
        
            
                
            
        

    
Arthur Stone

The Lands of Haitana

Text Copyright © 2024 Arthur Stone

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author.


CONTENTS:

Arthur Stone

The Lands of Haitana

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Many thanks to my readers!


Chapter 1

Luther skillfully sent another pebble skipping across the water surface. The pebble bounced three times before ending its journey on a large ice floe drifting in the gentle current. He looked down but found no more suitable projectiles. To be sure, there was no shortage of stones around, but they were all either too uneven or too bulging. No more flat ones, huh, Luther chuckled, giving the game up and sitting down on a small log next to Atahualpa.

“It’s a good thing we’ve pulled the ships out of the water for the winter,” he said.

“It is—or they would have been gone along with the pier,” the mayor agreed. “Shucks, it took us two weeks to build that thing.”

“I guess it wasn’t the right spot for it. You should have built it higher upstream, behind the promontory. The depths are good there too.”

“You mean that place where the Haitas dunked you back then?” Atahualpa sniggered.

“The very same. I remember that while I was dunking, as you put it, you were hiding behind the walls. Some say you even locked yourself in the outhouse for good measure. That’s where they found you when I showed up.”

“Oh, zip it, Luther. That’s not even funny.”

The ice drift, which started nearly two weeks earlier, effectively cut the island off from the outside world. The ships were drying up on the shore, and so were most of the smaller boats—except for a couple some of their more audacious fishermen were still taking out in smaller coves that had no surf.

Luther, who was generally unfamiliar with the temperament of large rivers, vividly remembered his shock at the sound of a terrifying rumble waking him at dawn one day. Leaving frightened Deirdre behind, he rushed out to the wall dressed in nothing but his pants, sword in hand. The ladder leading up was only a dozen steps away from their porch, and it took him only a few moments to climb it. And then he just stood there, mouth agape: the ice had begun moving. The thrill didn’t last long though. The Freona was hardly known for the swiftness of her current in the best of days, and by now, having swollen with spring waters, it had almost come to a standstill. Indeed, the ice was not going to clear quickly. The water was still cold, so most of the floes could easily come down unmelted all the way from distant Sumalid.

Communication with the mainland became impossible. The hunters’ settlement on the left bank occasionally sent signals, indicating that all was well there. Over the winter, the place had been fortified enough for its thirty inhabitants to feel safe from any attacks by the Vuxes. Indeed, even the Haitas would likely fail to take the little fortification off the cuff. Once the freezing temperatures hit, the hunters also piled up snow around the defensive perimeter and poured water on it for good measure. Now they were going to have a solid, impenetrable wall until May at the most conservative estimate. All this was well and good, but now the island stopped receiving fresh meat and without it, things were beginning to look dire for the residents of the main village.

Supplies had really dwindled by winter’s end. The fish that seemed abundant during the summer seemed to vanish. Ice fishing yielded a catch so meager it hardly justified the effort. Large game had migrated north and west—to the bright forests where they could feed on bark and tender shrub twigs. The grass in open areas was hidden beneath a hard, wind-beaten crust of snow and ice, and the animals did not bother trying to break through. They just left. The resident pheasant population, too, had largely been decimated. Most hunters essentially lost their jobs. Worse yet, the village’s stocks of preserved foods—salted and smoked fish, dried mushrooms and berries, edible tubers, etc.— were running low. The grains the Argo had brought were as good as gone, with only a small reserve left to be used as seeds in the spring.

In addition to food problems, the Freona had brought another surprise. Everyone knew there would be a flood, but they could only ponder it abstractly as it was hard to believe such a vast river could seriously overflow its banks. One fine day, an optimistically-inclined Sujit, looking every bit the expert, walked around the island on the ice, measuring steps and counting aloud, and then declared with absolute confidence that the water level would not rise more than twelve inches. Despite the obvious absurdity of his actions, everyone blindly believed that figure, which was plucked from thin air at best. On the first day of the ice drift, someone drove a three-foot-long stake into the sand at the waterline, using a matchbox to measure out the inch marks. Now it did not seem to be there at all.

“Our measuring stick’s completely submerged, by the looks of it,” Luther said, shaking his head.

“No,” Atahualpa responded. “An ice floe knocked it over! I saw it myself.”

“Either way, the water has risen by about three feet now. I have my own landmark: only the top of that boulder is visible now, and it used to stand three feet tall, I checked.”

“Where did that big thing even come from, huh? You’re the geologist here. Everywhere else it’s sand and gravel, and then there’s this monster…”

“It broke off from the bedrock, it’s the same type. It’s not the only boulder like that.”

“Yeah? And how did it roll all the way here?”

“Go ask the boulder. What, you want a lecture on geology?”

“Since there’s nothing to eat, anyway, why not listen to someone smarter than me?”

“You better think about how we might reach the hunters’ camp. The ice has thinned out—we might make it in a nimble enough boat.”

“Or not make it. If something goes wrong, it’s certain death in such cold water.”

“There aren’t that many big ice floes left—it’s mostly small stuff now. I think I could make it through.”

“We’ll have to think about it. Maybe we’ll try it tomorrow. There were hardly any sizeable chunks at all just a few days ago. Where did these come from?”

“As soon as the ice started moving, the extra pressure pushed them onto the shore and into the shallows. Now that the water has risen, the current is dragging them back in.”

“Aren’t you a smart one! You always have an answer to everything!”

“You’ve said it, I am the brain here, you are just the mayor. Hey, look—there’s Beowulf stomping over with his spear. Could he have caught something?”

“I doubt it.” Atahualpa’s voice was full of skepticism. “If he had, he wouldn’t be running around from place to place.”

“So, a complete bust?” Atahualpa asked as the man came closer, his hands empty.

“A crawfish… The damn thing’s crawled out into the open for some reason,” Beowulf winced.

“Don’t they hibernate in the cold?” Luther wondered.

“Apparently not. But what good does it do us either way? It’s not like anyone is going to dive after them in this kind of water, is it?”

Atahualpa stood up and headed towards the bay where a team of fishermen were trying to drag a net among small chunks of ice on the surface.

“A couple more days and we’ll be eating sand,” he muttered under his breath.

After luxuriating in the sun for a few more minutes, Luther also got up and headed back inland. He was not going to set a bad example by just sitting idle. The hammers in Sujit’s forge were clanging away—the shop woke up at dawn and kept at it until dusk. Luther had been crafting a shield for himself for three days now. He had learned some useful skills from more experienced blacksmiths over the winter and believed he could handle the task on his own. Before that, he had already managed to make a good helmet—albeit not without outside help. However, the hammering action was all his own.

As soon as Luther crossed the threshold, a monstrous din hit his ears—the “semi-automatic” main hammer got triggered, striking a hot lump of iron placed under it. Powered by cranking action, the large slab of cast iron weighed down with rocks saved a lot of manual hammering and produced surprisingly uniform results—the way a “machine” was fully supposed to. Sujit stubbornly called this primitive device a “rolling mill”. Luther spent a lot of time in heated arguments, proving the absurdity of using the term in this context, but had long since given up. What difference did it make as long as the contraption worked?

Working on the shield, Luther noticed Sujit walking around the shop, looking into every nook and cranny and counting billets, lumps of metal, and baskets of scraps.

“Lost something?” he asked. “Or is it inventory time?”

“Ah, don’t even start,” Sujit winced.

To add up to their seasonal worries, the islanders had used up almost all the iron and ore stocked over the fall. Discussions were ongoing about trying to resume mining during the cold season, but so far nothing had come out of it. They would probably have too little to show for so much extra effort anyway. Thus, to summarize, their food was almost gone, ore and coal were nearly depleted, and stocks of firewood had long been exhausted—people were now making short work of what little brush the island had left. But at least they still had water, plenty of it.

Their signal bell ringing—a sound so piercing that it could easily raise last year’s Vuxes from the dead, it seemed—interrupted his toils. Luther abandoned his work, shed his leather apron, and hurried towards the watchtower. Seeing that Atahualpa was heading in the same direction, he waved at him, signaling that he was on it as well. They reached the watch tower at the same time, and Luther proceeded up the now finally fixed flight of stairs. Atahualpa stayed on the ground for now—climbing steep ladders was not something the burly man enjoyed much. They needed a bigger, better watchtower to be sure, but the project would have to wait until the weather settled into late spring and summer; good timber, too, was now a distant memory, just like everything else.

“Deirdre! Stop banging on that damn thing before I turn deaf altogether!” Luther yelled, about to step onto the platform on top. “I am almost there!”

“Oops, sorry! I didn’t know you were this close.”

“I hate that thing,” Luther said. “Every time you bang on it, my heart goes to my stomach. It’s a very uncomfortable feeling, you know.”

“Isn’t that the entire point of it?”

Finally up on the platform, Luther couldn’t help but smile at the sight of his lovely young wife—bundled up in multiple pelts, a steel rod in her hand.

“Whoa, whoa, sweetheart! You are not going to whack your husband of all of three months on the head just yet, are you?”

“Nah, I’ll wait a tad longer,” she smiled back and kissed him. “Maybe you’ll learn and improve.”

“Hey, you, lovebirds, cut the kissing business!” Atahualpa bellowed from below. “What was that whole damn racket about?”

“They’re signaling,” Deirdre said.

Without further ado, Luther rushed to the western edge of the platform and looked towards the left bank. Indeed, a bright flash of sunlight gleamed in the dark strip of floodplain forest above the yellowish reeds. The signaler obviously had to move upstream to catch the setting sun with a polished bronze disk and direct it towards the island.

“Take the binoculars,” the girl—or rather, the young matron now—suggested.

“Did you have a look yourself?”

“I did, but I couldn’t make out anything besides the glint. It’s too far away. And I couldn’t understand what they’re trying to say.”

“Then I won’t bother looking either.”

Luther frowned, uncertain what to tell the chief. The primitive alphabet they had developed for the heliograph didn’t allow for quick transmission of lengthy messages. It mainly consisted of short agreed upon signals for various potential eventualities: two quick flashes followed by one long—under attack; a quick burst of three—hunting successful, etc. This time, however, it had to be something that was not on the regular menu.

“Well, what is it?” Atahualpa yelled again.

“The hunters are signaling.”

“And what do they want?”

“We can’t figure it out. Plus it looks like the signaler is sitting in a tree and has trouble catching the sun.”

“So much for that alphabet!”

“Well, it would have been different an hour ago. Now it’s a miracle we noticed the signal at all. As it is, they are a mile away from the camp where there’s still at least some sunlight left.”

“All right, come down. No need to get the entire village up and running.”

Atahualpa was not one for long meetings; he preferred to address issues, both minor and critically important, on the go. Without inviting Luther into the house, he simply gestured for him to follow and headed towards the ladder leading to the top of the wall. This was his favorite spot—a strategic position, from which one could observe the internal workings of the village while also keeping an eye on what was happening beyond its borders. On the way, the chief nonchalantly kicked a dog that was unlucky to find itself in his way.

“You, lazy mutt! Your days are numbered! You’ll end up in a pot real soon.”

The emaciated animal looked back at Atahualpa with sad, reproachful eyes, but the man had no need for any more sorrow.

“What do you think they are trying to tell us?” he asked Luther.

“Something must have happened.”

“Anything could have happened. Or they might simply be missing their women and saying they are horny.”

“Well, that wouldn’t be so bad,” Luther said. “Yet, I don’t think it was just a social call. But it’s unlikely they are under attack either. If that was the case, they wouldn’t be able to roam around freely so far from the camp. And they would have signaled with smoke.”

“That’s what I think too,” Atahualpa nodded.

At that point, they reached the top of the ladder.

“Would you look at that!” Atahualpa whistled. “The water keeps rising. Our useful acreage here has been essentially cut in half.”

“Oh, it’s not that bad yet,” Luther shrugged. “We’ll live.”

“The ship harbor reaches all the way to the rock now. The forest on that side is completely flooded too.”

“That’s the lowest-lying area around. What’s there to be surprised about?”

“Still, that doesn’t bode well. The water will reach the walls before too long.”

“It’ll definitely reach the walls. But I don’t think it’ll go further. Hopefully, homes are not going to get flooded.”

“I sure hope whatever gods rule this world hear you now. Anyway, you were saying something… about reaching that shore in a nimble boat?”

“I think we have a pair of just the right kind of boats for that.”

“You mean the ones you and your men put together last month? The ones that barely hold together?”

“Yes, those. It’ll be too dangerous using any wider, less maneuverable ones. And each of them can easily take three men. That’ll be enough for the purpose.”

“Why do you want two boats for this?”

“If one capsizes, the other one can rescue the swimmers.”

“Oh, okay. But if the camp is in some kind of trouble, six additional men won’t make much of a difference. There are thirty-three people there as it is. What’s another six?”

“I don’t know, maybe someone got injured while hunting, and that’s why they’re calling.”

“Anything’s possible,” Atahualpa agreed. “Still, I’m not keen on sending anyone there now. You know, the sun is about to set in a few minutes.”

“You’re right about that. We’ll go first thing in the morning then. There might be less ice, for all we know.”

“You wish! No way it’s going to melt that quickly. Anyway, who will you take?”

“My ironworkers. They’re fishing now, but they used to shuffle between the islands all the time, so they know how to work their oars.”

“Fine, let’s get out of here then. It’s finally dinner time, whatever it is they managed to scrape together.”

“I’m not in much of a hurry. Deirdre will grab a portion for me.”

“Has she been relieved?”

“Yup. She’s already at the dining hall.”

“You’ll never starve with a girl like Deirdre by your side. Where could I find someone like her?”

“We are short on anything but brides! Take your pick, just don’t make it another Deirdre.”

“Why not?”

“She’ll talk you to death.”

“But you’re still alive, aren’t you?”

“Oh, well, that’s because we found a language we both speak, you know.”

***

A smoky fire was smoldering in the middle of a tiny clearing, with four men around it bravely enduring the fumes. Finding dry wood at that time of year was a challenge. One of the unsung heroes was turning over a plucked bird carcass skewered on a peeled stick, while two more watched his actions with dejected indifference. They were about to eat crow, literally, so what was there to get so excited about? Worse yet, it must have been the planet’s scrawniest corvid, no longer capable of flight and getting ready to die a natural death. Ugh!

The fourth man was engaged in a very important task—rubbing a wound on his thigh with pine resin. The gash looked awful—running diagonally from the knee almost to the groin—but at least it seemed to be shallow. The hunter the “magnificent four” attacked the day before put up a desperate resistance, unwilling to part with his possessions—clothes, weapons, and a rabbit carcass. There had been five of them at the time of that sad encounter, but one was no longer with them, having moved on to a better world once he bled dry. Vlad was luckier, getting away with a mere thigh injury, although that “luck” was not altogether unconditional. If the wound festered, his death would be long and painful. There was no such thing as emergency rooms around those parts.

Bringing his palm closer to the fire, the injured man waited for the resin to soften from the heat and then, stifling his groans, rubbed a generous amount of it into the wound.

“This damn thing is going to do me in all by itself,” he moaned.

“You’ll be fine,” the ‘cook’ reassured him. “This stuff makes small cuts heal in to time. Everybody knows pine resin is what the doctor ordered.”

“Kyle, where do you see a ‘small cut’ here? Or a doctor? I told you we shouldn’t have messed with that dude. Not with a single lousy spear between the five of us.”

“Oh, shut up, Vlad!” one of the other two men said. “It’s bad enough without having to listen to your whining.”

“We need to leave,” Vlad said, sticking his hand with the lump of resin out again. “We can’t wait it out here.”

Kyle sniffed the aroma of his unappealing culinary masterpiece and sighed.

“There’s just not enough of us. Fifteen, or even a dozen, would make all the difference. They’d treat us like people, not just a bunch of scruffy beggars.”

