Sex is just sex, in Helicon. What counts is

t hat wonen have babies."

Simlarly true in the nomad society, Neq thought.
NEQ THE SWORD

"Suppose you had stayed there?" Tyi asked.

"Why should | be different? I was only eight when
left, but already— She stopped.

Tyi didn't speak, but after a while she felt conpelled to
explain. "One of the nmen—there's no age limt, you know.

He |i ked themyoung, | suppose, and there weren't many
girls anyway. But | wasn't ready. So | hit himwth the
sticks. That was all. | never told Sol there would have

been trouble.™

There certainly woul d have been! Neq renenbered
sonet hing she had cried in the flower-forest, when the
vi sions were strong. A threat to sonme attacki ng nman.

"But if you had been ol der— Tyi said.
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"I would have gone with him | guess. That's the way it
is, in Helicon. Preference has nothing to do with it."

"But when you nmarried Var—woul d you have returned
to the nountain then?"

"That was where we were going!" Then she had to
expl ain again. "Var woul d have understood. | would have
kept his bracelet."

But she shared some of Var's naivete, for she still didn't
conprehend where Tyi was | eadi ng her

Neq's turn as subject, then, in sinmlar fashion. Day by
day, as they marched and fought and slept. He didn't

want to cooperate, but Tyi was too clever for him phras-
i ng questions he had to answer openly or by default.
Gradually the outline of Neq's service in the empire came
out, and his extreme proficiency with the sword, and the
code by which he had lived. Yes, he had killed many
times as a subtribe | eader, but never outside the circle
and never wi thout reason. Much of it had been done at
Sol's direction; none on order of the Waponl ess, who
had not tried to expand the enpire.

Vara renmained grim not liking this seem ng alignnent
of character.

Then Tyi cane at Neq's post-enpire activity. "Wy did
you seek the crazies?" N,

"The enpire was falling apart, and so was the nonad
society, and outlaws were ravagi ng the hostels. There
was no food, no supplies, no good weapons. | tried to
|l earn why the crazies had retreated."

BATTLE Cl RCLE
"Why had they retreated?”

"They depended on supplies fromHelicon, and their
trucks weren't getting through. So | said I'd take a look." ,

Then the description of what he had found at the noun-
tain. Vara's inpassivity crunbled; tears streanmed down
her cheeks. "I knew it was gone," she cried. "My two
fathers did it, and Var and | hel ped. But we didn't know
it was that awful. "

Thus Tyi had sonmehow cast Neq as the uphol der of
civilized values, while Sol and the Weaponl ess and even
Var were its destroyers. Wiat a turnabout for Vara's as-
sunpti ons!

They marched a few nore days. Then Tyi resuned.
"Did you go alone to Helicon?"

Neq woul d not answer, for the nenories renmained raw
despite the years and he did not want this part of it
di scussed.

Surprisingly, it was Vara who pursued the questioning
now. "You married a crazy! | renmenber, you admitted it.
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Did she go with you?"
Still Neq was silent. But Tyi answered. "Yes."
"Who was she? Wiy did she go?" Vara denanded

"She was called Mss Smith," Tyi said. "She was secre-
tary to Doctor Jones, the crazy chief. She went to show
the way, and to wite a report. They drove in a crazy
truck, all the way across Anerica. That's the Ancient
nane for the crazy denmesnes-Anerica."

"I know," she said shortly. And another day: "' Was she
fair?"

"She was," Tyi said. "Fair as only the civilized are fair."
"I"'mfair!"

"Perhaps you too are civilized."

She winced at the inplications. "Literate?"

"Of course." Few nomads coul d read, but nost crazies

had the ability. Vara herself was literate, but neither Tyi

nor Neg.

Anot her day: "Was she a-a real woman?"
"She turned down the Waponl ess, because he woul dn't

stay with the crazies."

Neq winced this tinme. Nega had put it another way.
"The Weaponl ess was ny father!" Vara flared. Then

"My natural one. Not ny real one."
498
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"Nevert hel ess. "
"And she | oved Neq?" she denanded distastefully.

"What do you think?" Tyi asked in return, with a hint
of inpatience.

Anot her day: "How could a literate, civilized woman
| ove /HOT?"

"She nmust have known sonet hing we do not,'
with gentle irony.

Tyi said

Finally: "How did she die?"

Neq left themthen, afraid to discover how rmuch Tyi
knew. The man was enbarrassingly well versed in Neq's
private life, though he had given no hint of this before.

Neq ran through the forest until he was gasping for
breath, then threw hinself down in the dry | eaves and
sobbed. This nerciless reopening of the old, deep wound;
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this sheer indignity of public analysis!

He lay there sone tinme, and perhaps he slept. As dark-
ness cane he saw again the bloody forest floor, felt again
the fire of severed hands. Six years had becone as six
hours, in the agony of Nega's |oss.

What use was it to practice vengeance, when every

tribe was as savage as the one he had destroyed. Any one

of those outlaw tribes could have done the same. The

only answer was to ignore the problemer to abolish

themall. O at |east to abolish their savagery. To strike at
the root. To rebuild Helicon

Yet here he was, after having tried his best to organize
that reconstruction, subject to the bitterness of a girl who
saw him as the sane kind of savage. Wth reason. How

could a savage elininate savagery?

It was all useless. None of it could recover the woman
he had | oved. The body lay there, tormenting him nock-
ing his efforts to reform The nusky perfume of the vine-
| otus enhanced its horror. He didn't care.

After a time he rose to bury the corpse. He was a
savage, but Dr. Jones was civilized. Neg coMd not help
hi nsel f, but he could help the crazies. He had | oved one
of them+this one. To that extent he |loved themall. He
bent to touch the body, know ng his hand woul d strike

sonet hing el se, whatever it was that was really there. A
stone, perhaps.
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The flesh was there, and it was warm |t was a wonan.
"Nega!" he cried, wld hope surging.

Then he knew. "Vara," he nuttered, turning away in
di sgust. \What preposterous deceit!

She scrambl ed up and cane after him circling her
arnms about his waist. "Tyi told ne—told ne why you
killed. I would have killed tool | blaned you fal sely!"

"No," he said, prying ineffectively at her arns with the
heel of his pincers. "Wat | did was usel ess, only making
more grief. And | did kill Var." The funmes were stronger.
She | ooked |i ke Neqga.

"Yes!" she screaned, clinging as he noved. "I hate you
for that! But now | understand! | understand how it
happened. "

"Then kill me now." As so nany had begged him
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when he stal ked Yod's tribe. "You have honored Tyi's
stricture."

"But you haven't!"™ Her grip on himtightened.

"The vine is here. | snell it. Let ne go before—before
I forget."

"I brought the vine! So there would be truth between
us!"

He batted at her arms with the cl osed pincers. "There
can be no truth between us! Tyi would have us defile our
bracel et s—=

"I know | know | know" she cried. "Be done with it,
M nos! Set nme free!" She clinbed him reaching for his
face with her nouth. She was naked; she had been that
way when he first touched her, as she played corpse.

The flower drug sang conplex nelodies within his brain,
maki ng hi m overreact on an animal level to this female
provocation. He crushed her to himw thin the |iving por-
tion of his enbrace, joining his lips to hers.

It was savagely sweet.

She relaxed, fitting nore neatly within the circle of his
arns. The gl ockenspi el jangled against the pincers, jolt-
ing himinto nonentary awareness of their situation. In
that nonent he wenched away from her. Hi s body was
aflame with lust, but his mnd screanmed di shonor! He ran

She ran too, fleetly. "I hate you!" she panted. "I hate
your handsone face! | hate your wonderful voice! | hate
your fertile penis! But | have to do it!"
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In the dark he smashed into brush and spun about,

trying to avoid the tangle. She dived for himagain. He
fended her off with the claw, trying not to hurt her but
determined to keep her at bay until the narcotic wore off.

As long as she was desirable to him he had to bal k her
ar dor.

Now she was fighting him She had fetched a stick

al ong the way, a branch of a tree, and she struck him
about the shoulders with it, hard enough to hurt. He
knocked it away, then caught it in the pincers and

w enched it | oose by superior strength. But her hands
remai ned busy, striking himon nerves so that the pain
was excruciating. She had the conbat art of the Wapon-
| ess, all right!

Yet nuscl e and experience counted heavily, and they

both knew that Neqg coul d subdue her at any time nerely
by striking her hard enough with his claw. She was not
really trying to defeat him her intent was to maintain
physi cal contact until her sexuality becane irresistible.
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But they had left the vine behind. The air was clear,
here, and so was his head. Neq saw no nore visions, and
reacted nomal ly. He had won.

Realizing this, Vara stopped abruptly. "So it didn't
work," she said, as though she had nerely stubbed her
toe. "But | tried, didn't |?"

"Yes." How was it possible to conprehend her thought
processes!

"So nowit's real."
"Yes." He started to get up

She was crying, with real tears. "You nonster! You
denied me nmy | ove, you denied ne nmy vengeance, you
even denied ne nmy rationale. Are you going to deny ne
my humliation too?"