“You and Vlad are scruffy,” the same man said. “Tony and I are the real deal. Anyone can see that right away.”

Indeed, the man was telling the truth. He and Tony were the last survivors from the small group that deserted the island during the siege. The tumultuous events of the following months had turned them into a gang of marauders joined by various riff-raff along the way. A few of their number had left, and the rest got killed off one by one in various skirmishes. The remaining two, however, somehow managed to keep the weapons and gear they had pilfered from the village, so even after months of hardscrabble forest living they still looked somewhat presentable. Compared to them, Kyle and Vlad were obvious underdogs, knew as much, and made their peace with the fact.

“When you’re right, Kyle, you’re right. There’s nothing left for us here, we need to go. The land’s poor, and the people are starving. We should head north, it can’t be much worse there.”

“You could say that again, Cob,” the wounded man agreed. “Every dog around these parts knows us by now. They’ll catch us sooner or later. And seeing how there’s no law or jails here, they’ll just put us out of our misery and be done with it.”

“How’s your leg?” Cob inquired. “Can you walk?”

“I guess. This resin thing seems to be working like glue, closing the wound without stitches. I hope it’ll heal. There’s going to be a scar of course, but it should fade away too over time. The girls won’t even notice.”

“Uh-huh, and then you’ll grow a third leg too,” Kyle sniggered, turning the spit.

“Girls, right,” Cob smirked. “That hunter should have chopped your balls off instead. He would have been doing you a favor. The likes of you shouldn’t leave any offspring.”

“Why are you so mean today, Cob?” the injured man pulled a long face.

“You want me to be cheerful? Huh? We have over sixty miles to trek ahead of us. There are just four of us, and you’re hardly any use. We have all of three bolts left for the crossbow, and everyone around here dreams of just one thing—to kill us in the most painful way possible. Do you expect me to be all freaking smiles at the sight of your stupid mug?!”

“Hey, why are you yelling at me?” Vlad said in a peeved voice. “How is any of this my fault? Chill, man!”

Cob turned and threw a bundle of twigs into the fire.

“All right, we’ll be moving north in the morning then,” Cob said after a protracted silence. “We’ve overstayed our welcome here for sure.”

“I am not going,” Tony spoke up in a perfectly calm and measured voice for the first time.

“Have you lost your mind?” Vlad jerked, having accidentally touched his wound.

“Zip it!” Cob barked. “I’ll do the talking! What’s the matter, Tony?”

“Nothing. I am just not going.”

“Why?”

“You know why.”

“That ginger bitch, seriously?”

In a flash, Tony drew his sword, pressing it to his friend’s throat.

“Don’t call her that!”

Cob smirked crookedly, not intimidated one bit.

“Fine, we’ll call her ‘Her Imperial Majesty Princess Bitch the First.’ Happy?”

“If you’re trying to make me angry, you’re on the right track,” Tony winced.

“Put that sword away before you cut yourself,” Cob sniggered. “It’s about time you came to your senses. There are plenty of other Deirdres in the world.”

“You said she’d be mine.”

“I did,” Cob agreed. “I just never said when exactly that was going to happen. We’ll join Friar in the north—sooner or later, he’ll have everyone under his thumb. Then this Deirdre of yours will be all yours. It’s not like she’s going anywhere. Hell, you can have a whole harem of Deirdres if you want.”

“Whatever. I am not going without her,” Tony insisted.

Cob slapped his knee in exasperation.

“You moron! So you’re going to eat crap in the woods until someone finds you and guts you like a minnow?”

“That’s right,” Tony sighed.

Suddenly Cob had an idea. In fact, it was so incredibly brazen that he almost burst out laughing. He slapped his knee again—a favorite gesture of his that could mean just about anything. Then he nudged the cook in the ribs.

“Hey, what was that for?” Kyle looked up.

“Nothing! Weren’t you a postman once?”

“Nah, I spent the last couple of years driving an Uber.”

“Idiot, I wasn’t asking about the Earth. You spent some time roaming around here as a postman before you joined us, right?”

“Yes. It’s an easy job, they feed you everywhere and give you a warm welcome… I did run into some problems later on though…”

“Surprise, surprise!” Vlad chuckled. “Not only did you swipe anything that wasn’t nailed down, but you also got a bit too familiar with the girls, didn’t you? People don’t like that sort of thing somehow.”

“Shut up!” Cob cut him off. “So, Kyle, do you still have those records postmen keep?”

“Yes, but not all of them. I stuffed most of the papers into my boots in the cold, so they’re ruined. But a few cardboard pieces are still there, intact.”

“Good man!”

“The hell you need these records for?”

“I have an idea… Risky, but fun. It would be nice to stick it to Atahualpa before we leave, and if everything goes as expected, we might even snatch up Deirdre.”

“How’s that?” Tony perked up.

Cob paused, watching the other guy’s growing impatience with no small amount of satisfaction.

“It’s a sure thing, bro. You’ll owe me big time for this.”

“Anything you want, just help me!” Tony said, a maniacal glare in his eyes.

“All right. Listen up…”

***

Luther removed his boots, putting his feet into a pair of ice cold slippers, and approached the stove. Just as expected, the coals were still smoldering; there was a good reason he always put a hefty log in before leaving in the morning. Quickly slicing off some thin kindling with his knife, he loaded a new portion of firewood into the stove and blew on the coals, stocking the fire. Only when it picked up with a familiar roar and cracking sounds, did he take off his jacket, hanging it on a wooden peg. There were quite a few of those hammered between the logs now.

The place was still all dark, save for a few splashes from the fireplace here and there. He no longer needed the lights, he now knew every single detail of his new marital home by heart—and by touch. Deirdre, on the other hand, liked her illumination just fine, it seemed, and she was coming back soon. Indeed, Luther barely had the time to light a candle when the familiar steps outside announced the lady of the house’s arrival. As always, she stumbled over the high threshold.

“Damn it! You have to do something about this thing, Luther! I almost dropped the bowls again.”

“You just need to be a little more careful, sweetheart, is all.”

“It’s too dark, I can never see it.”

“You don’t need to see it—just remember it’s there.”

“I can’t do that! I need light!”

“Sorry, dear, they cut the juice for maintenance, I am afraid. But look at the positive side: this is almost becoming a family tradition. If memory serves me right, we both said the exact same thing yesterday. And the day before.”

“And it’s also cold again too,” Deirdre persisted.

“Oh, I’ve only just stoked the fire. Give it a few minutes, precious.”

“You’re awful! You just want me to freeze to death, so that you could go and add someone knew to you wife collection, right?”

“Uh-huh, I was about to grow a beard and color it blue too.”

As always, again, Deirdre needed to vent after a long day, and Luther did not even hold it against her any longer. He barely listened to what she was saying, only nodding in agreement occasionally. Yet, in the nearly four months they had been living together, she hadn’t bored him in the slightest. Quite the opposite, he grew to love his lovely wife’s voice and was ready to listen to her chatter for hours. It was more like background music, especially foreign music, where the melody and the voice were all that mattered, with an occasional discernible word being a mere cherry on the top. Deirdre, a much wiser young lady than he had been giving her credit for, seemed to understand that perfectly well and never took offense or asked tricky questions. One gave some to get some. Married life was an art form in its own right.

Today, however, Deirdre seemed surprisingly more pragmatic.

“Guess what’s for dinner tonight!”

“Judging by the smell of it, boiled boots,” Luther grumbled, sitting down at the table. “With some foot bindings for the second course.”

“Wrong guess!”

“What is it then? Dirty socks?”

“Haters gonna hate no matter what. We’ve boiled the last of the salted meat and added some roots. It’s a great soup!”

Still skeptical, Luther looked at the contents of his bowl, dipped his spoon in, probing the bottom, and took a careful sip.

“I must admit that the culinary intent here was laudable,” he smiled. “That said, are you sure you didn’t forget putting the meat in? And the roots are, ahem, a bit past their prime.”

“The roots are fine,” Deirdre said. “I helped clean them the day before yesterday. There was hardly any rot on them, and we cut it all out completely. And we even got a piece of dried fish each. I got two for you, actually. You know, rank has its privileges.”

“Atahualpa was right, I am never going to be hungry with you by my side, honey,” Luther grinned.

“Just you wait until tomorrow then. We have enough fish tails and heads left for another soup. Think of it as a bouillabaisse. Very Mediterranean too.”

Luther sighed and began eating, trying not to dwell on the taste.

Watching him, Deirdre suddenly soured.

“At least we still have some food left. Could be worse for sure.”

“It’s all right, hon. It’ll all be over soon. Once the ice melts, there’ll be plenty of fish again, and in the fall we’ll just stock up more of it for the winter and not have to starve like this ever again. In all fairness though, we are not really starving. We are still getting three squares a day.”

“Aha, and we have zero obesity too! Gosh, I’d give a year of my life for a piece of bread now.”

“Sorry, no can do. Not at the moment, I am afraid. But how about you have my fish? The soup filled me up pretty good.”

“Oh, no, I can’t. A man’s gotta eat, especially a big man like you.”

“Oh, yes, you can. You know I love you, honey, but I like you a little less skinny even better. For my ulterior reasons, let’s call them that.”

“It’s all because there are so many of us now,” Deirdre sighed, picking on a shriveled piece of what once was fat, juicy carp. “There used to be enough food for everyone. What we had would have sufficed just fine for a slightly smaller community.”

Luther couldn’t argue with that. The island’s population had indeed increased significantly over the winter, surpassing four hundred people by now. Several small groups had arrived from the north where starvation was indeed real, giving rise to marauder attacks and other crime. Moreover, there were quite a few fire victims as house fires had become a real calamity on the mainland. Unreliable stoves, using torches for lighting, reed huts and log cabins standing in close proximity to each other—it all added up. Sometimes entire settlements went up in flames, leaving their residents without a roof over their heads in subzero temperatures. Not being able to find shelter, and soon, meant certain death for most of those pour souls.

“So what were you and Atahualpa discussing with such passion up there on the wall?” Deirdre asked, changing the subject.

“That is a secret of secrets I’ve been sworn to take to the grave with me, my precious.”

“Yeah, right,” Deirdre snorted. “You were deciding on how to respond to those signals from the hunting camp, weren’t you?”

“Oh, what a putdown! Why do you ask then?”

“Because something is telling me my husband is plotting another adventure. Are you thinking of going across?”

“Man, I’ve married a lie detector!” Luther laughed. “No, wait, it’s more like a mind reader. She sees right through me!”

Deirdre frowned, apparently failing to share any of her husband’s amusement.

“Are you out of your mind?! The river is white with ice, you can’t possibly hope to get across.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll make it. We have just the boats for that.”

“Oh, I know those boats! It’ll only take one good bump for them to fall apart.”

“Who said we’re going to bump into anything? We’ll take poles and push all the ice chunks out of the way. We’ll get through without a problem, you’ll see.”

Deirdre shook her head.

“Sometimes I wonder who the responsible adult is of the two of us. Why do you always get involved whenever there’s trouble brewing? Does it always have to be you?”

“Oh, it’s not so bad!”

“But let me guess, I can’t come with you, right?”

“I always knew I was going to marry a smart girl.”

“Which means it is in fact dangerous. Oh, dear!”

“Not it isn’t. And I did take you with me back in the fall when we went to pick up that merchant ship at the rapids. And it sure was a dangerous voyage. Anything could have happened.”

“That was just your other head interfering with your judgment. You just couldn’t bear to be away from me!”

“A highly peculiar assertion,” Luther smiled. “As far as I remember, during that voyage, there was hardly any privacy to… indulge in extracurricular activities.”

“But you still found a way!” Deirdre laughed, unable to contain herself.

Luther joined in—they did share quite a few fond memories by that moment. As it happened, the journey back to the rapids proved to be a piece of cake indeed, so the lack of privacy was in fact their greatest concern. The newlyweds had to improvise and think outside the box, and they did, thus adding quite a bit of extra spice to their shenanigans.

“Seriously, sweetheart, you know full well I can’t bring you along on that one,” Luther said.

“I know. Just be careful, okay?”

“Of course. Don’t worry, I’m not the kind of guy who just jumps into the fray.”

“Oh, you are not?”

Luther sighed. Of the two of them, his wife was in fact a cooler head.


Chapter 2

The pole found a convenient notch, and Luther tensed, trying to slow the large chunk of ice down before it could bump into the side of the boat. Behind him, the rowers worked feverishly, trying to pass through the narrow channel before it closed and crushed them. Having the extra weight of a human body on the bow didn’t exactly help with that endeavor, but without Luther and his long rod there wouldn’t have been any navigable channel to begin with. Like most other things in life, the trip was all about tradeoffs. Luther threw a quick look back at the second boat, which was now badly lagging behind and also drifted downstream quite a bit. Keeping close together in transit proved to be much more difficult than he expected.

“Ease up!” he ordered the rowers. “We need to wait for the guys to catch up.”

The oars hit the water in reverse, slowing the boat. A nasty scraping sound came from the stern immediately as another sizeable chunk of ice caught up with them. Fortunately, Luther’s strategy worked well—one of the rowers simply used his oar to push the lightweight vessel off of the waterlogged floe. The main trick was to avoid being crushed from both sides or trapped, but there were much fewer of those mini icebergs now that had the requisite size and brawn to do that. However, on the liabilities side of the balance sheet, their boat had sprung a bit of a leak from frequent impacts, and cold water was now sloshing in their boots. Luckily, that alone was not going to kill them—not before they reached the frozen reed screen by the shore anyway.

The reed beds were flooded, of course, which Luther used to their advantage, navigating through little passages the animals used in the summer to come to the water’s edge to drink. The strip of coastal woods behind the rushes became a kind of a bayou as well, once again saving them the legwork on the way back up the stream. Soon enough, there was movement ahead and Luther told the rowers to stop. Almost immediately, he heard water sloshing ahead and the clicking of crossbow strings locking into the trigger mechanisms.

“Hey, don’t shoot!” Luther yelled. “It’s Willy Wonka coming to the chocolate factory!”

“Luther? Is that you?”

Another boat, this one a trophy captured from the cannibals, emerged from the flooded brush.

“Max, as I live and breathe!” Luther chuckled, looking at the young man on the bow, a pole in his hands. And what a sight his one-time XO was: a lightweight helmet, a bear skin cloak, leather armor, and a big professional bow behind his back. The man’s own rowers were now putting their crossbows down.

“Howdy, Luther.”

“I was going to say Tarzan at first,” Luther smiled, “but that primitive bugger barely had a loincloth on. You, on the other hand… But it’s much in the same jungle spirit anyway, if with a bit of a northern flavor. You guys waiting for us?”

“Who else? Our lookout raised the alarm the moment he saw you leaving the island.”

As the two boats came alongside, everyone leaned over to shake hands.

“I am exceedingly proud to meet such damn foolhardy people!” Max said. “You must indeed be among the biggest idiots alive to have even thought of crossing over this time of year!”

“Hey, you were the ones who called us, weren’t you? Now you have to deal with it.”

“What are you talking about? Nobody called you. You guys must have gotten our yesterday’s message all wrong.”

“Well, it was not much of a message, if you ask me. All we could figure was you guys had gone out of your way trying to tell us something. Whatever that was.”

“Oh, we didn’t expect you to rush across first thing in the morning. We would have repeated the signal at nine or ten anyway, when the sun was high enough.”

“Well, what was the message anyway?”

“The Vuxes showed up again, it seems.”

“How many?”

“There were about three dozen of those assholes when we spotted them. But that’s not the main reason we called: they were after some kind of a beast. A big bugger, really big.”

“Come again?”

“Something like a woolly mammoth, I’d say. They were chasing it back and forth across the valley, apparently trying to hunt it down. If you ask me, the entire troop was just a hunting party—but hey, coming a hundred miles down just to hunt? Let me tell you though, it’s a lot of meat. Like, three tons at least.

“Oh, man, we sure could use some of that,” Luther said with a sigh.

“That bad, huh?”

“Bad is a huge understatement. We’ve eaten everything that was edible, now we’re down to what’s not. How about you?”

“Not much better. All the wildlife has retreated beyond the hills—there’s just more food there, and less snow too. Here, it’s on-again, off-again. Thawing up during daytime highs, freezing again at night. Just about everything has a thin crust of ice on it. It’s solid enough for our snow shoes, but a deer’s hooves go right through, into the packed snow underneath. So they just stay away altogether. Can you blame them?”

“So you got nothing at all?”

“Two sizeable bucks and one skinny doe over this entire time. Last week, we only caught a few hares and chased some birds in the marshes. But why are we standing here in the middle of the forest? Let’s head to the camp! At least you’ll get to eat your fill of meat there.”

“So we didn’t come here for nothing, after all,” Luther grinned. “A free meal this time of year—priceless. Oh, and I wouldn’t mind having a look at that hairy elephant of yours.”

“It’s a long way to go, and the Vuxes might still be there somewhere.”

“Ah, Vuxes-schmuxes. That’s three tons of meat we are talking about.”

***

Luther looked away, trying to shield his eyes from the reflected glare of the sun on a snowy slope ahead. It would have been more prudent to circle around in a flanking maneuver to approach the area from the west, where the thick woods offered plenty of cover, but such a detour over a treacherous crust of ice would have taken hours and required plenty of precious calories none of them could expend under the circumstances. They’d keep things simple this time, Luther decided.

“You call this thing a mammoth?”

They were now lying on the frozen ground, watching the show unfurling a few hundred yards ahead of them through a gap between two large boulders.

“Well, what did you want me to call it—a hamster? It sure ain’t the right size for that.”

That part was true, Luther had to agree—that, and perhaps the pillar-like legs and long, thick fur—but the similarity ended there. In fact, it was more like a giant, thick-legged dachshund, long and sausagey, with a short, sturdy horn crowning a bony plate protecting its forehead. That also made the creature a bit of a rhino, Luther reckoned, except a true pachyderm wouldn’t have any such similar plates over the rest of its spine and sides, all of which in their particular case were covered in bumpy growths that could probably qualify as budding horns too. In the gaps between all that bony goodness, tufts of long brown hair sprang eternal, some of them reaching the ground. Looked at from a different angle, the creature could also be thought of as an oversized and overwhelmingly shaggy yak. But whatever it was, boy, did it have meat on it!

“Poor mammoth,” Max sighed, still watching.

Indeed, the creature was being killed slowly and methodically. Not that the Vuxes were playing Gestapo, of course: dealing with prey of such giant proportions with their primitive weapons was no small feat. Dozens of figures boogied around the hapless giant in a deadly ring dance, repeatedly stabbing it in the legs with their spears.

Spinning in place, the beast was shaking its head wildly, lashing out at the enemies with his not insubstantial tail. But with the Vuxes having skillfully corralled it into a depression filled with a thick layer of packed snow, there was little the “mammoth” could do. Little by little, it sank into the thick muck up to its belly and got stuck while the much lighter troglodytes moved over the crust easily on their snowshoes, delivering more blows.

“It’s not going to be long now,” Max, ever the experienced observer, said.

Sure enough, within a minute, the beast let out a loud cry—something halfway between a screech and a sigh—and collapsed onto its side as a successful slash severed a tendon in its front leg. Thrashing, the animal tried to rise quickly, but to no avail—the snow was just too deep for that. The Vuxes rushed at the beast from all sides, stabbing it with their spears with total impunity.

“They’ll take a week to kill it this way,” Luther said. “Their sticks can’t even pierce its hide!”

“They don’t need them to,” Max said. “The damn stinkers have come up with a better idea. Keep watching.”

Indeed, as it turned out, the frenzied beating was nothing more than a diversion. While most of the hunters kept hammering their prey, a couple of Vuxes climbed atop the thrashing hulk. One of them confidently positioned a horned spike in the gap between its neck plates, while the other slammed it down with a huge wooden mallet. A shrill animal squeal filled the air, becoming a wheeze after the second blow. Apparently well aware of what was going to come next, the cannibals swiftly scattered before the animal lifted its tail, tracing a broken, erratic semicircle and throwing several hundred pounds of dense snow into the air. And with that final convulsion, the agony ended, and the hunt was successfully over.

“Cunning bastards!” Max said, respect in his voice apparent.

“Why are you so surprised?” Luther shrugged. “They’ve hunted these creatures before, I am sure, so they know what they are doing.”

“It looks that way… I wonder where this thing even came from. We’ve never seen tracks like these before.”

“Who knows? It could have migrated from far away, or perhaps it’s an endangered species. This is where the forest meets the plains, so I guess one could expect to find animals from both zones here. Antelopes coexist with deer, bears with jackals, ground squirrels with the tree-dwelling sort… Some of your guys here said they had even seen monkeys on occasion. So why not woolly mammoths—or whatever that thing really is?”

“Yeah, but most of the animals we’ve dealt with so far resembled something on Earth,” Max said. “Even the troglodytes look like they’ve just sprung out of history books. This thing, however…”

“Remember the taises from the salt mines?” Luther asked. “Those didn’t really resemble bears, if you ask me.”

In the meantime, the Vuxes wasted no time, descending upon the carcass en masse and proceeding to butcher it with admirable skill. If they kept going like that, Luther reckoned, in a couple of hours there’d be nothing left there but a bare skeleton. And then the cannibals would be on their merry way, laden with the bloody fruits of their labors.

“So what’s the plan?” Max asked. “Are we going to attack them?”

“Yes. But let’s wait a bit.”

“What for?”

“Do you really want to hack at that carcass? Let them finish the butchering first, so we wouldn’t get our clothes filthier than they need to be.”

“That’s good thinking! The troglies in our own employ—what a novel idea!”

The savages worked tirelessly, unaware of the earthlings’ presence. Luther knew the Vuxes had an exceptional sense of smell, but the stench of the butchered carcass masked any danger. He had no doubt about the outcome: there were forty-two cannibals and thirty-nine people standing behind Max and himself. The numbers were nearly equal but the earthlings had far superior weapons and tactics, being able to operate as a cohesive unit, rather than turn the fight into a scattering of individual clashes.

To their credit though, the Vuxes proved themselves to be fairly impressive butchers, completing the task in a mere hour and a half. However, once done, they piled all the meat into several heaps and gathered around, engaging in what looked like an argument of some sort.

“What are they doing?” puzzled Max asked.

“Splitting up the haul, I guess,” Luther said.

“Why split it? They should be getting out of here.”

“They’re likely from different clans. There are too many hunters there to have come from a single settlement. So they’re probably trying to settle who gets what now.”

“They’ll be at it till sunset at this rate.”

“Well, maybe we could give them a little nudge.”

Carefully, Luther slid back down the hill under which the other hunters had been sitting in the snow. Max followed closely behind. Before the two of them even reached the foothill, most men rose, getting ready for battle. Some began doing squats and stretches in preparation.

“All right, here’s the plan,” Luther said, gathering everyone around. “We line up, no tricks or anything, and start shooting arrows at them. We’ll try to avoid any hand-to-hand combat at all costs to avoid unnecessary losses. Most likely, they’ll scatter after the first few volleys, and we won’t pursue them. Let them go. Vuxes never return to a place where they’d been given a proper scare once. But if they’re foolish enough to charge, pick up pace shooting: we’ll need to inflict as much damage as we can on them before the melee. Any questions?”

There weren’t any, and once the preparations were complete, Luther led his troops uphill. Quickly, everyone spread out along the ridge, raising their bows. Surprisingly, the Vuxes didn’t notice the intruders right away, affording the humans a few moments to prepare and select their targets. But then a roar full of fear and fury came from below. They were on.

As he released the first arrow, Luther realized to his chagrin he may have lost his edge somewhat over the winter. Instead of hitting the enemy in the chest, the projectile pierced the troglodyte’s arm. Sending a second arrow downrange, he had to admit the savages were not scared away by any measure, charging up the slope instead, yelling and brandishing all kinds of lethal implements. Many had left their snowshoes below, where a sizable area around the carcass had been trampled down, and were now struggling in deep snow. Luther had time to shoot three more arrows before the first bolas whirred through the air, making them all duck and spread out in the snow. Once the deadly projectiles passed overhead without doing anyone any harm, Luther abandoned his bow and jumped to his feet, sword in hand. God knew he tried to avoid the ugliness of an all-out melee, but if the damn troglodytes couldn’t take a hint, he’d be happy to oblige.

Coincidentally, the brave fella he had shot earlier lunged at him, raising a club. It seemed the arrow in his shoulder had only given the bugger an extra dose of enthusiasm and joie de vivre. A mighty slash that severed the arm altogether changed that. The opponent howled, dropping the weapon from his remaining hand. Feinting to the right, Luther stabbed him—this time between the ribs. Then, as he was setting in for the kill, Luther caught movement out of the corner of his eye and ducked instinctively. The following moment, the gigantic wooden mallet the savages used to deliver the final blow to the “mammoth” whistled over his head and struck the mortally wounded Vux who was still standing but now finally went down, sprawling on his back. Luther straightened up and plunged his sword into the belly of the mallet wielder who had already had two spears in him. But the third time was the charm, wasn’t it?

The skirmish ended almost immediately. Having met firm resistance, the cannibals turned around and fled downhill. Luther turned too, reaching back for his bow—and immediately wished he hadn’t: a spear one of the Vuxes threw at the last moment hit him from behind, snagging the fur collar of his homemade parka and slashing his shoulder all the way to the base of his neck. Luther lost his balance and fell to his knees, surprised to feel a warm liquid pouring down his back and chest. Strangely enough, he felt no pain and did not immediately realize he had been wounded. However, the concerned looks of everyone around told him as much, and then a bout of nausea hit him, followed by sudden overpowering weakness in his knees. Slowly, Luther went down, still not quite aware of what had just happened.

“Be still, Luther! Stay down!”

It was Max, quickly fumbling with the remains of his coat. Someone else, someone he couldn’t see, was also cutting his undershirt from behind.

“Oh, shit!” said the invisible voice.

“How bad is it?” Luther asked, the words suddenly forming an unwieldy lump in his throat.

“It’s a mess! The spear went right through your chainmail, but the collar held. Otherwise, it would’ve been the end of you. But your neck is intact, and that’s what matters. You’ll live. At least if you survive Mick sewing you up. Hey, Mick! Get over here!”

“That… meat…” Luther pushed another unwieldy blob of sounds out. “We gotta move it before nightfall. Because… Wolves…”

“Shhh!” Max put his bloody finger to his lips. “I got it, captain! You just take it easy now.”

Luther braced himself, preparing for the pain to hit him in earnest. Their two regular doctors, far away on the main island, were not going to be of much use now. Mick Donohue, the nonchalant cook at the hunting camp who also served as their ad hoc paramedic would be the only health care provider for miles around—and no, he was not going to start with a shot of morphine. And even then, Luther knew, even if he survived the vivisectionist’s crude job, he was still going to be a dead man: Deirdre would kill him for sure for being so damn careless.

***

At least a hundred people crowded at the water’s edge, anxiously watching the approaching boat. Those were going to be the island’s first visitors in weeks—ever since the ice drift started. Why the pair of strangers had taken the risk, braving the plentiful ice floes in a crude boat of the Vux brand was anyone’s guess. Yet, there the two guys were—young and disheveled, and not particularly well-fed either. Maybe hunger was the main driving force there. They had all seen such desperate souls before.

“Good day to you, strangers—or, rather, good evening!” Atahualpa said. “What demons are chasing you that you’ve braved the Freona at this time of the year?”

Vlad winced, running his hand over his tightly wrapped right leg—the cold made the wound throb. Kyle, however, offered the man a warm smile, making up for his friend’s lack of social graces.

“Greetings to you too, kind Sir! An urgent business made us throw all caution to the wind. Our postman is in the boat, and he is at death’s door. He begged us to bring him to your island as quickly as possible.”

The crowd stirred. Postmen, despite not always comporting themselves honorably, held a unique status among the earthlings. Finding a warm welcome in every settlement, they roamed across the entire right bank, repaying the villagers’ hospitality by collecting and distributing information. Unlike in the old world, people readily shared their personal details, ever hopeful to locate a friend or relative in some distant outpost or other. Postmen maintained extensive rosters of names and other identifying data, which they read out loud in public anywhere they went. Anyone could enquire further to get the person of interest’s full name, age, former address, etc. In return for their services, postmen were offered free room and board for as long as they chose to stay and garnered universal respect and affection—unless and until, that is, they did something untoward and were quickly and inconspicuously sent on their way. Some of the good, honest postmen that never stepped on anyone’s toes were known by name everywhere and highly revered, and many a brave soul would be honored to grant such a luminary’s last request. That said, impostors falsely claiming to be postmen were also a dime a dozen, making quite a few people wary of every new or unknown face in the profession. Atahualpa, of all others, always had plenty of doubts, and this time it went double—all the more so since the two strangers had left their boat bobbing in the bay, choosing to wade the remaining hundred yards to the shore through icy waters.

“All right, we’ll bring him in right away. We have an excellent healer here.”

“Oh, it’s too late for that, I am afraid,” Kyle feigned a sigh. “The poor lad is fading fast. He’s beyond doctors now.”

“You seem to be injured yourself?” Atahualpa nodded at Vlad’s bandaged leg.

“I am indeed. We were attacked by a gang of roving bandits. That’s when the postman was mortally wounded.”

“Jeez!” Atahualpa shook his head. “They’re attacking postmen now too?!”

The crowd grew more agitated, a few men stepping forward, ready to pull the boat in and onto the shore. That prompted a somewhat hasty, unexpected reaction from Kyle.

“Oh, don’t you bother, folks. But rejoice, the postman may be dying, yet his priceless records live! And let me tell you, he had quite a few. His final wish is that those be read on this island as quickly as possible. Knowing that someone has found a relative through his efforts would be the best sendoff the good man said he could get. In particular, he specifically asked for a Deirdre Dougal. Is she here, by any chance?”

“She is indeed!” multiple voices responded.

Kyle produced a bundle of records from beneath his coat and handed them to Atahualpa,

“Here, take these. Let someone read them out.”

“It’s Deirdre herself who usually reads those out,” Atahualpa said. “She has quite a voice for it. Hey, Josh,” he turned to a tall guy of twenty a few steps behind him, ”Go up on the tower and relieve Deirdre! Shane, come over here, you can start reading those records aloud. You can wake up the dead when you are talking.”

The buzzing crowd began moving back to the village, eager to hear what the new postman had on his lists.

“Deirdre will be here shortly,” Atahualpa turned back to the messenger. “In the meantime, we’ll give you a place to sleep tonight. You shouldn’t be taking a trip back in the dark. Heck, you shouldn’t have taken it the first time to begin with.”

“Oh, you don’t want to know,” Kyle grimaced. “We barely made it. I was saying my final prayers more than once.”

“Your boat looks familiar, you know,” Atahualpa suddenly said. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say it is the one I gave to Victor Zhou last fall. It was parked in the bay with all the others. Or did he give it to you for the trip?”

“He did indeed.”

“How are things in the big village?”

“Oh, everyone’s fine from what I could tell. I mean, all things considered, you know, this being early spring and all.”

“Well, yeah, of course, folks are almost starving everywhere. But say, how come I don’t recall seeing you fellows before? We’ve had quite a few postmen visiting.”