Hers no nore than his! "Yes."

She flung herself on himagain, kissing himwth her
teary face, bearing himback against the brush. There
was bl ood on her body where the branches Ind thorns

had scraped her. "I call you by your nane! Neq. Neq the
Sword! No artifice between us. No deceit."

"No humliation!" he said.

"No humi liation! Do you take me now as a wonan—er
do | take you as a man? It shall bel"
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It had been a long tine, she was highly desirable, and
there were limts. Neq sighed. He, too, had tried. "It shal
be. "

They nade | ove quickly, she doing nore than he be-
cause he could not use his hands.

"I never conpleted the act with her," he said, both
satisfied and bitter. "She was afraid. "

"I know," Vara said. "As were you." Then: "Now we
have done it. Now there is no onus. Stay if you wi sh."

"It is only sex. 1 do not want to | ove you."

"You have loved ne for a nonth," she said. "As | have
you. Stay."

Neq stayed. It was the first tine he had conpleted the
act with any woman, and she must have known that t oo,
but she did not showit. Gadually they explored each
other, letting down the physical and enotional barriers.
They did not talk; it was no | onger necessary.
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The second time it was much better. Vara showed him
some of what she knew, and she seened to be as experi -
enced in this respect as he was in battle. But nostly it
was | ove, unfettered.
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The trip was done. The three reported to Dr. Jones at the
crazy building. Tyi, the tacit |eader, did the tal king, sum
mari zing Neq's search for mssing people, Tyi's own trek
with Neq, their encounter with Var and Vara, and their
journey back—except for the dial ogue and romance.

"Neq has renounced bis sword," Tyi concluded. "He
wears the gl ockenspiel now. Yet he retains the capacity
for | eadership."”

Dr. Jones nodded as though sonething significant had
been said. "The others will no doubt take the natter under
advi senent . "

Tyi and the crazy | eader went to round up the "others."
Neq and Vara took the vine outside where there was nore
light. They settled under a spreading tree.

"Tyi will be master of Helicon," Vara said. "See how

close he is to the crazies."
Neq agreed. "He brings people together."

"You and | came together inevitably," she said with
fem nine certainty. "Helicon was your idea. You should
be nmaster.”

"Wth this?" He uncovered the gl ockenspi el
"You could change it back. The sword is still there,
under neat h. "

It was too conplicated to explain that he never had

been considered for the Helicon office. "If'"! wore the
sword again, you would have to kill ne."
She frowned, surprised. "I suppose | would."

Alittle boy about four years old wandered by, spotting
them "Wio are you?" he asked boldly.

"Neq the d ockenspiel."
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"Vara the Stick."
"I'"'mJim. You have funny hands."

"They are netal hands," Neq said, surprised that the
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boy had not been frightened. "To nake nusic."
"My daddy Ji m has nmetal guns. They nake bangs."
"Music is better."
"It is not!"

"Listen." And Neq lifted the gl ockenspiel, took the
little hamrer in his pincers, and began to play. Then he
sang:

A fanner one day was a traveling to town
Hey! Boomfa-le-Ia,

sing fa-le-Ila,
boom fa-le-1a | ay!

Saw a crow in a &tree way up in the crown
Hey! Boom fa-le-Ia,

sing fa-le-Ila,

boom fa-le-1a | ay!

"What's a town?" the boy inquired, inpressed.

"A normad canp with crazy buildings."

"l know what a boomfalela is! A gun.”

Vara | aughed. "I want one like him" she murnured.
"Find Jimthe Gun, then."

"After this one," she said, patting her abdomnen.
Neq, startled, sang another verse for the boy.
Then the gun from hi s shoul der

he qui ckly brought down .
And he shot that black crow

and it fell to the ground ...
"I told you guns were better!"
The feathers were nade

into featherbeds neat...
And pitchforks were nmade

fromthe I egs and the feet...

"How big was that crow?" Jim inquired, fascinated.
Neq struck a | oud- note. "About that size."

504
NEQ THE SWORD

"Ch," the boy said, satisfied. "Wat's that thing?"
"A flower vine."
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"It is not!"

"The flowers only open in the dark. Then they snel
funny, and people do funny things."

"Li ke crows with pitchforks?"

Vara | aughed again. "Just about," she said.

Tyi emerged fromthe building. "They're ready."

Vara picked up the vine-pot and they went inside. Jim

foll owed. "He has funny hands,
he's fun."

he infornmed Tyi. "But

They were all there: the group of odd-naned ol dsters

he had rounded up, along with Dick the Surgeon, and
Sol a, and several nore he did not know. Apparently Dr.
Jones had | ocated nore of the people on the list during
Neq' s absence. Sonme were nonmmds, rmale and fenmale. Jim
went to one of these, evidently Jimthe Gun.

Vara, poised until this nonent, took Neq's covered
arm "Who's that?" she whispered, nodding specifically.

"Sola," he replied before realizing the significance of
her identity. The woman had recovered nore than a sug-
gestion of her forner splendor.

Vara clutched his armas though terrified. It was en-
tirely uncharacteristic of her

Tyi stepped in and performed the introduction. "Sol a
Vara. You have known each other."

Sol a did not nmake the connection, for she had not
known of Var's nmarriage. But the others saw the resem
bl ance as the two wonen stood together. "Mther and
daughter ..." Dick said.

"W dows, both," Tyi said. The words seened cruel, but

they were not, for this clarified a prinme source of concern
and confusion at once. No further questions about that
matter woul d be asked. That neant in turn that the nore

devi ous and | ess honorabl e rel ati onshi ps woul d not be
exposed.

Yet it was awkward. Sola and Vara had parted perhaps
thirteen years ago, when Vara was hardly nore than a
baby. What was there to say?

Once nore Tyi interceded. "You both knew Var well.
And Sol. And the Weaponless. As | did. Soon we nust
tal k together of great nen."

BATTLE Cl RCLE

"Yes," Sola said, and Vara agreed.

"I'n your absence,” Dr. Jones said to Neqg, "we |located a
few nore volunteers, as you see. W have screened them
as well as we could, and believe they represent a viable
unit. Provided suitable | eadership devel ops."
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"There are | eaders here," Neq said. Did the cra2y want
himto affirmhis support for the | eader already chosen?

"The destruction of the prior Helicon suggests that its
| eadershi p was inadequate," Dr. Jones said. "W have
been obliged to make certain restrictions."”

Neq pondered that. Apparently he was bei ng asked not
only to support, but to nomnate the |eader! "You won't
work with just anybody. But you can work with Tyi—

"I return shortly to ny tribe," Tyi said. "My job is done.
I amnot of this group. | would not |eave the nonad
culture or take ny famly under the nmountain.”

Neq was amazed. So Tyi, too, had been nerely sup-
porting the effort, not directing it!

"I know of Jimthe Qun," Neq said. "He arned the
enpire for the assault on—=

"I made a mstake!" Jimbroke in. "I shall not nake
another. | know better than to command what | once
destroyed. "

Apparently Dr. Jones had not set things up so neatly
after all! "Wat are your requirenents?" Neq asked the
crazy. "Literacy? Helicon experience? \Wat ?"

"W woul d have preferred such things," Dr. Jones ad-
mtted. "We would have |liked very nuch to have found
the Weaponl ess. But other qualities are nore inportant
now, and we must work with what we have."

"Why not Neq?" Vara asked

Neq | aughed unconfortably. "M | eadership has become
a song. | shall not kill again."

"That is one of our requirenents,” Dr. Jones said
"There has been too much sheddi ng of bl ood."

"Then you require the inpossible,” Neq said grimy.
"Helicon was built on blood."

"But it shall not be rebuilt on blood!" Dr. Jones ex-
clainmed with unseemy vehenence for one of his char-
acter. "History has clarified the folly of viol ence and
deceit."

Many of the people in the roomwere noddi ng agree-
506
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ment. But Neq thought of the way the outlaws woul d have
to be tamed, and knew the dream of nonviolent civiliza-
tion was untenabl e.

"Neq the Sword," Sola said after a pause. "W know
your history. W do not condemm you. You say you shal
not kill again. How can we believe you, when your whol e
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way of |ife has been based on vengeance by the sword?"

Neq shrugged. He saw already that no nan who coul d

gi ve the absol ute assurance of pacifismthey demanded
could be an effective | eader of Helicon. He could not kil
by his owm arm but he had agreed to the indirect slaughter
of the flower vine during the trek here. Hi s stance agai nst
killing had been hypocritical

' Take him as your |eader!" Vara exclained. "Al of you
are here because of him"

"Yes," one thin old crazy agreed. 'This man lifted an
outl aw si ege agai nst ny post, and took a nessage for ne
that brought rescue. | trust him whatever el se he has
done. "

Jimthe Gun spoke. He was a little old nomad with

curly yellow hair. "W do not question Neq's capacity. W
question his judgnent under pressure. | nyself was ready
to shoot sonebody when | | earned how ny brother had

died in Helicon—but | did not. A man who woul d go

berserk for weeks at a tinme, whatever the provocati on—
"I like him" Jim said. "He has nusic hands."

Startled, Jimlooked at his son. "That man is Neq the
Swor d!'"

"He says nusic is better'n guns. But | like him"
"W share your vision," Sola said to Neq. "But we nust

have a | eader of inflexible tenperanent. A man |ike the
Weaponl ess. "

"The Weaponl ess destroyed Helicon!" Vara flared. "Can
anybody even count how many men di ed because of hinf
Yet you say no killing, and you want —=

Sol a | ooked at her sadly. "He was your father."

"That's why he did it! He thought | was dead. You talk
about a few weeks berserk—He planned it for years, then
he foll owed Var for years. Nothing had happened to ne\
And you—you sent Var to kill the man who m ght harm

me, when no one had. Who are you to judge? But Neq

saw his wife—br. Jones' own secretary, a beautiful and
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literate woman—Neq saw her raped by fifty men, and

then they cut off his hands and dunped himin the forest
with her corpse. He should have died then—but he brought
"that tribe to justice. Now he wants to stop all outlaws by
rebuil ding Helicon. And you hypocrites quibbl e about

the past!™

"Where is Var the Stick?" Sola asked quietly.

Vara coul dn't answer.
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"I slew him" Neqg said.

Their faces told the story. Many of these people had

known Var, and nore had heard of him They were hardly
ready to accept his killer as their |eader. And why shoul d
t hey?

"It was an accident," Tyi said. "Neq thought Var had

killed Soli in her childhood, as we all thought. He reacted
as we all did. Before he l|learned the truth, Var was dead.
Because of that error, Neq put aside the sword. Now I

speak for his sincerity—and so does Vara."

"So we noticed," Jimsaid, in a tone that nade Vara
flush furiously.

Jim was | ooking at the vine.

"Show your weapons," Tyi said to Neq.
Neq unveil ed the gl ockenspiel. There was a murnur of
amazenent, for none of them had seen it before.

"Use it," Tyi said.

Neq | ooked about. The faces were grimand sad—grim

for him sad for Vara, who was crying w thout shane.

These peopl e evidently shared his vision of a new Helicon,
but the exanple of the prior one frightened them It
frightened himtoo, for he had seen it in ruins.

Per haps Hel i con coul d not function w thout bl oodshed,

direct or indirect. Perhaps there was no way to restore

the old society. But it had to be tried, and now was the
time, and this was the group. He could not let it all slide
away just because of the confused scruples of the nonent.

They needed a | eader. If he did not assune command,
no one would. He was far fromideal, but there was no
one el se.

Neq turned to Dr. Jones. "You asked ne to find out
why Helicon perished, so that we could prevent it from
happeni ng again. How did- the |leadership fail? | do not
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know. Perhaps it will fail again. Perhaps Helicon is
dooned. But this is a risk that nust be taken."

Dr. Jones did not respond.

Neq | ooked for his little hamer, but couldn't find it.

So he tapped out a nelody slowmy with the pincers, touch-
ing the gl ockenspiel lightly so as to avoid the unpl easant
metallic effect. Then he sang.

If 1 had a hamrer,

I'd hanmer in the norning.
I'd hammrer in the evening
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all over this |and.
I'd hammrer out danger,

I'd hamrer out war ni ng!

As he sang, he |ooked first at one person, then another
The song had special nmeaning for him as every song did,
and while the nelody was venting itself through his |ung
and nouth and instrument he believed it. Its pre-Blast
originators could not have honored its precepts—but he
was hanmering out warning.

,It was as though he were neeting each man in the
circle and conquering himw th his syncopation. And
each woman was vul nerable to the sincerity of the song,
the vibrant enotion of it. Wile his voice and hanmer
were in harness Neq the d ockenspi el was potent even in
the face of their unified distrust.

I'd hammer out | ove
between all ny brothers
all over this |and!

He finished that song, and sang another, and then an-
other. It was as though he were marching out of the
haunted forest again, and in a way he was, for there was
not hing but song to do the job that had to be done. Vara
began harnonizing with him the way Neqga'tad done

| ong ago, and slowy the others forned into a circle about
him conpelled to echo the words.

He sang. The very room wavered and flowed, shaping
itself into an ugly badl ands nountainside girt by tangl ed
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met al palisades, irregular stone battlenents, a tunne
under the awful nountain, a vast cavern filled with ashes.
Hel i con formed, and Helicon's promi se infused the group
From death cane |ife—the nmountain of death that neant

life for the finest elenents in man. The dream becane
tangible, thrilling, eternal; a force that no living man
coul d deny.

At | ast he stopped. They were his, now, he knew. Hs
dream had met their caution and prevail ed, however il -
logically. Helicon would |ive again.

Then he saw the vine-box. Jim had covered it, so that
the flowers had opened in their darkness, and the nar-
cotic had seeped into the roomwhile Neg was singing.

Tyi nust have seen it happen, and let it be, for Tyi was
gone.

510
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Fifty strong, they unloaded at devastated Helicon. The
mount ai n appeared much the same fromthe outside—a
| oom ng, forbidding nound of refuse.

"We shall not need to kill in Helicon's defense," Neq
said. "We will accept those who clinb to the snowline. If
they are unsuitable, we will send themfar away. No one
who comes to us nust be allowed to return to the nonad
world. "

The ot hers nodded. They all knew the m schief such

returns had made in the past. Had Helicon truly kept to
itself, instead of dabbling in nomad politics, the origina
soci ety of the crazy denmesnes woul d have survived un-
broken. It had been a | esson—ene that Neq hinmself had

| earned nmost harshly of all

The nomads were the real future of mankind. The

crazies were only caretakers, preserving what they could

of the civilization the nomads woul d one day draw upon
Hel i con was the supplier for the crazies. But Helicon and
the crazies could not make the civilization thenselves, for
that would be identical to the system of the past.

The past that had nade the Bl ast. The nbst col ossa
failure in nan's history.

Yet by the sane token the normads had to be prevented

from assum ng comuand of Helicon, either to destroy it

or to absorb its technology directly. There must not be a
forced choi ce between barbarismand the Bl ast. The care-
taker order had to be mmintained for centuries, perhaps
mllennia, until the nomads, in their own time, outgrewit.
Then the new order would truly prevail, shed of the liabili-
ties of the old.
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That, at least, was Dr. Jones' theory. Neq only knew

that they had a job to do. Perhaps the others understood
it better than he did, for even the scattered children in
the group were subdued.

"To many of you, the interior will be strange," Neq

said. "Think of it as a larger crazy building, gutted at the
monent but about to be restored by our effort. Each

person will have his area of responsibility. Dick the Sur-
geon will be in charge of group health, as he was before;

he will check the perineters with the radi ation counter—
the crazy click-box—and set the limts of safety by post-
ing waners. Only with his perm ssion—and m ne—wil |

anyone go beyond these. The nmountain is a badl ands; the
kill-spirits still lurk.

"Jimthe Gun will be in charge of nechanical opera-
tions; restoring electric power, neking the machinery func-
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tional. Mdst of us will work under his direction for as |ong
as it takes. A year, perhaps. Wthout the machinery

Helicon can not live; it will bring in air and water and
keep the tenperature even and nake our night and day.

Some of you are—were—erazies; you know nore about
electricity than Jimdoes. He's in charge because he's a

| eader and you are not. Had there been | eadership anong

the crazies, Helicon m ght never have fallen, and would
certainly have been rebuilt before this."

They nodded sonberly. Leaders exi sted anong the

nomads, but the crazies didn't operate the same way. In
time the new Helicon woul d amal gamate its di sparate el e-
ments and rear its own | eaders and technicians and be a
compl ete society in itself. Right now everything had to be
makeshi ft.

Neq conti nued announci ng assi gnnents while the others
stared at the nountain. Cooking, explorations, foraging,
supply, cleanup—he had worked this out carefully in
consultation with literate crazy advisers during the truck
journey here, and he wanted each person to know his

place in the schene as he viewed the interior for the first
time. He put Vara in charge of defense, for the tine being:

-he woul d cultivate the vines, and clear roons for the
flowers to occupy, and set up an effective system of Lights
and vents so that no one coul d penetrate Helicon by
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stealth without passing through that narcotic atnosphere.
The nountain woul d never be taken by stornl Sola was

in charge of boarding; she had to assign a private roomto
each man, and provide for sonme recreational facilities.
"What about rooms for the wonen?" soneone asked.

"W have no roons," Sola said. "W will share with the
men—a different roomeach night on strict rotation. That
is the way it has to be, since we have only ei ght wonen
within the nubile range, and forty nmen. There is no nar-
riage here, and bracelets are only sentinment. You all knew
that before you enlisted."

Then Vara described the history of Helicon, for the
majority of this group was aware of only portions of it.
She told how the Ancients, who had been like crazies with
nomad passions, had filled the world with peopl e they
could not feed and had built nachi nes whose action they
coul d not control, and had finally blown thenmselves up in
desperation. That was the Bl ast—the hol ocaust that had
created the contenporary | andscape.