“We’re new here,” Vlad said. “We’ve only just arrived recently.”

“Where from?”

“From the north. A month or so ago.”

“A month? I visited the big village not quite three weeks ago and spoke with Zhou and a few others I know there. No one ever mentioned any new postmen from the north.”

“What was there to say?” Kyle shrugged. “It was just the two of us, hardly a crowd. I don’t think us coming down registered much. Even the reading wasn’t what you would call a success.”

“This is all very strange,” Atahualpa frowned. “Say, you have not by any chance heard of Friar, have you? Rumor has it that he is this new big gang leader in the north, and he is basically taking over the region. We’ve already had quite a few refugees from those parts. You guys are not from among those by any chance, are you?”

“Oh, no. The north is a big place. We lived quite a distance from where Friar operates. But we’ve heard of him, of course.”

“Then why decide to move so far south? Now, of all times?”

“Hello! Where is the postman with a message for me?”

Panting, Deirdre burst onto the scene like a jack-in-the-box.

“Hello, beautiful!” Kyle grinned. “The postman’s in the boat. I can carry you there if you want. No need for you to get into the cold water.”

“Relax,” Atahualpa frowned. “I’ll carry her myself. Besides, I want to see this postman of yours too.”

Without further ado, Atahualpa took off his shoes, rolled up his trousers, and took a knee. “Hop on, Deirdre. On my back.”

“Off we go, my noble steed!” the girl smiled.

“The next thing I know, you’ll be spurring me on! Stop squirming, girl, or I'll just drop you in the water.”

“Do you think the postman may have some news about my family?” Deirdre asked, disregarding the threat.

“We’ll see,” Atahualpa said, stepping into the icy water. “They say the fellow is dying, but I want to check that out myself first.”

“Oh!… I didn’t know…”

“Now you do.”

Behind their backs, Kyle and Vlad exchanged meaningful looks. The whole thing was playing right into their hands, and the carefree mayor never even called for any armed escort. This was going to be a piece of cake.

Wading forward at a brisk pace despite the load on his back, Atahualpa reached the boat first, leaving the shifty pair far behind. All of a sudden, he was getting anxious: why didn’t the two men bring their supposedly dying comrade to the shore for some comfort or last rites? Except, wait… The damn boat had nothing in it, except for a pair of oars and a balding deer hide.

“Hold on, Deirdre,” he mumbled, beginning to turn around to face the damn liars.

Then, having a momentary afterthought, he checked the move and grabbed at the deerskin.

“Well, hello, pops! Did you miss me?”

“Cob?”

The grinning rascal, no longer hiding under the pelt, was now pointing a loaded crossbow at him.

“You damn bugger!”

From the day he set foot on the island, and especially during the siege, Cob had proven himself a true rabble rouser, disobeying orders and starting multiple fights. When the man deserted in the dark of the night taking a few of his buddies with him, Atahualpa was almost grateful: problem solved. There’d be no need to take any unpleasant action now to deal with the bastard. Except maybe he shouldn’t have been such a pussy about it—then or now, taking the primitive bait from that devious pair. Shucks!

“Drop the girl into the boat, big guy—or I’ll drop you,” Cob drawled, his finger on the trigger. Well, come to think of it…”

Instinctively, Atahualpa ducked, feinting right and at the same time reaching for the ax in his waistband—but not before Cob grabbed at Deirdre’s arm, jerking her towards himself. Mesmerized, the girl offered no resistance and just dropped into the boat like a sack of potatoes where Tony, who had up to that moment been hiding under the pelt as well, received her with open hands. The next moment, Cob pulled the trigger and missed, the bolt hitting the water mere inches away from its target. However, Kyle’s club didn’t miss, landing smack at the back of Atahualpa’s head and sending the man into the water, badly stunned.

At that moment, Father Dougal appeared on the beach—and knew immediately what was going on. Putting two fingers in his mouth, he let out a piercing whistle.

“Mayday! They’re trying to kill Atahualpa!”

Cob, who was hastily reloading his crossbow for the killing shot, cursed under his breath and abandoned the effort.

“You two, get in, now!”

The two junior thugs didn’t need to be told twice. Pushing the boat away from the shore for a few dozen feet, they jumped in and immediately picked up two long poles. In the meantime, Cob went back to fumbling with his primitive crossbow while Tony tried to subdue Deirdre who was now fully into her furious she-cat mode and fighting him off tooth and nail. Given a few more moments, she might well have succeed rolling over the low gunwale and into the water.

“Pfft, Romeo!” Cob cringed, watching Tony’s meager efforts.

The next moment, the back end of an oar hit Deirdre smack in the stomach, sending her to the floor, all doubled over.

“That’s how it’s done, you idiot,” Cob smirked. “Or did you want her to scratch your eyes out?”

By the time more people poured onto the shore and scrounged a couple of boats, it was all over: the kidnappers and their catch were hundreds of yards away and barely visible among the ice floes in the rapidly congealing dusk.

On the beach, standing ankle deep in the water, pressing a rag against the bleeding gash in the back of his head, Atahualpa was wondering what he was going to tell Luther.

***

For his own part, Luther was quite surprised to see such a large welcoming party waiting for them. How could anyone possibly know they were coming back bearing big, juicy gifts? One needed a sharp, trained eye to even see the boat approaching in the dark. But of course, now was not the time to dwell on such insignificant issues. After the hack job that goddamn butcher Mick did on him, the wound above Luther’s shoulder blade was throbbing mercilessly, every heartbeat reverberating with rapidly radiating flare-ups. All he could think about at the moment was finally reaching his cabin and falling victim to his wife's gentle care and deliciously nagging lamentations. Some soothing ointment on his wound, a proper bandage, and a few well-meant kisses—that was what he really needed now.

Stepping onto the shore under his own power, Luther paid no heed to the strange looks from the surprisingly solemn crowd that parted in front of him like the Red Sea before Moses. However, the gate to the citadel was thoroughly blocked by Atahualpa’s not insubstantial bulk, and that wasn’t something he could altogether ignore.

“Hey, Luther!”

“Hey, man. Let’s discuss it all later, all right? You see, I’ve been stupid enough to get myself wounded. Now I just want to get home and see Deirdre.”

“Ahem… Deirdre is gone.”

"You mean she is still at the watchtower? Could you please send someone over to relieve her early?"

“No, she’s not at the tower,” Atahualpa sighed. “You see… She’s been kidnapped…”

“Huh? Kidnapped?”

“Yeah, and only just now. Remember Tony? He was in your original group, wasn’t he? And he was always hovering around Deirdre.”

“But how? The guy’s a wuss,” Luther grabbed at a gatepost as his legs suddenly grew weak on him again.

“Ahem… They played us for suckers, I am sorry to say. Him and his buddies. That damn Cob…”

“Who did you send after them?”

“No one.”

“Huh?!!”

“What was I supposed to do? Send them to their deaths in the middle of the night on this damn ice-filled river? We’ll get going first thing in the morning, the tracks in the snow are still going to be fresh.”

“Oh, no, I am going right now.” Luther said. “One boat has been damaged, but the other one is fine. I’ll just need a little help bringing it to the other side overland.”

“You are not going anywhere. You are bleeding. You need a doctor.”

“Oh, yeah? You think you can order me around?”

“I can, and I will,” Atahualpa said firmly. “You are no use to anyone dead. And I don’t want anyone else dying in vain either. I told you, we are launching a rescue mission in the morning. And trust me, we are getting her back. And you don’t want to know what I am going to do to those buggers.”

Slowly, Luther sagged to the ground, giving in to the sudden bout of dizziness.

“I think I do need a doctor.”

The house felt eerily quiet and somehow uncomfortable, as if it had lost something intangible but essential. It felt abandoned. Even the candle flickered just barely, as if on the brink of going out. In its dim light, for a moment Luther imagined that Deirdre was just around the corner, about to enter with some plates in her hands, stumbling over the threshold as always. But he knew the plate was already there—sitting forlornly at the edge of the table, cold and untouched. Atahualpa had brought it earlier and stayed for a while, watching the medic work his magic over Luther’s wound. But the conversation never picked up, and the man left soon, giving his desolate friend some privacy. Once the medic left too, Luther sprang into action. He knew he was leaving the island as soon as possible but talking about it or arguing with Atahualpa wasn’t the right way to do it. The last thing he needed was the man putting guards at his door to make sure his restless friend did not do anything funny in his grief. Now, Luther knew, he could sneak out quietly under the cover of darkness. There were no lights in the village, and even if there were, it was not like a CCTV camera could catch him on the way to the beach. As he gathered his meager belongings, Luther knew he was being foolish, that it would really make more sense to wait till the morning and go out in force. But he also knew he could do no different, and if that was the case, then, well, that was the way to go. His wound was going to be a great impediment, of course, but that could not be helped. Besides, now that the medic—the same young doctor he had had the foresight to bring back with him from the south—put some proper stitching on the gash, replacing Mick’s coarse thread with a more advanced, dissolvable filament that did not need to be removed later and put some pressed bhila leaves on it, known for their strong anti-inflammatory properties, he immediately felt better. Hopefully, his relative youth and burning hatred for the kidnappers would do the rest. Done stuffing his backpack (a spare set of clothes for himself and some for Deirdre, the thin blanket of the plane crash provenance, a flask of local coffee-like drink, not much), Luther turned his attention to weapons and basically decided to take them all: sword, knife, bronze ax captured from the Vuxes, and his bow and arrows. Altogether, they made for quite a load, but without knowing what he was going to have to deal with, there was no point in leaving anything behind. Finally, checking it all one last time, he threw a look at the table and saw the dinner plate he had never touched. Aha! Calories! Luther sat down and quickly gobbled up the thin, bland, cold slop, trying not to think of what it was he might be eating. It was most likely edible, and God only knew when he’d be able to find food again. Beggars could not be choosers, and there were no other provisions in the cabin that he could take with him. Finally, blowing out the candle, Luther opened the door slowly to avoid any creaks and slipped outside. The ladder to the wall was just a few steps from his porch and given the moonless night, climbing it without being noticed by the guards wasn’t all that difficult. With only seven watchmen on shift, three of whom stayed up in the towers most of the time, leaving the fortress undetected was hardly a challenge.

Once on the wall, Luther could even see the back of the nearest guard sauntering slowly away from him. Great! He would now have all the time in the world before the guy completed his round and came back. With luck, he would not even notice the rope hanging down on the outside from one of the sharpened logs. Indeed, the walls were designed to keep folks out, not in. Now all he had to do, Luther told himself, was avoid groaning as he rappelled down since the heavy load on his back caused him much discomfort, to say the least, at every step or turn. Damn, they could not have found a worse time to kidnap his beloved!

Reaching the pier, Luther cursed under his breath. The only boat still there was one of the two they had taken across—the one that got damaged by ice on the way back. To be sure, there were a couple more bobbing a few dozen feet offshore, but they were regular fishing craft, heavy and unwieldy, and handing one of those alone almost guaranteed a disastrous rendezvous with a mini iceberg. But then Luther knew he had another, more immediate problem: he was no longer alone. Was his cover blown?

“What took you so long, Luther?” a familiar female voice whispered from the darkness.

“Rita? That you? What are you doing here?” Luther whispered back.

“Waiting for you, duh! I almost froze my butt off already. I even began thinking you were not coming after all.”

“Coming to do what?”

“Hello? Do you want your girl back or what?”

“Damn it, you know me so well! I should have known!”

“Yeah, well, you might have fooled Atahualpa, but I knew there was no holding you back. So why would I let you have all that fun alone?”

“I can’t let you take that kind of risk for my benefit, Rita.”

“I call bullshit when I see it. You’re wounded, and you cannot handle that boat safely all by yourself. Admit it, it’s your male pride talking—not you.”

“Oh, I can handle it just fine, except suddenly there is no boat.”

“Yes, there is. I have already moved it to the eastern shore. It’s much closer to the mainland from there, and there’s no wind tonight. And we won’t have to circle the island if we launch directly from there. Come on time’s a-wasting.”

Luther could see the boat when they were still at least three hundred feet away. It was right there, resting on a sand bank, surrounded by four silent figures. As they got closer, Luther could tell the Arkulian gladiators he had brought with him from the south, some of them illegally, showed up loaded for bear.

“Eron? What are you guys doing here?”

“We’re coming with you, Luther.”

“No, you’re not. Thanks for being there for me, but this is my problem. Besides, Atahualpa will organize a proper search party in the morning. You can join that posse if you want.”

“No, Luther, we have not joined Atahualpa, we joined you. You helped us back then, and now it’s our turn to help you. Just say the word, and we will all go. And we won’t leave a single stone unturned.”

“I told you a million times, Eron, you owe me nothing. But thanks anyway. Except this boat can only take three. And it’s the only one we could use. The others simply won’t make it across.”

“All right, me and Mongu then,” Eron said. “The rest will join the morning posse.”

“Which, basically, means I am not going, right?” Rita asked.

“Don’t give me any more heartache, Rita! Please, I am begging you. I don’t want your untimely demise on my conscience.”

“Oh, how touching! All right, fine, as long as you are not going alone…”


Chapter 3

Kyle stumbled, barely keeping his balance. Beneath the protective cover of tree crowns, where the daytime sun did not quite reach, the snow occasionally blanketed the ground to a depth of two feet, effectively hiding traps such as animal dens and fallen branches. The bandits followed a trail left by a deer, but it had already been dusted over, so anyone walking point had a rough time.

“Vlad, it’s your turn,” Kyle hissed, turning back.

“Seriously? How am I supposed to blaze the trail with a leg like this? I can barely walk as it is.”

“But I can’t do this anymore,” the former mailman nearly sobbed. “Someone… please switch with me…”

“Let the girl lead. Why else are we dragging her along?” Vlad sneered.

Tony passed his end of the rope to Cob without a word, circled around Kyle, and forged ahead. The kidnappers hurried as best they could: as it is, they had already lost too much time, and the islanders were guaranteed to launch a pursuit. Clouds had rolled in overnight, obscuring the sky, and without landmarks, the small band got lost in the dark forest, only finding their way to a familiar lake by dawn. Unfortunately for them, from there it was still a long way to the broad animal paths at the edge of the floodplain, which not quite law-abiding earthlings frequently used on their way north. And going back was out of the question: surely, the pursuers had to be hot on their heels. Cob had already regretted his impulsive decision to snatch that damned girl from the island. Only now did he fully grasp the extent of the trouble her unwilling company had got them all into. Well-rested pursuers with plenty of weapons and a supply of food could easily catch up with the slow-moving group. And if they had dogs, which they surely did, that would happen even faster. Indeed, the kidnappers moved at a snail’s pace—what with chronic malnutrition, Vlad’s injury, and the girl who was just barely dragging herself along, as if trying to slow them down on purpose. And then, of course, there was that damn snow that only seemed well-packed and crusted over. Once you stepped on it, the foot went right through, sometimes knee-deep, and the trailblazer would then become a kind of icebreaker, crushing and trampling the crackling snow pie to add a couple more feet to the path. No wonder that by nightfall everyone was thoroughly exhausted. If attacked now, Cob knew, they could all be finished off easily in a matter of minutes.

Cob wrapped the end of the rope around his fist and stepped forward into the mush of trampled snow. The other end was tied around the girl’s wrists, holding them together. Initially, they had attached it to her waist, but then Vlad noticed she had been secretly breaking small twigs off the surrounding bushes, leaving a clear trail behind. A couple of times, the damn uncooperative bitch even tore up some of her clothes, as if accidentally, leaving a few scraps of fabric in the brush. And that love-struck Tony (pfft, loooove!) wouldn’t even let him give the broad a good thrashing for her treacherous tricks. Instead, they just tied up her wrists and kept going.