Not all the people had died at once. More were killed

by radiation than in the physical blast—actually a massive
series of blasts—and that had taken tine. There were
desperation efforts to salvage civilization, nost of which
came to nothing. But one group in Anerica assenbled an
army of construction equi pent and bul | dozed a noun-

tain fromthe refuse of one of the former cities. It was
the | argest structure ever nmade by man, and probably the
ugliest—but within its depths, shielded fromfurther fall-
out, was the complex of Helicon: an enclave of preserved
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civilization and technology. Only a tiny portion of this
| abyrinth was residential. A larger section consisted of
wor kshops and hydroponi cs, and one w ng contained the
atomic pile that generated virtually unlinited power.

"Dr. Jones assures us that's still functional," Vara said.
"It's conpletely automatic, designed to operate for cen-
turies. It nmade the first century, anyway. Al we have to
do is reconnect the wiring at our end." t

The nane Helicon had been borrowed froma nyth of

the Ancients: it was the nountain home of the nuses,
who were the nine daughters of the gods Zeus and
Mhenosyne, and were thensel ves the goddesses of nenory
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and art and science. Poetry, history, tragedy, song—+t al
reflected the spirit of Helicon as originally conceived. The
virtues of civilization were to have been renenbered here.

But Helicon had | acked self-sufficience in one vital re-
spect: personnel. The people who first stocked it had been
the elite of the devastated world: the scientists, the highly
skill ed technicians, the ranking professionals. Mst were
men, and nost were not young. The few wonen, children

of the elite, could hardly replenish the enclave in a genera-
tion without dangerous inbreedi ng—and they had sub-

stantial scruples about'trying.

So it was necessary to allow limted immgration from
the outside world. The prospect was appalling to the
founders, for it nmeant adnmitting the very barbarians that
Hel i con was on guard agai nst, but they had no choice.

Wt hout enough children to educate in the traditions and
technol ogy of civilization. Helicon would slowy die.

They were fortunate, for sone elements of civilization

had Survived outside. People who |ater came to be known

as the "crazies" because their idealistic node of operation
made no sense to the majority, were quick to appreciate

the potential benefits of collaboration. They provided sone
new bl ood for Helicon, and pointed out that many bar-
barians could be safely recruited if they were nmade to
understand that there was absolutely no return. Thus Heli -
con becane the nmountain of death—an honorabl e demn se

for those with courage. And regul ar, secret trade was
instituted, with Helicon adapting a portion of its enornous
technical resources to the manufacture of tools and na-
chinery, while the crazies provided wood and surface
produce that was nuch preferable to the hydroponic food
turned out by |ess-than-expert chem sts.

The crazies' vision turned out to be larger than that of
the founders of Helicon, for the crazies were in touch with
the real world and were necessarily pragmati c about nonad
rel ati ons, despite the nonmads' opinion. They ordered
weapons fromthe Helicon nmachi ne shops—not nodern

ones, but sinple nomad inplenments. Swords and daggers;
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clubs and quarterstaffs. They issued these to the nomads
inreturn for a certain docility: the weapons were to be
used only in formal conbat, with nonconbatants inviolate,
and no person coul d be deni ed personal freedom

5i 4
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Enforcenment was indirect but effective: the crazies cut
off the supply to any regions that failed to conform Since
the netal weapons were vastly superior to the honmenade
ones, the "crazy denesnes" spread rapidly as far as their
supply lines were able to go. Their services expanded to

i ncl ude nedi ci ne and boardi ng, with hostels being as-
senbl ed from prefabricated sections produced in Helicon
There was nothing the crazies could return in direct pay-
ment for Helicon's full-scale hel p—but the inprovenent

in the local level of civilization was such that nany nore
recruits were available for both the crazies and Helicon
Al three parties to this enterprise profited.

But Helicon remained the key. Only there could high-
quality itens be nass-produced

Then Helicon had been destroyed. And the crazy
demesnes had col | apsed.

"And ours was the best systemin the world," Vara con-
cluded. "There are other Helicons in other parts of the
worl d, but they were never as good as ours and they don't
have much effect. Var and | discovered that in the years

we traveled. To the north they have guns and electricity,
but they are not nice people. In Asia they have trucks and
shi ps and buil di ngs, but they—well, for us, our way is best.
So now we are going to rebuild Helicon ..."

Neq took theminside by way of the passage fromthe

hostel. "This will be our secret,"” he said. "Converts will
have to try the nountain. But the crazies can't send trucks
up there, so they will bring supplies for trade to this point.
This hostel is seldomused by nonmads in the normal course,
since it is an end station, not a travel station."

The tunnel curved into its darkness. The lift is on hoste
power," Neq expl ai ned, rem nded again of Nega and her

expl anations to himso | ong ago. "Once we restore Helicon
power . . . but lanterns will do for now " -»

When they were gathered in the storage room he opened

the panel to reveal the subway tracks. A wheeled cart was
there; he had brought it up when he finished the |ong
grisly cleanup job. Only a few of the party could ride it
at atime, and it had to be pushed by hand, but it was stil
qui cker to ferry themthis way than to nmake themall wal k
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The nomad converts in particul ar were nervous about
t hesedept hs.

When all were assenbled on the platformat the other
end, he guided themup the ranp for the grand tour. The
nonads were awed, the crazies inpressed, and the Helicon
survivors subdued. Everything was bare and cl ean—no
doubt quite a contrast to what the fornmer underworl ders
r emenber ed.

At the dining hall he paused, feeling a chill hinself. He
remenbered the way he had left it, after renoving the
bodi es and cl eaning out the charred furniture. He had
stacked the sal vageable itens in one corner, and had | eft
a cache of durable staples in the kitchen area.

One of the tabl es had been noved. Sone of his dried
beans had been used. Soneone had been here.

Neq conceal ed his di smay by continuing the tour. "I
don't know the purpose of all the roons, and certainly
not the equipnment,"” he said. "We'l|l be draw ng heavily
on the experience of those of you who were here before."

Inwardly he was chagrined. He and the crazies had

searched for every possible surviving nmenber of Helicon
Conpar ed experiences and his body-count suggested that

very few were unaccounted for. WAs the intruder from
out si de? Most of the tribesmen were terrified of this region,
and woul d never enter the nountain even if they could

find their way in.

O course Tyi and his arny had forced entry here dur-

ing the conquest of the nmountain, so those nen could
penetrate Helicon again if they chose. But Neq had seal ed
over the invasion apertures as well as he could and none
of them seened to have been reopened, and no damage

had been done.

Soneone had cone without fear, | ooked about, had a
bite to eat, and departed. That person coul d come again.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

"Yes, she is pregnant,"” Dick the Surgeon said. "I think
under the circunstances she shoul d be excused from er,
circulation. Qur children will be our npbst important asset
for sonme tine, for they will be raised in the atnosphere
of civilization...."

It was Neq's decision to make, and it would set a
precedent, but he was aware of his own bias. Intellectually
he knew that the wonmen had to be shared; enotionally he
couldn't share Vara. "It's a matter of health," he said.
"That's your departnent.”

So Vara did not circulate. Actually the system had not
been fully inplenmented yet; people needed tinme to settle
into it. There was sonme probl em about the wonen's
arrangenents, for they required nore privacy than the
men's roons provided, sexual aspects aside. Finally they
were assigned roons of their own, but were expected to
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make their rounds on schedul e.

If the social systemfunctioned with hesitation, at |east
the reconstruction didn't. The restoration of electric power
was nmuch sinpler than anticipated. A few cabl es replaced,

a few circuit-breakers closed, a few fixtures tinkered
with, a few parts substituted, and there was |ight and heat
and circulating air and sanitary facilities in-~operation
Hel i con had been beautifully designed; they were not

buil ding or even rebuilding it. They were nerely inple-
menting a systemthat had been tenporarily interrupted.

In a nonth they were ready to tackle the periphera

machi nery: the subway to the hostel, the nmanufacturing
machines. In two nonths the first weapons were produced:
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quarterstaffs cut froman endl ess netal pole extruded from
an automatic snelter-processor. There was ore fromthe
monstrous netallic refuse of the nountai n—enough for a
century's such operations.

Neq realized with a certain surprise that it was working!
Hel i con was coning back to life, beginning to function
again. That sinple, significant success had al nost been
obscured behind the mnutiae -of daily projects and cri ses!
Actual ly, Helicon was an entity in itself, performng on its
own fashion; the hiatus of years and the change of per-
sonnel seened alnost irrelevant to its giant personality.

The signal al arm woke Neq during the night cycle.

Ni ght was artificial here, as was day, but they maintained
the sane rhythm as above. The recently renovated televi-
sion screen was on.

"We've netted sonething,” Jimthe Gun said tersely. "It
didn't pass through any of the entrances we know, but it's
i nside now. | thought you'd want to be on hand."

"Yest" Neq shrugged into his special open-sleeve robe

and hurried through the half-lighted halls to Jinms |abora-
tory. He renenbered”he nysterious visitor. Had he cone

agai n?

"I thought it was one of the fringe beasts,"” Jimsaid.
"They keep finding new places. . . ." Neq knew what he
meant. There were strange creatures in the radiation-
soaked outer tunnels of the nountai n—utati on-spawned
monsters who had shaped their own grotesque ecol ogy.
Hel i con proper had been seal ed off from such secti ons,

but the seal was inperfect, and sometines rodents and
anphi bi ans got through. Once a dead toothy froglike thing
had popped out of a flush toilet, and Jimhad had to trace
the sewer pipes to discover the entry point. It had been
hopel ess; Helicon's water canme from a vast subterranean
conduit and departed the sane way after passing through

a waste-recycling plant. It was too conplex to unravel,
and dangerous to tanper with, for the water was "hot—

so hot that live steamburst periodically fromvents and
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filled the naintenance passages. Jimhad had to settle for
a filter in the main drinking-water pipe. Sonetines eerie
noi ses penetrated the walls, as of alien creatures hunting
or struggling. The increasing hum of functioning machi nery
drowned rmuch of this out, and that was a blessing. It was
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too easy for the nonads to believe in haunts—since, of
course, there were haunts.

Jimhad rigged an al arm system desi gned to spot the
energence of any such creatures, so that the holes could
be |l ocated and plugged. "It's a big one this tinme," he said,
| eading Neq to a storeroom as yet unused. The back wal |
here seened solid, but Jimhad traced skuff-nmarks in

the dust of the floor to a renovabl e panel constructed to
resenbl e stone. "Human or near-hunan, obviously," Jim
said. "He canme in fromthe other side—t seens to be a

hal f-col | apsed tunnel w th some radi ati on—and pushed out
the panel, then replaced it perfectly. Then on through the
roomand out to the hall—which is where he tripped ny

el ectric-eye system He was gone by the tinme | got here,

of course—but at |east we know how he did it."

Neq felt the chill again. "But he's inside Helicon—+ight
now " Had he cone for beans agai n—er sonethi ng nore?

Ji m nodded. "He passed the eye half an hour ago.
can't tell fromthe signal whether it's a nouse or an
el ephant —ah, that's an extrenely large animal that existed

before the Blast. Elephant. | get several of these each
ni ght =

"The El ephant s?"

"Alarns. And | don't know anything until | check per-
sonally. Half the time it's one of our own personnel, on
sonme unschedul ed business. O a couple of them Quite a
bit of out-of-tumtrysting in these back roons, you know.

I have to be very cautious about checking. The girls share,
but they want to get pregnant by particular nen ..."

Neg knew. He had never cracked down on it because
he felt the same way hinmself. It was his baby Vara carri ed,
what ever nane it was to bear

"So we're late starting, but we can run himdown. Bl ock
off this exit and flood the halls with fl ower-narcotic—

Neq didn't like it. "There are peopl e going about,"” he
poi nted out. "W keep a limted night shift going now,
and sone are on the machines. A whiff of the flower, and
equi pnent coul d be wecked. The anmpbunt that gets around
by accident is bad enough! No, we'll do it by hand. How
could a stranger cone, and not be seen?"

"He woul d have to know Helicon," Jimsaid. "Were to

hi de, where to step asi de—
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"And how to bluff his way through when he did neet
peopl e," Neq said. "That nakes hi m dangerous. W don't
know his notive."

"I't has to be a former menber of Helicon," Jimsaid.
"One of our retreads should be able to recognize hin®"

"Helicon is open to the old menbers. Why hasn't he
contacted us?"

"Maybe he's trying to."
"Al'l he has to do is yell or bang on the wall."

"Let's go to ny lab," Jimsaid. "If he keeps ducking out
of sight, he'll have to trip other alarms.”

They were in luck. The intruder tripped several alarnms,
ducki ng out of the way as others used the hall. Jimkept
no eye-beans set in the nmain passages, since that would
| ead to hopel ess confusion. It was coincidental, but his
enpl acenents were ideally suited to this type of chase.

"He's going sonewhere,"” Jimsaid. "See that pattern. |
think he's literate—a couple of those dodges were near

the dining roombulletin board. Now he knows what he
wants. Wien we figure it out too, we'll be able to inter-
cept him Catch himby surprise, so he can't hurt anyone."

"Toward the sl eeping quarters!"” Neq exclai med, | ooking
at the chart of Helicon on which Jimhad set his markers.

"Ch-oh. | don't have them bugged, for the obvious
reason. We'll lose him™"

"Il post energency guards." And Neq went about the
matter quietly, using the underground intercomsystemto
wake those on call. Soon armed nmen woul d stand at
strategic points in all the halls of that section

But soon was not now. A horrible picture fornmed in

Neq's mi nd. The person who woul d have known Hel i con

best was its former |eader, Bob. He woul d have escaped

i f anyone had. Neq used his office now, and was re-

m nded of the man nore than he liked. There were little
thi ngs about the setup, such as the way the nmetal desk
faced the only door, and the gun in that desk, and the
wiring for intercomconnections to every part of Helicon,
and the spotlights set in the ceiling. That office was a
little fortress. There had been scorch-marks in it, as in the
rest of Helicon—but no corpse. Sol could have caught

Bob el sewhere and killed him of course—but there was

NEQ THE SWORD

no proof of that. Bob mi ght have survived, somehow—
and now he could be returning, deternined to be avenged
on the child who had rejected his perverted advances.

Abruptly sonething el se cane cl ear. That was why Bob
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had sent Soli to her presuned death! Vengeance for the
enbarrassment she had caused him Instead of submitting,
she had driven himoff with her sticks . . . and at any
time she could have told Sol. She had had to be elininated

—and what better way than by besiegi ng nomads, Sol's
ki nd?

And therein lay Bob's fatal m stake. He had not acted

for the best interests of Helicon, but to avenge and cover
his own nmistake with Soli. He had | et personal factors
interfere with his duty.

"What ?" Vara exclained as Neq entered. "Ch, it's you."

Just as Neq was letting his own invol venent with the

same girl interfere with his own duty. "There's a stranger
in the halls, coming this way. For you, | think. There
wasn't time to set guards—

"Ch!" she said, going for her sticks.

He pushed her down on the bed again. She was heavy
and her breasts were huge as he touched her in the dark
"No action for you! That's why |I'mhere. If he enters—=

"But | have no enemies, do |I?" she asked. "Except
maybe you, when | enpty ny belly and start sharing in a
few nmonths. "

He | aughed, but the remark cut him How could he
enforce the systemfor others, unless he honored it him
sel f? No wonder the social system had not been worKking
wel | .

Bob's mi st ake. . ,.
"It is over between us,

he said. "I love you, but | am

master of Helicon. | must be objective. Do you under-
st and?"

"Yes, you are right," she said, and it hurt himthat she
could agree so readily. "It has to be that way."

He knew then that it was over. She was ~a child of
Hel i con; she understood the sharing system enotionally
as well as intellectually. She had never been his to keep.

A few nminutes later they both heard it. Quick furtive
steps in the hall, com ng near.
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The door opened. Neq raised his claw to strike, w shing
for his sword. He nudged the light switch with his el bow.
Brilliance erupted.

Vara screaned

Monentarily blinded, the stranger stood with tousled
hair and arns lifted on guard. A worman. Naked

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...attle%20Circle%203%20-%20Neq%20the%20Sword.txt (139 of 153) [1/19/03 8:05:43 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Battl €%620Circl €%6203%20-%20N eq%20the%20Sword. txt

Pretty face, rather shapely figure, lithe legs, well formed
breast s—had he had his sword, he woul d have cut her
down before he realized

"Sosal!" Vara cried, scranbling fromthe bed.

The two wonen enbraced while Neq stood with cl aw
frozen. O all the devel opnents!

."Ch, mother, I'mso glad!" Vara sobbed. "I knew you
were alive..."

Sosa: the woman Vara considered her real nother, in
preference to Sola. Naturally she had returned to join her
daughter. Naturally she didn't care about anyone else. O
to neet anyone else, in her silent nudity. She just wanted
to visit Vara and perhaps take her away, staying clear of
ot her entangl enents. She had probably had to swim

through sonme of the fringe-cavern waterways, avoiding

radi ation. The nystery had been sol ved.

Now t he two wormren were reunited, and oblivious to
him Neq left quietly, knowi ng he woul d not be missed.

Vara did not |eave. Sosa stayed. She nerged with the

group so smoothly that it seemed she had al ways been
there. She assumed Vara's duties including the sharing,
and t hough she was of Neq's generation the nen were

very glad to participate with her. She was a small, active
worman in very good condition and easy to get al ong

with. Her inmediate past was a nystery; she had di sap-
peared when Helicon was destroyed, and reappeared

now that it |lived again, and she confessed her troubles to
no one.

If Neq had doubted Vara's need for him before, now

there was no question. Vara needed nobody but Sosa. It

was good that such confort was available in her period

of stress, but it cast Neq | oose w thout even the .excuse of
j eal ousy.