After the initial outburst of fury and violence that left Tony’s face all scratched up, Deirdre went with the flow, trudging behind her captors in as lackluster a manner as she could muster. Anything less—and Tony or Cob would yank their end of the rope hard, often causing her to fall dawn, face in the snow. Once she even hit a hidden tree stump hard, narrowly avoiding giving herself a broken nose. Naturally, Tony tried taking it easy on her, but whenever it was his turn to lead the way and he gave his end of the tether to someone else, the others were nowhere near as gentle. But it was all right, Deirdre told herself. They would pay, all of them, for what they had been doing to her. She had long stopped blaming herself for what happened. Yes, she should have thought on her feet and jumped overboard right away. Heck, she shouldn’t have let them drag her into the boat to begin with—but what was the point of crying over spilled milk now? Hopefully, Atahualpa survived and was now leading the pursuit, because no, her friends back on the island were never going to let this sorry bunch get away with it. And then there was Luther—where was Luther in all of that? What happened to him out there on the distant left bank?

Trudging mechanically behind her kidnappers, Deirdre didn’t immediately realize that something had changed in their surroundings. And then the slackening of the rope brought her out of her frozen stupor—Cob had stopped, no longer pulling her along. Sticking his free hand out, he caught a couple of enormous moist snowflakes, looking at them in sheer disbelief.

“Guys! We’re in luck! It’s snowing!”

“What’s so good about it?” Vlad grumbled. “Now it’ll be even harder to walk.”

“You’re a total moron! It’ll cover our tracks, that’s what. Look at the clouds! With luck, there’ll be enough snow to make it look like Christmas all over again.”

“But it’s springtime already…” Kyle said. “There shouldn’t be any heavy snowfalls anymore.”

“Oh, what do you know! My gut is telling me we’ll have us a real blizzard. They won’t be able to find us now, no way!”

That was when something inside of Deirdre finally gave way and broke. Sagging into the snow, she began sobbing. It was the first time during that sorry affair that she was showing them her weakness. Worse yet, she no longer cared, one way or the other. She was a gone girl. It was all over.

***

Luther cursed, shaking his fist at the sky in impotent rage. Except, of course, his anger did nothing to stem the relentless snowfall. Dawn was breaking, and the tracks of Deirdre’s kidnappers remained elusive. Soon, the Arkulians proposed a new strategy, and for lack of any better ideas he agreed, even though it relegated him to the role of a passive observer. Their small group would halt every now and then, and Eron and Mongu would fan out sideways, looking for any possible trails. In a quarter of a mile or so, they’d reconvene on their main path and move further. However, hours later, they still had precious little to show for their efforts. Now, if the snow didn’t let up, finding any tracks would become next to impossible. And the damn blizzard only seemed to get heavier, adding to Luther’s frustration. Wracked with a nervous shiver, he felt cold and miserable, and his wound was throbbing too—a clear signal he was at the very end of his tether. Now it was patently clear to him that without his friends’ help he wouldn’t have been able to get even this far. Who was he kidding? Superman he clearly wasn’t.

A branch snapped to his left, immediately catching his attention. Turning, Luther saw Eron running towards him, seemingly oblivious to the noise he was making. Luther’s heart doubled up on its pounding: the warriors usually moved in careful silence.

“I found a track!” the man said, panting—in English, which all of the Arkulians had been diligently learning over the winter months.

“Are you certain it’s theirs?”

“Yes. They passed through here recently, five of them. One set of footprints is very small—like a woman’s or a child’s. But that’s not all. Here…”

Luther’s trembling hands accepted a tiny strip of brightly-dyed fabric. He recognized it instantly: Deirdre had been wearing a blouse of that color just the morning before. There could be no mistake.

Luther whistled sharply twice, throwing caution to the wind as urgency took over. Mongu appeared within a minute, and once again they were all together.

“Come this way,” Eron said, without bothering to explain. Everyone followed, readily. Luther no longer tried taking the lead. He was now tail end Charlie—permanently and irreversibly, it seemed, at least until the circumstances changed. At the moment, he simply needed to conserve his energy not to become a drag on the entire small posse. Mongu even relieved him of his heavy backpack, and for once, Luther did not argue. He was learning humility, and fast. Besides, he was the only one of the three of them who had and could shoot a bow, so there was another good reason for him to stay operational. He could not lead anymore, but at least he had to be able to pull his weight fighting.

Once they reached the tracks, things became easier. The trail, though covered already with a sprinkling of fresh snow, was still clearly visible and did not have to be blazed from scratch. Except Eron was taking his time, it seemed, probing the path ahead of them with the back end of his halberd every few feet.

“What’s the matter?” Luther finally asked. “You afraid of losing the trail?”

“They may have left traps behind,” Eron said.

“I don’t think we need to worry about that much. They are not really warriors, this bunch. They are just random civilian yahoos playing soldier.”

“You don’t need any special training for leaving a few sharp stakes behind, covered with snow. Even a child could do it.”

The man was right of course, and boy, was he stubborn! Luther knew he should not micromanage, so he didn’t.

“You are the boss now, Eron,” he nodded. “I am sure you know what you are doing. Lead the way!”

***

“We shouldn’t have left our snowshoes behind,” Kyle lamented, his voice weak and peevish.

Indeed, now that the ground was covered with at least a foot of fresh dust, their progress, pitiful as it was before, slowed down to a mere crawl. And besides, since the kidnappers were in the immediate vicinity of a few large settlements now, they had to be damn sure they did not take a wrong turn somewhere along the way. Cob harbored no illusions about somehow being able to deceive the locals as to the group’s occupation. Unlike the islanders, isolated well enough from the mayhem on the mainland, the villagers in the area had suffered enough at the hands of various gangs and were no longer welcoming of strangers. Moreover, Cob, Kyle, Tony, and even Vlad were now sufficiently well-known in the area to have their descriptions circulated by local authorities. There were no “Wanted” signs posted yet in this place, but the “village telegraph” turned out to be surprisingly efficient and kept everyone around informed about the identities of the local “heroes”. And the local justice was swift and merciless.

“I can’t do this anymore,” Vlad groaned. “Cob, how much longer do we have to go?”

“As long as necessary,” Cob grumbled, stubbornly forging ahead.

“We haven’t slept all night! Do you want us all to just drop dead like some worn-out horses? And my leg has almost seized up now.”

“I could chop if off for you,” Cob smirked. “You won’t have to worry about it then.”

“I’m serious! Two night in a row without sleep, really?”

“Calm down. We need to find a drier spot, we can’t just plop into the snow right here. We’ll freeze to death and never get up again. Once we reach higher ground, we’ll be able to set up a proper camp.”

“We should have gone further east, away from the river,” sighed Kyle.

Cob didn’t argue. He was already breathing like a racehorse, and there was no point wasting oxygen on pointless talk. Besides, sticking to the floodplain had its clear advantages: while the place was hard to move through, few people visited the wet forest that time of year. There was simply nothing to do there as scarcity of food drove all the game to higher, more hospitable grounds. The few fishermen camps along the swollen banks of the Freona were way behind them now as well, so chances of meeting another human being accidentally were almost nil. Counterintuitively, though the river there was teeming with fish and the woods were full of pheasants and other fowl, no one, but no one wanted to live in the area full time. Swarms of malaria-bearing mosquitoes and gnats in the summer season, high humidity, and extensive swamps full of snakes, toads, and other such lovely creatures—no, there were no takers. All the known permanent settlements were at least a mile away from the river, and some way further inland. A few island villages made for a notable exception that only proved the general rule, but even then they were all rocky and dry, sitting well above the water level. No one wanted to live on flat and low sand banks that in addition to their other disadvantages tended to shift around from one year to another. Except now finding a suitable camp site among that desolate goodness was going to be a real pain.

Kyle, ever the quick-witted one, was the first to spot the steeply rising embankment.

“Hey, Cob! Look at that place over there. It’s almost a hill.”

“It’s not a hill, it’s an old riverbank.”

“Huh?”

“The Freona used to flow here, cutting a channel trough. Then it shifted all the way back. It happens.”

“How about we check it out anyway, mister resident scholar? I don’t see any better places around.”

“Well, you found it, you go have the first look. Pathfinder’s right and all that,” Cob said.

“Gee, I wish it earned me an extra helping of porridge at lunch instead,” Kyle grumbled but went ahead nonetheless.

A few minutes later, he was looking down from the high cliff.

“Guys! That’s the place! It’s like magic woods up here.”

“Did you find anything to eat? Or at least any free-flowing water?” Cob asked.

“No. But the place itself is perfect. We couldn’t wish for a better spot.”

“Oh, all right,” Cob sighed and began climbing. The rest of them followed.

It was indeed high ground, flat and even, overgrown with huge spruce trees that were quite rare so far south. Better yet, there was almost no snow under them, and the soil, covered with multiple layers of compressed soft needles, looked soft and dry.

“All right, that’ll do,” Cob grumbled. “We are staying the night here. Kyle and Vlad, go gather some firewood quickly. Tony, tie your bitch to a tree, or she’ll try to run off again. Then clear out the deadwood from here, so it wouldn’t ignite when we make a fire.”

“You want to do it right here, under the boughs?” Kyle asked.

“Yeah, why not? It’ll be nice and cozy, like in a real house.”

“I don’t want the entire trunk going up in flames on us, you know.”

“That’s why I said clear the deadwood first, dry twigs and all. Get to work, slackers!”

Pulling a leather pouch from under his coat, Cob revealed his fire-starting kit—a broken steel file, a piece of pyrite, a stack of thin birch bark flakes and a lump of dry moss for tinder. Before long, a lively small fire came to life under the canopy of large spruce boughs. Tossing a bundle of thin branches into the flames, Cob gave Deirdre a wink.

“That’s how us tough guys light their fires. You’d better get used to it too, and fast. We are way beyond matches here. It’s Stone Age, baby.”

“Uh-huh, and you lot are real cavemen.”

“Ouch, feisty! What’s with the long face? Or is that supposed to be a smile?”

“I don’t have a better one for you. I save those for real men, not little boys playing summer camp in winter.”

“Oh, listen to that!” Cob chuckled. “The lady has found her voice, and what a voice it is! Well, maybe we need to do something about it, huh?”

“Leave her alone,” Tony grumbled from the edge of the clearing. “Do some work instead, for a change.”

“Relax, dude! I am just shooting the breeze a little, is all. The least I can get for the service I have provided is a bit of civilized conversation with your princess, don’t you think?”

Suddenly, there was a crackling sound by the trunk where Vlad was breaking off dry twigs, so they wouldn’t go up in flames unexpectedly. The next moment, the young man was on the ground, groaning.

“What happened?” Kyle asked.

“I snagged my bad leg on it,” Vlad muttered through his clenched teeth. “Oh, man, it hurts! This thing is going to be the end of me, I’m telling you!”

“It’s your own fault, bud,” Kyle shrugged. “Why don’t you give it a whack with your ax and then complain about the resin not working?”

“Oh, shut up, Kyle,” Cob grumbled. “Vlad, go show your leg to the bitch.”

“She a doctor or something?”

“No, but she’s got eyes to see. Women are better at this kind of things than we are. It’s in their genes, I think.”

“Yo, Deirdre, have a look and report,” Cob turned to the prisoner. “Do a good job of it too, or else.”

“He’s right, I’m no doctor,” Deirdre shrugged.

“And I’m not a boxer, but I still know how to throw a punch. Do what you can.”

Vlad made his way to the campfire, unbuttoned his pants, and pulled them down, little by little, wincing an sobbing along the way. His thigh had swollen badly, stretching the fabric tight, and peeling it off of it took some doing.

“Here, enjoy the view,” he grumbled, extending the leg in front of him.

“When was the last time you washed?” Deirdre grimaced.

“Look who’s talking! I’ll ask you the same question in a couple of weeks. No bathhouses in the woods, you know. And the river is frozen in winter.”

“Well, from what I can see, it’s badly infected. Swollen. It doesn’t look good, what else can I say?”

“So what do I do now?”

“Chop it off. Preferably at the neck.”

“You bitch!” the bandit growled. “You just can’t keep from gloating, can you?”

“Well, what do you expect me to do with it? There’s no antibiotics here, no peroxide. There’s not even clean water to wash off all that gunk in the wound. It’s like someone has been deliberately rubbing some kind of filth into it.”

“That’s not filth. It’s pine resin. Kyle said it helps.”

“Maybe it does, but why’s there bark and debris in it?”

“Well?” Cob asked, coming closer for a look of his own.

“He needs a doctor,” Deirdre said. “Preferably, in a hospital.”

Throwing a single cursory glance at the festering gash, Cob stopped in his tracks.

“Oh, shit!”

The wound looked much like a stomach, cut open and turned inside out, displaying what was left from yesterday’s dinner. The edges had turned an ominous hue of dark purple, and particles of foreign matter that did not belong there could in fact be easily seen. Whether they came from the resin or the man’s dirty hands mattered little now. They had done their job all the same. For all Cobb new of such matters, gangrene may have already set in, and there was no saving the extremity—or the man himself, for that matter. Either way, his walking days were over, all things considered.

“Well?” Vlad whispered, looking up at the leader and apparently expecting a miracle.

“Well nothing!” Cob said. “You should have taken better care of your leg! What am I supposed to do with you now?”

“Oh, it’s all right!” the injured man suddenly changed the tune. “It’ll be just fine. I can still walk.”

“And how long do you think you’ll be able to do so? Ah, anyway, lie down and rest for now. If you can’t get up in the morning, well… we’ll see about that.”

Sitting by the fire, her empty stomach churning, Deirdre wondered what that bunch of halfwits was even thinking venturing into the frozen woods with no food or other supplies. Or did they think God was going to send some manna down?

“Hey, Deirdre!” Cob smirked, extending a handful of snow to her. Have some outlaw bread… and tea. All in one, ha-ha. Remember, this is all but a great adventure.”

“You can’t eat adventure. If you want some real bread and tea, you’ll have to see the error of your ways first, I am afraid.”

“You mean, start living a normal life again? Like you do on the island?”

“And what was wrong with that?”

“It’s easy for you to say… I doubt anyone would welcome us with open arms now. We’ve managed to cause quite a bit of trouble, you know.”

“What about before? You and Tony used to live on the island, right? What was your problem then? You still behaved like a pig, as far as I remember, and then you all bolted at the worst possible time. Face it, you just chickened out.”

“It was way too boring to stick around with the likes of you. Everything was too old-fashioned, just like on Earth before. But this is a different world. Who says we can’t make it better without repeating the same mistakes?”

“Oh, so you’re all revolutionaries here!” Deirdre scoffed. “It’s all so noble, right? Robbing, killing, raping, and kidnapping. You are true heroes indeed. Salt of the frigging earth.”

“Yes, we are.” Cob looked serious now. “That’s a great way of putting it. Don’t you laugh, all revolutionaries were bandits at their core. They were no pussies, they didn’t shy away from terror, bank robberies, dealing drugs or racketeering. It’s inevitable because when you go against the accepted laws and the existing authority, you have to go all the way. Otherwise, where’s the conflict that requires resolution? And how do you feed a revolutionary army anyway? You have to live off the land and what’s on it, that’s how.”

“Well, look at you now—an army of three and a half, and you can’t even feed that many. Besides, if you didn’t like the rules in our settlement, you could have founded one of your own, under different rules. There’s plenty of land here, nobody would ever bother you.”

“That’s where you’re wrong, girl!” Cob smirked. “Everyone and everything is against us here. If it’s not the cannibals, then it’s the Haitas. And when those keep quiet, your own fellow humans start stepping on your toes. It’s because nothing has really changed from the old world: it’s every man for himself. No, what you need is a unifying hand, someone to bring all the earthlings together and show them the way. Then we could become a truly formidable force. We could easily bring all these different locals under our heel. Because we have knowledge and technology, and they don’t. But we can’t make it all play out to our advantage within a single small settlement.”