Jims call on the new y-renovated tel evision network
awakened Neq again. Another routine emergency!

NEQ THE SWORD

"Sonmeone in the subway,'
Seens to be fermale."

Jimsaid. "Going, not com ng.

Vara, he thought, horrified. Sosa had finally tal ked her
into | eaving, so that the baby woul d not be subject to
Helicon! "I'lIl check it nyself," he said

Ji mnodded in the screen, perhaps understanding Neq's
concern. It was a matter to handl e privately.

Soneone was certainly in the subway, but not using

the cars. Neq let out the breath he had hel d when passing
through the flower-chanbers and snelled the other faint
perfume, the kind the wonen |iked to wear. O course

she woul d not use one of the cars; such a drain on Helicon
power would imredi ately alert the nonitor. Few people
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knew about Jim s other nonitors, as a matter of policy
and security. Increasingly Neq appreciated the various
mechani sms of his predecessor, Bob; it was necessary to
know what was goi ng on, wi thout having to share that

i nformati on with others.

There was no dust on the tracks now, for the subway

was regul arly used. He could not trace her visually. But

when he put one ear to the netal he heard sone faint

brushi ng or knocki ng. Someone was wal ki ng al ong t he

track, headed for the hostel. Soneone heavy, a bit clunsy
i. like a woman large with child.

He followed into the dark tunnel, running silently.
Soon he could hear her directly, and he slowed to make
sure he would not be prematurely detected. He wanted to
catch her before she could do anything rash. Vara could
be a difficult .handful at the best of tines.

She was picking her way al ong as though afraid of the
dark, making sl ow progress. One person, not two.

Why wasn't Sosa with her? Sosa was catlike in the dark,
and she had ot her routes—but she would not |eave her
adopt ed daughter to stumble al one. Actually, Vara herself
was a conpetent night marcher; pregnancy shoul d not
change that conpletely. "

He cane up behind her and spoke. "Go no farther."
"Ch!" It was a shriek of surprise, and sonething ;
dr opped. 1

The voi ce gave her away: Sola. She had been carrying
her belongings in a bundle in her arns, together with
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what nmust be a fair ampbunt of food and water. No wonder
she | unber ed!

"What are you doi ng here?" he demanded, perversely
angry at her for not being Vara.

"I'"'m | eaving!"

Qovi ously. "No one | eaves Helicon. You know t hat
better than anyone."

"Then kill nel" she cried, hysterically defiant. "I won't
stay with her\"

Wiy did everyone associate himwith killing, still?
"Vara? But she needs you nore than ever now—~

"Sosal" The nane was hi ssed.

Bel atedl y, he nade the connection. If he resented Sosa's
captivity of Vara's affection, how much nore shoul d
Vara's natural nother resent being shunted aside at the
very tinme she had expected to be closest to her daughter?
He had been narrow to view Sosa's inpact only as it
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applied to hinmself. He had overl ooked the natural reactions
of others—ust as Bob had, before. Was he fated to nake
all the sane mistakes, until the same end cane?

"You have other responsibilities," he said, sonewhat
lanely. "You can't run away just because one thing isn't
right." Yet he had been feeling an increasing tenptation
to do just that himself, for admnistration bored and
annoyed himas it had when he was a |l eader in the nomad
enpire, and without Vara he had little to brighten his
outl ook. "Here in Helicon there are no mates, no parents,
no children—enly jobs to do."

"I knowit!" she cried. "That's the trouble! | have no
mate, no child!"”

"Every man is your mate. You described the policy of
Hel i con yourself. Sharing."

She | aughed bitterly. "I"man old wonan. Men don't
share with nme."

Neq saw t hat she had nore than one grudge agai nst

the underworl d. Had he been doing his own job properly,
he woul d have been aware of this problemlong since. He
had to do sonmething now, or admt he was | ess a | eader

than Bob had been. Yet it was inpossible to restore to

her the sexual attraction she had had a generation ago.

Deprived of both sexuality and notherhood in a situa-
tion where both were doubly inportant—-Ao wonder Sol a

524
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was miserable! "W need you in Helicon," he said. "I
shall not let you go. There is no life for you outside."

"Sosa can do ny job; talk to her."

"No! Sosa has a different tenperament. She— Then
he had it. "She can't bear children!"

"Do you think / can?" Sola snapped. "I'mthirty-three
years ol d!"

"You bore Vara! Then you lived with a castrate, and

then a sterile man. Wen you tried with Var, he was
sterile too. They could not make life; you could. And you
can still! And Helicon nmust have that life!l Children are
our nost imnportant—=

"Childbirth would kill me at this age. I'mal nost a
grandnot her." Yet he knew by her tone that she wanted
to be convinced.

"Not with Dick the Surgeon attendi ng. He nmade the
Weaponl ess what he was—

"Sterile!" she put in.

"That was an accident! Look what he did for these
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hands of mine! No one else could have restored nme |ike
that, and he didn't make ne sterile! He can save life; he
can save yours no matter how many babi es you mi ght

bear, no matter how old. And if—t won't happen, but if—
if you do die—what difference does it make? You'll die
anyway in the wilderness!"

That bit of cruelty brought a perverse glimer of hope
to her face, but it passed. "No man will touch ne," she
said sullenly.

"Every man will touch you!" he cried. "This is Helicon,
and | amnaster! 1'll send— he broke off, realizing this
was the wong approach. He was saying in effect that

men had to be forced, and she woul d never go along with
t hat .

"You see? You don't travel; you know what | rnean."
He did know. Now he saw his duty. "Wen | first saw
you, you were sixteen. You were beautiful —aore |ovely

than any. | used to dream about you—tewd dreans."

"Did you?" She seened genuinely flattered.

"You' re ol der now-but so aml. You're bitter—and so
am|l. Yet we can do anything the youngsters can. | wll
gi ve you your baby—ene no one can take away from

you. "

525

BATTLE Cl RCLE

"You' ve done your duty already by ny daughter," she
said, the hint of a chuckle in her voice.

"That's over. The baby will not bear ny nane. | had
to give her what | had taken fromher. She will share
hereafter—as will I. And you. You have beauty yet."

"Do I?" It was a little-girl query, plaintive.

There on the tracks he took her. And in the dark he
found that he had spoken truly, and there was a | ot of
Vara in her, and it was better than he had expected.

CHAPTER TVENTY

It was just a faint whiff, but it brought a rash of strange
feelings. Neq followed his nose.

There was a tiny crack in the wall he hadn't noticed
before. Froma distance it |ooked |ike an inperfection in
the finish, but now he discovered that it was deep. Had

Bob had a secret conpartment in his office, along with
all the rest?

He inserted the corner of a sheet of paper into it and
probed. The paper di sappeared—and now he had | ost his
weapons- production statistics for the past nonth! There
was space in there, all right—and the odor was jetting
out, a very small current of air.
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He fetched a dagger and maneuvered it into the crack
with his pincers. He pried. Sonmething snapped, and a
section of the wall swung in. There was a passage here—

one he had m ssed, and m ght never have found, except
for the little smell.

He peered in. It was dark, of course, and there was a
warm draft. The odor was nuch stronger

It was a man-hewn tunnel into the unexplored subter-
ranean wil derness of M. Helicon. Anything at all could
lie within, and the chances were nore than even that it
was deadly. This called for an arnmed party.

Neq shrugged and entered, alone. The stiflnlating breath
of fragrance washed down al ong the corridor, |ightening
his step, and the stone and netal walls seenmed to w den
This was Bob's escape route—and he had been right, a

man needed such an exit fromthe tedium of |eadership.

Vara had borne a fine boy and naned him Vari. She
had spent a reasonabl e period recovering and tending the
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baby, then begun sharing. Sosa spent considerable time
with the baby also, and already it seemed as though Vari
were hers. Three nonths after the first birth, Vara was
pregnant again, and not by Neq.

Sol a, too, conceived, and her joy transforned her. The

two wonen becane cl oser, not as nother and daughter

but as sister-expectants, conparing notes and tal king about
pl ans for the Helicon nursery facilities and schooling of
children. They were fine exanples for the others, and the
probl ens of the sharing system were di m nishing.

Neq wal ked on, in a daze of nenory despite the danger

of exploring the unknown alone. He had a flashlight, for
he never could anticipate when he night need light in
Hel i con, and he used it to pick out his path through the
expandi ng passage. Now there was no netal, and the rock
bore nosslike growths and was convoluted into treelike
formations.

Jimthe Gun had conpleted his initial renovation of the
equi prrent and instituted a training programfor operation
and mai ntenance so that the work could carry on w thout
him "lI'mnot |leaving," he said. "I like it here. Machines
are ny thing, and these are wondrous! But accidents
happen, and | am agi ng."