“Jawoll, General Cob! Oh, wait, you never made general.”

“I know,” Cob agreed, not offended in the slightest. “I’m fully aware I am not the right person for it. Which is exactly why we are looking for someone who could be. It isn’t about my ego. I’d be happy to serve under someone who follows the same rules. Except the search is over now. We are heading north to join Friar.”

“But he’s a butcher!” Deirdre exclaimed.

“So what if he’s cruel? You can’t conquer the world without getting your hands a little dirty. He’s now creating the core of his own country in the north, and those who join him early enough, like myself, will become the founding fathers.”

“You’ll become minced meat first,” Deirdre sighed. “You’re such an idiot!”

“Well, maybe looking through your pretty eyes, I am. But I never expected my line of reasoning to make sense to some pampered blonde. And it’s not like your opinion even matters anymore. You’ll do as you are told from now on, sweetheart. Face it, you are not a person anymore. You are property. Tony may not realize it just yet, but he will. He’ll come around all right.”

Deirdre said nothing. Instead, she grabbed a bunch of soft spruce bows and began settling in for the night. If anything, the discussion had given her a much-needed boost of confidence. It ain’t over until it’s over, she told herself. She would fight and give it her all. They would see who was a person and who simply became a statistic in history books.

***

The last thing Luther wanted to do was set up camp for the night, but in the end even he had to admit he could not go any further. Besides, even though the snow stopped, the cloud cover persisted, obscuring the stars and killing all the navigational aids available to them. They could easily turn around in the dark and not even know it, or stray way off the fugitives’ tracks that were still somewhat visible under the fresh snow. Or someone’s eye could simply find a sharp twig. No, there was simply no way around it: they’d have to wait for a new dawn. The two gladiators, ever mindful of the hardships that lay ahead, had not left the island before spiriting away a large hunk of “mammoth” meat. Now, sitting by the fire, they did not even bother roasting it and were eating it raw. Luther tried it their way and saw the light too. To be sure, the unfamiliar meat could have some nasty parasites in it, but after two days of adventure nonstop Luther could no longer be bothered by such insignificant matters. As the water in the kettle they put on the fire boiled, Mongu dropped some of the local “coffee” substitute into it and set the pot aside to brew and settle. Since they had no cups, he then offered the pot to Luther first as their leader and the oldest person in the group. Luther nodded and took a sip. Without saying a word, they kept passing the pot around until it was empty. Then Eron took out a wooden pipe packed with a mixture of cannabis and chamda, a local herb with a plethora of medicinal properties. Luther did not smoke but accepted the offering anyway. With no Tylenol of Ambien available, he figured he might as well get his medicine in any form or shape it came.

Unbeknownst to them all, less than ten miles away, another dozen of islanders were making camp at the same time. They had been nowhere near as lucky crossing the river as one of their two boats got damaged by the ice. But at least no one died or got seriously injured during the incident. Worse still, they essentially wasted the entire day, unable to find any tracks in the fresh snow. Indeed, the unexpected winter storm threw quite a monkey wrench in the works.


Chapter 4

The river was narrow—no more than fifty yards across in places—and quite gently-flowing, like most other such right bank tributaries of the Freona. Looking from certain angles, it appeared more like an elongated lake with reed-covered shores and duckweed completely covering the shallows. Except, of course, the latter was all pushed under by the frozen crust in the winter season, and the ice was now soft, leaky, and bulging. It could start breaking up any moment now.

Cob stood on the shore, contemplating the unpromising picture, not quite sure if he was ready or willing to take the first step into the melting icy mush.

“I am surprised the ice hasn’t started drifting yet!” Kyle said, standing next to him.

“What does it matter? It is still there, so we might as well take advantage of it. I don’t see any bridges around.”

“What if it doesn’t hold?”

“It will. Just don’t linger and keep up with me. Off we go!”

To be sure, a walk in the park it wasn’t. Even Deirdre who barely had half the weight of the lightest of the four men in her had her feet going ankle-deep into the frozen muck from the first steps. The ice crackled loudly but held—or at least it did until there was barely a hundred feet left to the other bank and it seemed Cob could reach out and touch the first of the frozen reeds. And then the next moment the man was up to his waist in an ice hole and screaming,

“Run!!!”

The rest of them did not have to be asked twice. As they rushed towards the shore, the cracking noise reached an entirely new level, and more, and larger, ice holes opened up where feet stepped only a moment earlier. Cob had fallen through to the bottom, as it turned out, which, luckily, was now no more than two feet below. As panic took over him, the man hastily forced his way ashore through the remaining few yards of breaking ice and was now standing on the thin strip of sand, soaked through and shivering. Behind him, four desperate figures were hopping from one disintegrating floe to another in a race against time and the uncooperative element. What had only a minute earlier been a tranquil, if somewhat greying, ribbon of solid ice, was now a churning cauldron that was about to come to its full boiling point. Yet three men and a girl were still there and still running.

Finally reaching the shore, Kyle collapsed on the ground, drained physically and mentally. Vlad who in his moment of panic forgot all about his bad leg joined him, rolling onto his back and now squealing like a pig from a sudden surge of sheer agony. Only Tony and Deirdre, whom he pulled by the tether almost against her will, were still on the ice. In the end, they made it safely across too, with only their feet wet. Now all five of them were staring in awe at the river that had barely failed to claim their lives moments earlier. It was no surprise then that initially the men took no notice of the three figures that suddenly emerged from the woods on the opposite bank they had just left behind. But Deirdre did.

“Luther!!!” she screamed.

“Deirdre!!!” came the immediate response.

Cob instinctively reached for his crossbow but thought better of it upon noticing the bow on the enemy’s back. By the time he’d wind the mechanism, that damned geologist would manage to finish him off three times over. Besides, he had only two bolts left.

“Let's go! Quickly!” he yelled instead. “Tony, drag that bitch along if you don’t want me to slit her throat!”

No longer willing to play a cooperating victim, Deirdre grabbed at a frozen log, next to which she was sitting, but she was no match for two strong men. Tony hoisted her onto his shoulder and dashed into the forest, seeming impervious to all the slapping, scratching, and screaming that came from his unrequited love.

“Just you wait, you damn little pissant!” Deirdre hissed. “Just you wait, and he will cut you into thin ribbons. Gosh, we should have just let you croak back in that camp!”

On the opposite bank, Luther was quickly stringing his bow. Pain flared up in his shoulder, but he ignored it. The last of the enemies was limping away awkwardly, about to disappear under the canopy of frozen trees. Luther exhaled and fired, aiming for the man’s good leg. Instead, the arrow hit him below the right shoulder blade. The bandit screamed but did not slow down, quickly disappearing into the woods. There was no point wasting another arrow. Now the three pursuers stood on the bank of the tumultuous river, watching the ice flow by, their impotent rage making not one iota of difference. They were so close, but it was still no use.

***

Cob raised his hand, turning to the sound of a falling body.

“Stop!”

Everyone froze, while Tony knelt down, gently laying Deirdre onto the snow. She no longer struggled and only cried quietly, covering her face with her tied hands, as if embarrassed by having failed to fight the kidnappers off. But no one was looking at her now—all eyes were on Vlad who had collapsed into the snow. A long arrow with pristine white feathers was sticking out of his back.

Cob could see right away the wound was likely fatal. It was a true miracle Vlad had managed to keep running for so long after being hit. Then again, adrenaline in the blood was indeed a substance of miracles.

“Damn it, Vlad!” Kyle whined. “What do we do now?!”

“I… we…” the wounded man wheezed, blood trickling out of his mouth.

Without further ado, Cob crouched next to his dying flunky and took a swing. The blunt spike of his battle axe neatly punctured the base of the man’s skull, and then it was all over.

“What have you done?!!” Kyle exclaimed, his eyes large and crazy.

“He was a goner,” Cob said in a voice devoid of any emotion. “He would have died of gangrene soon, and in great pain. That arrow was a mercy shot, except it didn’t do the entire job. I just helped it a little, is all. Rest in peace, brother.”

“But that’s not right!” Kyle protested.

“Yes it is! He would thank me for it if he could. Stop whining, Kyle, before I euthanize you too.”

Throughout that entire episode, Tony remained detached and seeming indifferent to his fellow marauder’s grim fate, but now he spoke.

“Cob, there’s some kind of a settlement up ahead.”

“Nah, no one’s supposed to be around these parts,” Cob waved him off. “What would they be doing here?”

“Still, someone is out there. I can smell smoke.”

“Damn it, you’re right! Great, let’s go have us a look.”

“Are you insane?” Kyle blurted out. “We need to get away from here, pronto! The islanders are right behind us!”

“Oh, they could well be on another planet now,” Cob smirked. “They’ll have to wait for the ice to clear, and that’s going to take days. By the time they get across, we’ll be long gone.”

Tony lifted listless Deirdre to her feet, taking his place at the rear of the now diminished squad. No one even suggested burying Vlad, nor did they bother with any of his belongings. The man didn’t have anything, and even his clothes were so worn out and filthy that no one in the right mind would want them. His club was essentially a throwaway piece too. The “settlement” turned out to be a lone cabin on the bank of a large stream. The remnants of a woven fence in it suggested the residents were fishermen—but why on earth did they choose to remain in that godforsaken part of the floodplain for the winter?

“The place is too small for more than a couple of people. Three, tops,” Cobs said as they were watching the little house from the edge of the woods. “That’s good, we’ll spring a nice surprise on them.”

“Maybe we should just walk by,” Kyle said. “Now that Vlad’s gone, it’s…”

“Shut up!” Cob cut him off. “We need food— without it, we won’t last long. Or do you expect to survive on just sunlight and water? No? Then put a sock on it and get your ax ready.”

Kyle didn’t dare argue further and pulled out his makeshift battle implement of a thick piece of sheet metal on a twig handle. Hardly ideal for chopping wood, the piece seemed perfect for slashing faces.

The trio approached the cabin slowly, trying to make as little noise as possible. Tony was still dragging Deirdre behind him, now with a rope also tied around her legs to prevent her from running. The impulsive girl was crazy enough to bolt and throw herself into the river, ice or no ice, even with her hands tied. Except she surprised them in a totally different manner.

“Hey, you, in the house!” Deirdre suddenly yelled. “Run! There are bandits coming!”

“You bitch!” Cob howled and, abandoning any attempt at stealth, charged towards the cabin.

The wooden hinges squeaked as the door, insulated with bundles of reeds, swung open. A stocky, half-naked man emerged, wielding a long, spiked club. Catching sight of the attackers, he took a step back, but not quickly enough—Cob raised his crossbow and shot him in the stomach. The man cried out in pain, roared furiously, and lunged at the aggressors, throwing all caution to the wind. However, the homeowner’s combative rush lasted but a few seconds as he groaned in pain, stopped, and keeled over. The next moment, Cob was there, hitting the man in the groin, and then Kyle bashed his skull in with his club. The battle was over before it even started in earnest.

“And done!” the ex-postman grinned and rushed towards the house.

“Hold it! Stop!” Cob shouted. “Or do you want to end up like Vlad? He was always in a hurry too.”

Kyle stopped so abruptly it was as if he had hit a wall. He clearly had no desire to meet the same fate as their fallen comrade. Cob retrieved the bolt from the dead man’s body, reloaded his crossbow, and only then continued his careful crawl to the house. Once at the door, Cob rapped his knuckles on the doorframe.

“Hey! Anyone home? Come out nicely, or we’ll burn the place down with you inside.” Receiving no reply, he kicked the door open and darted into the darkness, Tony following closely behind. Kyle lingered outside for a few moments, listening to the sounds emanating from unlit inner cavern. Before he could finally summon the courage to join the fray, Cob reappeared, grinning slyly.

“You chickened out again, huh?” he jeered at the stunned bandit.

“Me? No, not at all! I just…”

“Oh, drop it! Look at what we’ve stumbled upon!”

Cob then pushed into view a tearful young woman who was unmistakably pregnant. Losing her footing, she crumpled to her knees, gazing in terror at the motionless body of the man a few dozen yards away. With a heartrending cry, she then tried rushing towards him, but Kyle’s merciless kick sent her flying. Knocked onto her side, she started sobbing uncontrollably.

“Will you look at that!” Cob shook his head. “She’s barely seventeen! And the guy was pushing fifty!”

“The old man must have had his strengths!” Kyle erupted in laughter. “Just not where it mattered most, or he wouldn’t be feeding the crows now! Look, Cob! The girl’s quite a catch and clearly in desperate need of some attention!”

“Oh, for Chrissake,” Cob lamented, feigning dismay. “She’s with child, don’t you see?”

“A child is no obstacle in such matters!” Kyle quipped, unfazed.

“Fine, bring her back inside then,” Cob nodded. “Tony! For crying out loud, go fetch your princes before she runs off to God knows where, dragging behind the tree you have tied her to.”

***

Luther’s fury was short-lived. At first, he was so incensed he tried jumping into the river to cross it right there and then, drifting ice notwithstanding, but the Arkulians held him back. The reality of Deirdre being so tantalizingly close yet firmly out of reach weighed heavily on him. The river was no Freona, but the ice had only just begun breaking up and moving, making crossing it outright impossible for at least the entire of next week. They did not have that long.

“How about we find a narrow spot and then try bridging it with a large tree or something?” Luther said.

“I don’t think that will work,” Eron shook his head. “The river’s unlikely to get much narrower anywhere close, and the trees barely stand taller than the brush around here.”

Luther bit his lip, thinking.

“All right, let’s head downriver then. We are no more than a mile from where it flows into the Freona, and the current should be much slower there. We’ll build a raft and try to maneuver between the floes, like we did crossing the Freona itself.”

“Yeah, that definitely makes more sense,” the Arkulian agreed. “Let’s get going then before those maggot eaters manage to go far.”

Mongu hoisted Luther’s backpack over his shoulder, taking his place behind Eron. Luther lagged behind, as always. Navigating the snow-covered forest quickly was easier said than done.

***

Deirdre gobbled up an entire big bowl of bland fish soup, ate all the fish, and even managed to chew on some of the bones. Not that she was all that hungry, not even after a full day of fasting, but who knew when the next opportunity to get some much-needed calories might present itself?

The cabin was cramped, made even more so by the number of people now huddling inside. However, this wasn’t much of an issue: Deirdre reveled in the long-awaited warmth—a luxury she had been missing lately. The previous night, she could hardly catch a wink, freezing, and the fire provided little relief. The deer skin Tony had given her was damp and offered no comfort at all. Fortunately, the dwelling was cozy despite its small size, and well insulated too. There were no cold drafts through the gaps between the logs, nor from the single small window with something dull and murky in it in lieu of glass. For all she knew, it could be fish or animal bladders, but under the circumstances it bothered her none.

The pregnant girl sat on the sole bunk, unresponsive to the sympathetic glances Deirdre threw her way. In fact, she reacted to nothing at all, just staring blankly in front of her without seeing much. The poor thing was apparently in a profound state of shock, and Deirdre wondered if that was going to affect her unborn child as well. Assuming, that is, that there was even going to be a child, or the mother herself for much longer. The bandits did let the girl be for the time being, but Deirdre had a fairly good idea about what they had in mind for her. Kyle in particular was throwing lascivious glances at her, but it seemed he craved food first. Despite his relatively small stature, the dirty-minded former postman ate for two and then asked if there was more of it left.

“Now, that’s what I call the high life,” he finally kicked back, patting his bulging stomach.”

“You’re so easily pleased, you simpleton,” Cob sneered.

“Oh, what else is out there anyway? You make do with what you have and try to enjoy it, for lack of anything better.”

“Oh, a philosopher too!”

“Nah, I am more of a doer. A lover too. Huh, pregnant girl?”

“A miserable piece of shit is what you are,” Deirdre grumbled.

“Oh, look, someone’s jealous, huh?” Kyle beamed. “Come to think of it, I wouldn’t mind a go at the princess too. Whaddya say, Tony? It’s not like’s she’s going to be worse for the wear or anything.”

Tony said nothing, placing his hand on the hilt of his sword instead.

“All right, all right,” Kyle backed down immediately. “Can’t you take a joke, dude?”

“Stick to the battle trophy, you moron, and covet not of your betters,” Cob joined in.

“Sure, sure,” Kyle brown-nosed. “So, trophy girl…”

“I need to pee,” Deirdre said.

“Hold it and watch, princess,” Cob said. “You need to get used to the hard facts of outlaw life.”

“You need to hold it!” Deirdre smirked. “Learn to keep it in your pants too, you scum.”

“Scum, yes, but revolutionary scum,” Cob grinned.

Without saying a word, Tony yanked on the rope binding Deirdre’s wrists. She scrambled to her feet, nearly knocking over the table, and made a break for the door, loath to bear witness to what was about to follow. She had plenty of heartbreak of her own.

“You are such a damn wuss, Tony,” Deirdre spat out in disgust when they were out in the cold again. “How can you even stand those yahoos? You seemed like a nice enough boy at first.”

“They’re not without their flaws,” Tony agreed. “But they’ve got their redeeming qualities too.”

“What redeeming qualities? I haven’t noticed any!” Deirdre frowned. “How did you even get involved in all this disgusting business?”

“It’s because I love you, Deirdre. I can’t live without you. If only you knew how much I regret doing what I did back then… Leaving you behind on the island, especially in such danger. I must have lost my mind. But it was your fault too. Just one kind word from you—and I would have stayed.”

“Idiot! You should have known it was over before it even started. Yes, I’m sorry for not disabusing you of your fantasies right away, but it’s not like I ever gave you any hope. I love Luther, and always have, from day one. I just wanted to make him jealous, to make him finally see a woman in me.”

“Forget about Luther,” Tony cut her off. “You won’t ever see him again. I gave you up once, but I won’t be making that mistake again. You’re mine, and mine only!”

“That’s where you are wrong, you jerk! Luther and I are lawfully wedded husband and wife—wedded in church of all other places. We love each other, and he’s made me happier than I’ve ever been!”

“It’s a pity I never had a chance to kill him, though the thought crossed my mind more than once,” Tony hissed.

“It’s a pity he never dropped you into that river when you were a vegetable. But he couldn’t, of course. He’s a giant. You are not even half the man that he is.”

“That’s what you are saying now. But give it some time, and you’ll come around. I know you will. You women shift your loyalties easily. Just you wait, I will win you over yet.”

A piercing scream of fear and anguish came from the house.

“Is this the way you are planning to win me over?”

“Oh, no, I am not going to force you. What kind of love would it be then? You’ll fall for me, you’ll see.”

“Gee, thanks for being such a gentleman, Tony.”

“You are welcome. But remember, I’m no longer that naive boy on the castle wall. I’ve seen things and done things since. You cross me or try to run—I’ll cut your throat myself.”

***

Building a raft turned out to be no simple task. Around those parts, the banks of the Freona were marshy and offered no other convenient building material but the ubiquitous reeds. More than once, Luther thought with much regret about the sturdy rope he had used to rappel down the wall of the island’s citadel and left behind. They could definitely use it now to a great effect. Instead, the three of them cut thin strips from their cloaks, tying together bundles of reeds and a few logs they fished out from the river itself. Be it as it may, they finished their work by dawn of the following day, having hardly had any sleep at all. After so much exertion, the crossing itself seemed to be almost anticlimactic.

Once on the other side, the ever-pragmatic Eron wanted to take the raft apart to save their makeshift ropes, but Luther said leave it, we don’t have the time. After treading through a maze of flooded marshes, they reached the spot where the kidnappers had landed the day before. With no fresh snow falling overnight, their trail was easy to find. Not quite a quarter of a mile later, it led the trio to Vlad's dead body and then a small cabin, near which a petite woman was trying to dig a hole with a wooden shovel. The dead man lying beside her left no doubt as to the grave’s intended occupant.

Upon seeing the armed trio, the woman just let out a hopeless moan of resignation and threw her hands up. A girl just couldn’t win in that godforsaken land, could she.

“Don’t be afraid, we’re not going to hurt you,” Luther said with the most reassuring smile he could muster. “We’re chasing the three scoundrels who kidnapped my wife. I take it they were here?”

The woman nodded silently.

“They killed this man?”

“Yes,” she said, her voice devoid of any color. “He was my husband… I was expecting a child… Well, not anymore, I guess.”

“Bastards! Was there a women with them? Was she hurt?”

“No, she just had her hands tied. And the guy minding her seemed okay. The other two, they were real pigs. The girl helped me… afterwards, when I lost the child.”

“How long ago did they leave?”

“At dawn.”

“Damn it! Once again, they’re five or six hours ahead of us!”

“Yes, they were in a hurry. They took everything from the house too, food and all.”

Whatever the girl’s age, Luther reckoned, she now looked twice as old. Her face, quite plain to begin with, seemed ashen and lifeless, as if she were in fact an old woman.

“I’m sorry, sweetheart, but we can’t stay and help you,” Luther said. “If you want to bury your husband, light a fire here or you won’t be able to break through the frozen ground. And then you can’t stay here alone, you understand that, right? Do you have anywhere to go?”

“No.”

“That’s too bad… Listen, take all the food you have left and head downriver, towards the estuary. We’ve left a raft there. The water is almost clear of the ice already, so you should be able to cross safely enough. Then follow the Freona downstream. In a day or two, you’ll see a few large islands in the middle. One of them has a village on it, you can see if from the bank, or at least you will see smoke rising. That’s us. You may even come across some of our people on the bank or, if not, make a fire to signal them. Lookouts in the village are on duty around the clock. They’ll send someone to get you. Don’t worry, they’ll take good care of you. Just tell them you’ve met Luther on the way and explain what happened. Got it?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Tell them I’m continuing the pursuit and won’t return without Deirdre. Now the big question is whether you can make it that far in your condition. Can you?”

“What choice do I have?”

“Good. Oh, and one other thing, sweetheart,” Luther said, wincing. “Don’t you dare kill yourself over your husband’s grave. You’re young, you have your entire life ahead of you. You’ll love again and have more children. Am I making myself clear?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t let me down, girl. Also, come to think of it, don’t bother digging anymore. At this rate, it will take you a week, and you’ll wear yourself out and run out of food. We’ll bring your husband into the house, and once you are done packing, just set it on fire and go. It’s as good a funeral as any. I am sure he would approve. So, what do you say? Should we bring him in?”

“Yes, please,” the girl said and began crying.


Chapter 5

Another sleepless night in the cold, damp forest left Deirdre totally beat. She could barely shuffle along, constantly on the verge of dozing off mid-step. Unable to concentrate, she stumbled and fell frequently too. Tony, apparently concerned, cut the tether short and stayed close, trying to right her every time she tripped. At one point he even offered to carry her on his shoulders, but Deirdre just scoffed and kept going. The very thought of any physical contact with her kidnapper, however fleeting, made her nauseous.

They were just about to take a break, when the easterly breeze brought the smell of smoke in, putting Cob on alert. After a brief discussion, they left the animal path they were following and veered off to the northeast across a stretch of virgin snow. As they struggled with it, semi-comatose Deirdre caught snippets of conversation—something about checking out the settlement ahead. They were probably far enough away from their regular bailiwick, so hopefully no one would know them there. If nothing else, they could probably ask the locals about Friar or, with luck, some of the man’s troops would be there already. However, the reality proved to be more complicated. There was indeed a settlement ahead of them but the question of “checking it out” became moot right away as they were immediately spotted. Breaking through the bushes, Cob entered a small clearing and halted abruptly, coming nearly face-to-face with a pair of men who hardly looked like hunters. One was clad in leather and reed armor and held a short spear; the other sported a hefty copper breastplate, a hatchet on his belt, and a stone mace in hand. Their fur hats, reinforced with wooden plates to serve as makeshift helmets, had the same emblem on them, a cross in a circle.

The strangers immediately took a combat stance.

“Easy, guys!” Cob raised his hands. “You are Friar’s people, right? That’s exactly who we are looking for.”

“And who might you be?” the guy with the mace asked.

“We came all the way from the south. Four days in the snowy boonies, imagine that!”

The soldiers exchanged puzzled looks.

“Well, that’s something! We don’t see such dedicated folks here often. Definitely not from this far away.”

“Can we speak with Friar then?” Cob asked.

“There’s no way around it now,” chuckled the man with the mace and then gave a loud whistle.

About half a dozen fighters emerged from the woods. Their apparent leader, clad in armor fashioned from thin rolled steel that most likely came from a car, asked Cob a few questions, nodded, and told them to follow him. The soldiers trailed behind, cutting off the most logical escape route.

The village appeared within minutes, and it was immediately clear that all was not well in it. The place was situated on the slope of a low hill and stretched along a small river, its defenses consisting of a shallow ditch and a low embankment topped by a ten-foot palisade. The latter had been breached in several places, and a few huts inside of it were ablaze, spreading the smell of smoke throughout the area. Dozens of figures bustled around them, trying to prevent the fire from spreading, it seemed, although no one bothered to extinguish the existing hotbeds. Even from a few hundred feet away, bloodstains on the white snow and several suspiciously still bodies next to them were unmistakable.

As they reached the gate, Deirdre gave a muffled scream: inside, there was a row of stakes with people impaled upon them and still writhing. Most surprisingly, none of the victims screamed as their tongues must have been cut out before the execution, in all likelihood. Some still moaned meekly though. A few of the stakes still remained unused, waiting for fresh victims and proudly displaying their sharply-honed tips pointed at the sky.

The pale-faced bandits quickened their pace, eager to pass the dreadful place. Deirdre closed her eyes, wishing she could do the same to her ears, but her tied hands didn’t allow that much leeway. She only looked up again when the clanking of tin armor ceased, and a voice spoke up.

“Number One, we found these people at the edge of the forest. They say they have come a long way from the south to see you.”

Opening her eyes, Deirdre saw a dozen or so men in “automobile” armor standing in front of her in a loose semi-circle. Strangely enough, it took the girl a few seconds to turn her attention to the most remarkable character among them. First, he was riding a pony—the first equine Deirdre had seen in the new world. Second, the man was so lanky that his dangling legs reached the ground. Deirdre immediately realized he was well over six feet tall—an impressive, towering figure indeed. His head was protected by a polished helmet reminiscent of those worn by Roman legionaries. Under a black cloak, not unlike those priests wore, armor made of small metal scales was visible. From his belt hung a long, straight sword with a hefty cross-guard. The man’s face warranted a separate description as his features alone would set him apart from any kind of crowd. It was the face of a raven—an association so complete and thorough that Deirdre wouldn’t have been surprised if he suddenly cawed. However, what came out of the man’s mouth was not so much bird speak as regular words in English.

“Did you really come from the south?” he asked in a strangely crackling lilt.

“Yes,” Cob said. “It took us days to find you.”

“Well, your journey is over then. Why did you want to see me?”

“Friar, we want to serve you.”

“Nobody ‘serves’ me,” Friar said. “I am merely the first among equals, nothing more. Equals don’t serve each other.”

“Sorry, we don’t know much about how things work here. But we’ll learn, and quickly. What is more important is that you are strong enough to do things we cannot do on our own. We’ll be glad to be able to join the effort. Tony and I are skilled warriors and have fine weapons. Kyle… well, he could be useful, too.”

“I always need warriors,” Friar nodded. “And who is the young lady?”

“She belongs to Tony.”

“Why are her hands tied?”

“So she wouldn’t escape. He took her from her husband, and she hasn’t yet adjusted to her new status.”

“Is that so? I do not approve of such actions. Wives should be with their husbands, tending the home and bearing children. We do not look lightly upon families being separated for whatever reason. A woman is not property. She cannot ‘belong’ to whoever desires her.”

Tony stepped forward.

“I love this woman. She will be the keeper of my hearth and the mother of my children. Circumstances have separated us, but I will not allow it to happen again.”

“Is that so? If you become one of us warriors here, you won’t be able to sit around your hearth much.”

“That’s different, and it’s all right,” Tony said.

“And what do you say, young lady?” the man on the pony turned to Deirdre.

“I hate his guts! He is a thief and a liar! And he’ll make for a lousy warrior. I don’t want to have anything to do with him.”

“Well,” Friar suddenly changed the topic. “You are coughing all the time and you seem weak. Are you sick?”

“It was a tough journey,” Tony interfered. “We had to sleep in the woods, on cold ground, and our feet were wet all the time. She must have caught a cold somewhere along the way. But it’ll be fine, she just needs to warm up a bit.”

“I hope so—for your sake,” Friar grimaced. “She looks frail though. I doubt she’ll bear you many children.”

Suddenly turning, Friar pointed at a house near the breached palisade.

“Go over there for now. Warm up and rest. The former owner is gone and won’t be coming back. I have punished this village for defying my orders, and one tenth of the residents will be executed for the offense. Most of them fled, but my troops are searching for the escapees, which may take a day or two. In the meantime, we’ll decide what to do with you. We may well take you all in. But if this woman’s husband shows up and asks for a fair trial, I might have to return this woman to him, unless new circumstances arise. Go on now.”

The bandits hurried away as told.

“Cob, I get the feeling we weren’t exactly welcomed with open arms,” Kyle whispered when they were out of Friar’s earshot. “Did you see his face when he talked?”

“It’s all good,” Cob whispered back. “They even let us keep our weapons.”

“Oh, what use would they be to us? There are over a hundred fighters here, each more formidable than the last. Friar sure is strong.”

“That’s great too,” Cob said. “We don’t need a weak leader.”

“But he sure is a bit harsh,” Kyle cast a quick sideways glance at the row of stakes.

“Well, stay straight, and nothing of the sort will happen to you. You are no longer a freelancer, Kyle. Get with the program!”

***

Eron sniffed the air and spoke softly.

"Smoke. There’s a village ahead, a bit to the east.”

“So they are finally heading towards civilization, huh?” Luther chuckled.

“They are. The trail is quite fresh. They’re about an hour ahead of us, no more.”

“Great! Let’s step on it then, we’ll catch up with them by evening. Well, hopefully.”

The trio picked up speed, although they had already been moving at the limit of their abilities since before dawn. Luther’s legs ached now and the wound on his back was staging a riot. But none of it mattered—not when they were so close again.

A piercing whistle ahead of them, followed by the rustling of brush, made them all halt, drawing their weapons. An elderly man with a club in his hands burst into the clearing and stopped in his tracks, apparently startled and scared out of his wits. The next moment, a metal bolt sent from behind pierced his neck, knocking the oldster down. Four armed men in makeshift armor of reeds and leather emerged from the bushes. The two armed parties suddenly coming face-to-face in a Mexican standoff froze, eying each other. One of the fighters quickly lowered his crossbow and began reloading in extreme hurry.

“Drop your weapons!” one of the four men shouted.

“Let your buddy lose his crossbow first,” Luther said, pointing his arrow at the crossbowman’s head.

But the call went unheeded. Whatever the shooter was hoping for, he now brought his weapon up, leaving Luther no choice. The string snapped against his wrist guard, and the crossbowman fell backwards, screaming. The remaining three whistled in unison and charged forward, brandishing their weapons.