As the machinery of Helicon noved toward capacity
producti on—the capacity of the hunan attendants, not

the machi nes—the exports to the crazies increased. The
old trucks were renovated, for Helicon produced notors
and tires and gasoline and gears, and the six trucks the
crazies had been able to naintain becane twenty, then
fifty. Nomads had to be recruited as drivers and guards,
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being paid in food and good weapons and nedi ci ne. The

trucks always traveled in convoys: one for the payl oad,
another filled with warriors armed and spoiling for battle,
the third carrying gasoline and repl acenent parts and

food and sinmlar staples. A newtribe fornmed: the trucker
tribe, dedicated to this service. The existence and function
of Helicon w,as no |onger secret, of course, but the con-
ditions of admittance remained stringent. The Truckers

felt they had the best of it: Helicon provisions, a ranbling
nonad life. Many died in the actions agai nst greedy

outlaws, but this was the nomad way. Heroi sm

The trail wandered between the overhanging trees,
NEQ THE SWORD

tunnel -1ike. Neq wal ked faster, eager to get where he was
goi ng.

He had wanted to have a crew |l ay down a tel ephone

cable fromHelicon to the main crazy outpost. But the
expenditure in manpower woul d have been prohibitive,

since they would have had either to raise the wire out of
the casual reach of the outlaws, or bury it where it could
not be found. There were nountains and rivers and bad-

| ands along the route. He had to settle for continuous
radi o contact, which woul d soon becone tel evision contact.

Di ck the Surgeon started a hospital where nonmads coul d
receive nedical attention and such drugs as required.

But this posed another problem either he had to | eave
Hel i con, or nonads had to be admitted on a tenporary

basis. The ol d guidelines were inadequate. Neq di spensed
with them A portion of the underworld was bl ocked of f
fromthe rest, and a separate entrance opened. Di ck began
training those nomads who were interested in the poten-
tials of medicine, though nost of these were illiterate and
ignorant. He had to devise sinplified picture-codes for
prescriptions: a circle with a jagged arrow through it rep-
resenting a headache for aspirin; the outline of a tooth for
novocai ne; a squiggle representing a germfor antibiotics.
He made sure no dangerous drugs were avail abl e wi thout

hi s supervision, and the system worked well enough. The
nonad trai nees were not stupid; they nerely had to | eam

But Neq declared that the children of Helicon should

be literate. He set the exanple by attending classes him
sel f, painstakingly mastering the words: MAN, ROOM

FOOD, HONOR. There was an enor nous anount to be

| earned fromthe old books, and the new generation

woul d not be able to inprove on the past w thout under-
standing it. The present generation was too busy to prac-
tice reading, and Neq had to graduate after building a
vocabul ary of twenty words, but he knew that once
Hel i con was thoroughly established the priorities would
change.

Yes, it was all going well. Neq was as successful in
runni ng Helicon as he had been in running his own tribe
for the empire.

This region was famliar. The contour of the route, the
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type of forest—there was a dead- spoked gi ant pine he
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renenbered. The nenories were at once poi gnant and
horri bl e, but he had to go on

Vara's love had proved fickle. It was apparent that her
affair with himhad been the swing of the pendul um
conpensation for her prior abuse of him And his |ove for
her—+t had never conpared to the subline passion he

had had for Nega. He had succunbed to the lure of

young flesh, thinking the experience nore neani ngfu

than it was. Vara had nmerely started sharing early, that
Hel i con ni ght be repopul at ed.

Neqga: there was the nmeaning of it all. He had done

what he had done to bring back the world that sponsored
her ki nd—but he had not brought her back. This was

where Yod's barricade had been set across the trail, balk-
ing their truck. Yod' s tribe was gone now, of course,

and even the staring skulls on poles were gone. Ven-
geance.

It was tine to nmake canp, for he had cone far. Neq

bared his sword to cut down saplings for a tenporary

| ean-to. The gl eam ng steel rem nded him had he denon-
strated just a bit of his sworder-skill and agreed to join
Yod's outlaw tribe, he could have saved his hands and
Nega's life. Were he in the sanme situation today, he

woul d do it. She would have had to share—but woul d

that have been so very different fromVara's sharing at
Hel i con, after bearing the child of her husband's nurderer?
Woul d Neqa have been unworthy of his |ove after bearing
Yod's child? She coul d have borne fifty children by other
men, if that were the price of preserving her life! Wth
greater circunmspection he could have bided his tine and
eventual |y assunmed the nmastery of the tribe and recovered
his woman. He had acted i npetuously—and paid a grievous

price.
Dusk—and someone was com ng

Neq's blade lifted, ready. He did not wish to kill —but
this place was in its way sacred to him and the nman who
abused his privacy would be in trouble.

In the gl oom of evening beneath the dense forest, Neq
paced the nman nore by sound than sight. The tread was

I'ight yet not furtive.

Now he saw the figure: small, very small, with no
Vi si bl e weapon.

NEQ THE SWORD

"Neq! "

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...attle%20Circle%203%20-%20Neq%20the%20Sword.txt (146 of 153) [1/19/03 8:05:44 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Battl €%620Circl €%6203%20-%20N eq%20the%20Sword. txt

By the voice he knew her: Sosa.

"What are you doi ng here?" he demanded, know ng
she had followed himall the way fromthe nountain:

several days swift march. Did she seek to bring himback
as he had brought Sol a back?

"I snelled the flowers,"” she said. "I tend them now,

and | thought it was a leak, but it wasn't. So | traced it to
your office . . . I'malnost imune, after these nonths

with the vine. But you—

Neq stepped toward her, lifting the sword. But even in

the worst of his vengeance he had not attacked wonen.

"I was afraid of that," she murnmured. "I'Il have to watch
you, until | can |locate the plants and shut themoff."

She wal ked by him passing quite close, and he was

aware of her athletic surprisingly attractive body. Wnen
didn't have to fade as they aged! Benused, he foll owed
her, not certain what she intended or what he desired.

Then he recogni zed her destination. "Stay clear of that
grave!" he cri ed.

"Grave? That's your real wound, isn't it?" she said. "Ah,
I think this is it. The passage is bl ocked, but there's an

updraft—=

She began to scrape away the | eaves and tw gs that
covered the site of Nega's grave, exposing the rich earth
beneath. "This is garbage!" she excl ai ned.

Neq rai sed the sword again. "Stop, or surely you nust
diel"

"I"'mdoing this for you," she said, continuing. "The draft
is bringing the fumes straight out. The flowers mnust be
just beyond this refuse."

"I would not slay a woman," Neq said, his blade poised
above her body. "But if | nust—=

"In a nmonment I'Il have it," she said. "Meanwhile, please
don't threaten me with that thing. If you knew how many
times | have been wi dowed, you woujd see that your
sorrow is hardly unique. | don't care what you think you
see; | have a job to do here."

He saw that she woul d not stop. But he could not
all ow Nega's bones to be defil ed.

He spread his arnms so that the sword woul d not strike
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her and noved forward, shoving her aside with his body.
H s own torso would guard the sacred earth!
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But Sosa's dirt-caked hands came up, striking him

across the neck so that he choked. She got her little shoul der
under him and somehow t hrew hi m back. "Pl ease stay

clear," she said quietly. "There may be danger, and

have to get this junk out."

Now he renenbered what Vara had said about this

woman. She was skilled, circle-skilled, with her bare hands!
She had taught the Waponless his art. It was folly to
attenpt to westle with her

Nunbl y, he watched the hol e deepen. It was not nere

bones she was searching out. He had no i dea whether
anything at all remained of Neqa after all these years. It
was the associations of Nega—the manner she had died,

the way he had acted then. The nightmare portion of his
nonad dream that he had tried to put aside. Rape,

mur der, angui sh, vengeance, futility.

She struck solidity. Horrified, Neq shone the |ight as
she reached down, grasped, and haul ed up—

A hooflike foot.

Appal | ed, Neq stunbl ed back. This was the cairn of
Var the Stick—the other nightnare!

The foot stirred, the gross blunted toes twitching. Earth
showered off as the hairy | eg kicked out of the ground.

"Ch-oh," Sosa said. "I didn't expect this'" She scranbl ed
away fromthe hole.

An arm came up, |evering against the surface. The
body heaved. The corpse sat up

The shock of it sobered Neq nmonentarily, and he real -

i zed that he was under the influence of the narcotic vine-
flowers, as Sosa had tried to tell him They nust have
seeded here, for the fumes were actually pollen, and there
had been some | eakages. If there were earth here, and

moi sture, and occasional |ight, the vines could have
sprout ed and bl ooned.

The corpse was neither Nega nor Var, but sone |iving
thing clinbing out of the partially stopped passage. Sone-
thing manli ke—but what? Already his vision was becom ng
distorted again, for the funes were heavy in this sem -
confined space.

NEQ THE SWORD

Neq tapped on the gl ockenspiel with his pincers, but
could not think of a suitable song for the occasion.
"I thought you were dead!" Sosa cried at the shape.
A grotesquely- form ess head swi veled to cover her.
"Hel -Hel icon dead!" it grow ed

"Helicon lives'." Neq cried, discovering suddenly loyalty
after his recent, drug-strengthened doubts. He brought up
hi s sword—and hesitated, knowi ng that so | ong as he saw
it as a sword, the narcotic was ruling his mnd. "Stop
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those flowers!" he cried at Sosa. "Use ny flashlight—=

She canme imediately and took it fromhim She could

use it far nore effectively than he could with the pincers.
She flashed it into the hole, searching for the vines that
had to be near.

Neq faced the creature. "Wio are you?" he denmanded
"Dead!" the thing repeated. It stood near the hole, as
tall as a man, but with a scarred, hairless head.

"I't's Bob," Sosa said. "Master of Helicon."

The former master! So he had escaped Sol's vengeance!

"I ammaster now," Neq said. "You and | nust settle."
"Get out of here, Neq!" Sosa cried. "He's a real killer,
and you' re under the influence of the—=

"This way," Bob said. H's voice was barely intelligible,
as though it had not been used for years.

"Don't go there!" Sosa cried. "He's mad!"

The nmen ignored her. Bob descended into the grave

and Neq followed, feeling with his pincers to | ocate the
perimeters. He crawl ed al ong on el bows and knees, keeping
his sword clear of the rubble. Sosa did not follow

They energed into a palatial cavern whose floor angled

down into a steaming river: the Helicon water supply. It

was hot here, and there was light: electric light from bul bs
set in the ceiling.

"You' ve had power here-the whole tine?"

~ "Certainly." Bob's voice was clearer now that he was in
his own territory, and the flower fragrance was fading. "I
prepared this refuge well, in case of need. There's a vent
to the summit of the nountain, with a | adder and escape
hat ch. "

"Why did you stay here, then?"
"I't"s cold up there." That was an understatenent. The
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top of the nbunatin was al ways covered with snow, and
death lurked in the formof countless cliffs and crevasses
and aval anches. M ghty storns spun off the glaciers, feed-
ing the nelt-rivers of the snow i ne whose waters plunged
into these atomically heated interior caverns. It would
take a desperate nman indeed to | eave confort like this to
endure that.

"You are alone?" It was hard to believe that any nman
coul d endure seven years in conplete isolation

"Of course not. | have a nost obliging and disciplined
tribe. Come—you nust see. | have no envy of your posi-
tion." He showed the way along the river to a series of
of f shoot caverns.

There were ani mal s here—nut ant badl ands creatures of
di verse shapes and sizes. Sonme slunk away as the nen
approached, but others seened to be tame. "These?" Neq
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asked.

"This is part of it. These are workers and gatherers—
illiterate, of course. They do an excellent job of tending
and harvesting the hydroponics, but they aren't very
intelligent.”

Neq saw that the ratlike individuals were nipping bits
of fungus fromcrevices and carrying them away. "Hy-
droponics,"” he agreed.

"You really nust neet ny wife," Bob said expansively.
"One thing about the life of the Helicon master: no
worman to yoursel f."

"l know." So one of the wonen had cone there too

"That forced objectivity, when there are constant deci-
sions of life and death, and no personal life—t isn't
Hel i con you've inherited, it's Hell."

Neg had | earned about Hell through his songs. The
paral |l el seened apt enough. "I saw your traces in the
dining room | wondered who had visited."

"Traces? Not mine. | blocked up the passage with
refuse and never used it, until you started burrow ng from
the other side just now. | had to investigate that commo-

tion, of course."

Ref use—and the vine-fl ower spores had rooted there,
downwi nd from Bob's caverns but upw nd from Helicon
They had grown and bl ossoned, betraying the secret.

534
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Sosa had not been excavating Nega's grave or Var's cairn,
but Bob's refuge.

"Whay did you try to kill the child Soli?" Neq asked as
though it were a matter of nere curiosity. Once he had a
cl ear answer coinciding with what he al ready knew of

the matter, he could consider his action. This tinme he
woul d nake no precipitous m stake!

"l never tried to kill her. | tried to save Helicon."

"You failed."

"The failure was not mine. | knew that no nomnad
would kill either a woman or a child, especially one as
fetching as little Soli. | knew that the barbarian warrior,

meeting her in the secrecy of the nmesa, would either
al l ow her the victory or hide her unharnmed and clai mthe
victory himself. In either case, Helicon was safe."

Bob, sealed in these caverns, could not have known the
story of Var and Soli. He had cal cul ated correctly—
except for the human factor within Helicon. "Safe?"

"If she had the victory, the nonmads were honor-bound
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tolift the siege. If she were announced dead, ny revel a-
tion of her identity would neutralize the nonad | eader
and have the same effect. Sos knew how to put pressure
on the mountain; he was a superb nilitary tactician, and
he had studi ed our defenses frominside. He m ght have
won—but no ot her nomad woul d have had either the

motive or the ability."

Sonehow it rmade sense—except that it had fail ed.
"Why didn't you tell the others your strategy?"

"A |l eader never tips his hand in advance. Surely you
know that. | had to nake it work, then explain it or not,
as seened best. Premature information could have been

di sastrous."

Neq wondered how well his song and fl ower ganbit

woul d have worked, had the group known what he was
doi ng before he assunmed the | eadership. He knew the
answer. Bob was right. Except: "But Sol fired Helicon!"

Bob gl anced at him "That barbarian? He | acked the
wit. / fired Helicon."

Amazed, Neq sai d not hing.

"Sonmehow the fool librarian got hold of sonme of the
informati on and the word spread before | was ready to

535
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expl ain. Sol charged toward nmy office intending to attack
me personally, and | sawin the nonitors that the others

actually sided with the fool. | have no tol erance for such
short -si ghtedness. So | pushed the DESTRUCT button on
my desk and canme here. | never cared to return; it would

have been nessy."
"Vengeance?" Neq asked softly, muscles taut.

"There is no profit in vengeance; you'll learn that one
day," Bob said condescendingly. "It was nerely practical -
ity. When discipline deteriorates, the organization is
defunct. It is kinder to termnate it outright."

"But the entire nomad society coll apsed!"

Bob shrugged. "One must accept the consequence of
one's m st akes. "

It was plausible. Bob had known what he was doi ng.

Wien others had tried to interfere, he had acted nost
effectively to suppress the mutiny. This was true | eader-
ship. Had Bob been in Neq's situation seven years ago,

he woul d have arranged to kill Yod before Nega ever was
threatened. Neq knew that next to this man he was an

i nnocent; he |lacked the fortitude to do what was neces-
sary. Neq had blundered through life, either prevailing
ext enpor aneously or suffering harshly.

They came to another |arge cavern. "Ah, here she is,"
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Bob said. "A fine, |oyal woman who enbodi es the very
principles of obedience and trust and discretion | require.
Had the functionaries of Helicon only been simlar . . ."

A shaggy, beariike creature with aquatic flipper-feet
shuffled up: another fringe mutant. "Pleased to neet you,
Boba, " Neqg sai d.

"Not Boba—that's decadent nomad nonencl ature,” Bob
corrected him "Ms. Bob."

Neq nodded gravely. "Now | understand."

They nmet himthe other side of the grave-dunp. "What
happened?” Ji m demanded. "Did you kill hinP"

"OF course not," Neq said, walking briskly on. "There is
no profit in vengeance."

"But Bob was responsible for all the— Sosa began

"He has accepted the consequence of his mstake," Neq
said. "As have |. Seal off the passage, and don't worry
about the vines there; they make no difference." The
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fragrance was strong here, and he wanted to get out of it
before his judgnent was distorted again.

"Al nmost forgot," Jimsaid. "Soneone's been trying to
reach us on the radi o—ot the crazies. | had it swtched
to your office, but—=

In nmonents" Neq was there. The voice energing from

the speaker was foreign. He strode out of the tunnel and
touched his broadcast button. "Speak English!" he snapped.
"This is Helicon." Too bad the narcotic didn't nmake al
things intelligible!

After a brief delay another voice cane through, ac-
cented. "This is the Andes station. W have been trying
to reach you. There has been no contact for seven years—

"Merely an interruption,” Neq said.

"But we sent an envoy by helicopter two years ago,
and he reported that your prem ses were deserted—

So that was the nysterious visitor! "There has been a
change in personnel. W regret that our former |eader,
Robert, has had to retire. | am Neq. You may deal with
me henceforth.”

The voi ce sounded worried. "We dealt many years with
Robert. How did he die?"

"Pl ease, Andes!" Neq said, affecting shock. "Helicon is
civilized! Bob left his position in order to devote his ful
energies to his wife—a charm ng creature. Send your
representative again and we'll introduce him"

There was a pause. Then: "That will not be necessary.
Are you in normal operation again? Do you need assis-

file:/lIF|/rah/Piers%20Anthony/Anthony,%20Pier...attle%20Circle%203%20-%20Neq%20the%20Sword.txt (152 of 153) [1/19/03 8:05:44 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Piers¥%20A nthony/Anthony,%20Pi ers%20-%20Battl €%620Circl €%6203%20-%20N eq%20the%20Sword. txt
tance?"
"How i s your supply of young wonen?" Neq asked.
"How i s your supply of electronic equiprment?"

Neq smled. He had a job to do, and suddenly he liked it.
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