“You shoot, we’ll fight!” Eron shouted. “There’s more of them coming, and they might have more crossbows.”

Five more assailants burst into the clearing. One had a crossbow, and Luther shot him first. It wasn’t his crowning achievement as an archer, but the man still lost his weapon and went down with an arrow in his shoulder. The rest charged at the Arkulians, who had already dispatched two of the initial trio. Eron skillfully poked the last opponent in the stomach with the shaft of his halberd and then, as the man doubled over in pain, decapitated him with a wide swing of the blade. Mongu managed to catch the head mid-air and sucked at the blood gushing from the severed arteries. The newcomers froze, mesmerized by the gruesome spectacle, watching the big man with horror and disgust. Mongu chuckled as he tossed his ghastly trophy towards them and charged with a howl, spinning his axe. A new fight broke out, and Luther had no doubts about its outcome. Standing ready with an arrow, he looked for a moment to reduce the enemies’ numbers without risking hitting his gladiators.

The confrontation was interrupted as more than a dozen new adversaries burst onto the scene, led, much to Luther’s surprise, by a rider on a small horse. Raising his hand, the man bellowed,

“Stand back! Stop fighting!”

Oddly enough, that proved to be enough. The opponents quickly retreated. The Arkulians, about to give chase, froze too, noting five crossbowmen with their weapons at the ready. Likewise, Luther held his fire, keeping the arrow on the string, ready to take at least one of the new fellows down with him.

The pony man, ignoring Luther’s bow, moved out front.

“Who are these people?”

“We don’t know,” replied one of the soldiers, clutching his sliced forearm. “Mac’s boys were chasing an old man who had fled the village, but ran into these guys instead. They took them all down!”

The rider fixed Luther with a piercing gaze, immediately making him uncomfortable.

“You don’t look like a villager much. Those were no fighters. They were just brazen peons who refused paying their taxes under the pretext of famine. You three, on the other hand, you’ve taken down six of ours and injured two more without suffering any losses yourself. Where did you come from?”

“From a place on the river, way down south from here.”

“More southerners, huh?” Friar chuckled. “We must be getting awfully popular down there. But I think I know what brought you here.”

“If you say so,” Luther shrugged.

“You’re pursuing those three that kidnapped the red-headed girl.”

“Have you seen her?!”

“Yes. Not quite half an hour ago. Who is she to you?”

“My wife.”

“That’s what I thought,” Friar nodded. “Your companions… they look odd. What are they, Pacific Islanders?”

“No. They are Arkulians. Locals.”

“I’ve seen some locals before, but none like them. But that’s not important. Why did you attack my men?”

“They attacked us first. One was about to shoot me with a crossbow. We just defended ourselves.”

Friar shook his head.

“I told Mac he’d meet a sticky end someday. Too hotheaded… But what am I supposed to do with you now? Six men dead or dying, two wounded. We don’t ordinarily suffer such losses even when fighting the Haitas.”

“What were we supposed to do, keel over?” Luther asked. “Say, you do not happen to be Friar, by any chance?”

“What if I am?”

“Rumor has it you guys have strict laws—strange ones indeed, but laws nonetheless. And that you are harsh but fair. Why don’t you show us how fair you are? Give me my wife back, and we’ll be out of your hair right away.”

“Are we really going to discuss such matters standing in the middle of the forest? I think we’ll be much more comfortable in the settlement. Come, we’ll decide everything there. I’m always interested in talking to those who can take out six of my men in minutes. Hey!”—he turned to the rest of his soldiers—“Keep looking, there’s gotta be plenty of fugitives hiding out there somewhere.”

Surprisingly, Luther was not at all shaken by the sight of the brutal mass execution inside of the village palisade. Until very recently, he had only fought Vuxes or Haitas, which were not human, and had so far only killed one man—an itinerant knight at the port in Hamir. Besides, it was a fair duel, which the damn idiot initiated himself, and it all happened fast and in a fairly “surgical” manner. There were no severed heads or rivers of blood and guts. What he was seeing now was a totally different kettle of fish—yet, somehow, he simply shrugged it off, just like his own material contribution to sending six men to their maker mere minutes earlier. No matter how one sliced it, he was simply becoming desensitized to violence.

As they kept walking, loud shouts and whistles up ahead became unmistakable. Friar, leading the procession, halted his pony and listened for a moment.

“Something’s wrong on the other end of the village. Everyone, get your weapons ready!”

He then turned to the islanders.

“You are not our people, so you are free to wait it all out right here. I don’t know what happened there, but my men wouldn’t have raised the alarm for no good reason.”

“Is Deirdre there?” Luther asked.

“Yes, your wife is in the village.”

“Then you can count on us.”

“Good. We’ll finish talking later. If there is a later, that is.”

Dismounting and tying his ride up to a tree, Friar led them forward through a maze of huts and log cabins. Turning a corner, he suddenly froze.

“Shucks! It’s the black riders!”

“What are those?” Luther asked.

“The Haitas! Damn it! They brought black riders with them this time!"

“Retreat!” someone among the soldiers yelled in panic.

“Retreat my butt!” Friar bellowed. “Stand your ground!!!” Anyone who runs will wind up at the stake. I’ll see to it myself, if that’s the last thing I do! Crossbowmen, hold the flanks, anyone with a sword or a spear, follow me. Charge!!!”

Pulling a copper horn from a pocket inside his cloak, Friar blew a single note, obviously calling his men to rally.

Taking his place on Friar’s right, Luther could now fully grasp the situation. Up ahead, in the maze of a residential slum outside of the small protected citadel, smoke billowed from a number of burning huts. Human figures darted between them, fighting gorilla-like raxas—a familiar quantity Luther had had some encounters with before. The battle seemed chaotic, having broken down into numerous small skirmishes. It seemed the enemy had sprung quite a surprise on the defenders, showing up unexpectedly before Friar’s troops could mount a concerted counter-effort. And then Luther saw the infamous black riders. From the first cursory glance, it became clear to him they were not really jockeys on live animals—unless vaulting horses the length of a 1970s Cadillac could be considered proper equines. No, they were—tanks? Except instead of customary turrets with guns atop the hull, there were humanoid-like torsos that wielded short spears with much gusto and skill.

“So these are the feared undead knights, huh?” Luther chuckled as they moved forward in a tight line.

“Some places, they call them frackas,” Friar said. “Do you have them in the south too?”

“No.”

“Well, pray to your gods then! If there’s more than a dozen of them, we’re toast.”

From a distance, the black riders didn’t seem all that dangerous—just another variety of biomechanical robots from Haitana. The ones he had fought before were really nothing to write home about, except on account of their unusual looks, perhaps. They were good, and some of the specialty troops did their jobs with surprising efficiency, but there was nothing supernatural or particularly terrifying about the creatures. Killing them was no more difficult than killing a man.

Meanwhile, more and more fighters were rushing to Friar’s side. Those chasing the fleeing villagers must have abandoned their grisly pursuit and rallied to their leader. Then, as the ever growing troop approached the first of the burning huts, the lead frackas went on the attack.

Now that Luther had a closer look, he shuddered involuntarily: it was a true death machine. What looked like a vaulting horse from a distance turned out to be an odd reptile-like animal of an unknown provenance, complete with a massive bull’s head, a scaly body, and disproportionately short legs. Yet those were still too long to make the creature a lizard or alligator, and anyway, no respectable crocodilian would rely on horns in the exercise of their regular business.

The rider matched the mount to a tee. Tall and broad-shouldered, he (it?) was not as massive as a typical raxa, but, as if to make up for that smaller stature, the figure seemed to be clad from head to toe in some kind of black armor. The high front and back arches of the saddle, at least a foot tall, made the knight sit as if nestled within the strange animal itself, which explained its unnaturally upright posture. The Haita spear had a thick shaft topped with a curved tip that resembled a wide saber. And it was a long blade too—three feet at least. Few men would be able to wield a weapon that heavy The rider, on the other hand, seemed to be perfectly comfortable with its weapon, slashing and chopping left and right, laying waste to fleeing humans within its reach.

“Break ranks!” Friar yelled. “Crossbowmen! Volley fire! And don’t just bunch together, spread out on the flanks!"

Bolts hammered against the armor, and the wounded “horse” squealed like a pig before switching to hissing, like an angry cat, and charging. A few warriors crouched, ready to meet it with their spears, but then someone’s arrow hit the beast in the leg, causing it to tumble head over heels, breaking its neck and crushing the rider along with the armor. But that was just the beginning as more frackas emerged from behind the huts. Luther brought his bow up and released an arrow right away, aiming at the neck of the closest beast. As the projectile hit home, the creature stopped in its tracks, shaking its head and screaming wildly.

“Good job, southerner!” Friar yelled.

In the next moment, the two remaining riders charged, leaving the crossbowmen no time to reload. The first one got impaled on several spears, but the second broke through, all the way to the back of the tight formation, and went on a slashing spree. Luther quickly turned around and sent another arrow straight into the rampaging knight’s head from a point-blank range. The helmet, if it was indeed a helmet, yielded with a thunderous clangor, although the arrow did not go all the way through. Yet, whatever damage it did proved to be enough: the rider took another wild swing with its dreadful weapon and froze. Before Luther could think that perhaps the head was not the important part, the black cavalryman dropped its spear and remained seated in the saddle—simply because it was unable to fall by design, it seemed. And then one of Friar’s men used the momentary confusion to chop a front leg from under the mount. With a squeal, it fell sideways, crushing the hesitating warrior underneath. Before long, several spearmen were finishing off the rider with powerful jabs through the head (Aha! The head was important indeed!), and Luther had a moment to take a breather. Looking around, he realized to his dismay that in the few short minutes of the engagement, the four black riders had killed and maimed more than a dozen men. Now he understood Friar’s concern earlier: a few dozen of those things attacking in unison would nip the man’s nation-building efforts in the bud.

However, the fight was far from over as there were still plenty of raxas remaining. On the plus side, those were a well-known quantity and made for perfect targets for human shooters. Wooden breastplates and leather helmets stood no chance again bolts and arrows, although killing a gorilla with a single shot did require a bit of luck. While Luther was emptying his quiver alongside the crossbowmen, his Arkulians charged ahead, diving into the thick of it. Little by little, the Haitas realized the battle was turning against them and began retreating, leaving a small rear guard behind. Once that was taken care of, the main force was too far away to pursue. Not that anyone cared to chase them anyway.

In the meantime, leaving Friar’s men behind to enjoy their glory and multiple trophies, Luther was already rushing towards the cabin Friar had pointed out to him earlier. But then he came back, and quickly.

“She’s not there!” he told the man who had by then re-mounted his pony. “In fact, there’s no one there.”

“I’ll tell my men to mount a search right away,” Friar said, “but in all likelihood, they are long gone. Since there are no bodies, the Haitas must have taken everyone with them. They do that, you know.”

“Taken them where?”

“To Haitana, where else? I sometimes think these raxas of theirs are roaming the land for that very purpose, snatching people. Or anyone, for that matter. They are mostly raiding eastward, targeting the villages of local humans there, but they are not picky. We often get hit too. In fact, the attacks have been increasing lately. Perhaps the damn things simply realized these lands are no longer vacant.”

“I am going after them then,” Luther said.

“Pfft, forget it! Better find yourself a new wife. For all intents and purposes, that girl is dead now. No one ever comes back from Haitana.”

“Oh, that’s only because I haven’t been there yet,” Luther eked out a sad smile.

“I like your fighting spirit,” Friar nodded, “but it is not going to do you any good here. You’re a fine archer, and your companions are plain out incredible. Why don’t you guys stay with me instead? I promise, you won’t regret it. You’ll have power over men and your pick of women. I’ve seen your wife: she’s pretty, but there’s plenty of pretty women around. And she’s too much on the skinny side for my personal liking.”

“I am sure you’ve heard that beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” Luther said. “I thank you for the offer, but we really need to go.”

“That’s fine, but what’s your hurry? Rest awhile after the battle. I can tell you are on your last legs. You don’t want to attack the Haitas in your condition. Well, you don’t want to attack them at all, of course, but in any case, if you try anything, it’ll have to be stealthy and sneaky. Catch them by surprise, you know, perhaps when they stop for the night. But I don’t think they are going to do that until they reach the Freona and cross to the other bank.”

“How will they cross it?”

“They have probably left their ships where that other, smaller river flows into it. That’s where the current is slowest, and most of the ice there should be gone by now.”

“So you are saying they go straight back to their own side after their raids?”

“It looks that way. They always seem anxious to deliver their entire catch to their home country ASAP. How are you going to cross the river yourself?”

“We’ll figure something out. Say, could you spare some rope or leather straps, perhaps?”

“Sure,” Friar nodded. “Whatever you need. You’ve earned it.”

Heading out of the village, the three of them stopped on the central square for a minute to watch an impromptu trial. The accused still had his tin can armor on, but no weapons.

“Your squad was guarding the northern approaches, wasn’t it, Nick?” Luther heard Friar ask.

“Yes,” the soldier barely whispered.

“Your negligence has allowed the Haitas to infiltrate our defenses undetected and catch us by surprise. What do you have to say for yourself now?”

“I… well…”

“You’ll have plenty of time to think about it,” Friar said. “You won’t die quickly.”

“But Friar…”

“Impale him,” the man barked. “I don’t need cowards, and I don’t need slackers.”

“Come on, guys,” Luther told his Arkulians. “Let’s go. There’s nothing left for us here.”

As they reached the edge of the woods at the southern end, he could hear desperate screams behind but didn’t bother looking back. It wasn’t his problem. Besides,

had the condemned man done his job properly, perhaps Deirdre would still be there. Instead, now they were back to square one—or more like minus one, in all fairness. Or five. They would know the magnitude of their new predicament soon enough.

***

Deirdre stretched her legs out, leaning against the ship’s hull. After so much walking, it was sheer bliss. The other captives were still fussing around, adapting to the gloom of the ship’s hold, but she was quite used to the experience. She had sailed before, and for quite some time. The Haita ship they were on now was also familiar territory—they had captured a galley just like that the previous year when the attack on their island ended in the humans’ resounding victory. This time, however, the ship did have a mast, and the sail on it snapped sharply, causing the mast to creak. Their captors were apparently in a hurry to get somewhere.

The events of the previous few hours turned out to be an even greater nightmare than her abduction and the subsequent forced march through the soggy forest. The moment when cries were heard outside, followed by the door being flung open and raxas bursting into the cabin, was now imprinted in her memory for the rest of her life. The onslaught was so sudden her original abductors offered hardly any resistance at all. Kyle was shoved outside barefoot, without even being able to reclaim his shoes that were drying on the stove. Tony tried reaching for his weapon, but one of the giant gorillas slapped him casually across the face, clearly not intending to do any serious damage to the prisoner. Be it as it may, the slap was forceful enough to send the slight man crashing into the nearest wall. He spat out his broken teeth, wiped the blood from his broken nose, and didn’t dare resist any further.

Outside, the men were searched quickly and had their weapons and gear confiscated. For some reason, no one touched her. Whether it was her harmless appearance, the fact that she was a woman or her tied hands suggesting she was already a prisoner, Deirdre did not know. Once thoroughly frisked, everyone got herded together with a couple of dozen villagers and Friar’s soldiers and driven towards the river. The convoy was guarded by the trillas, darts in hands, ready to strike anyone at the slightest provocation. They could forget about trying to escape from those guys, Deirdre told herself—not in one piece anyway.

Several of the captives were wounded and barely managed to drag their feet despite the Haitas’ prodding. The laggards got more slaps and jabs under the ribs, but it was not too bad—until it all changed, quite suddenly. As one of Friar’s exhausted soldiers collapsed, bleeding profusely, a trilla quickly finished him off with a small ax and gestured at the others to keep going. After that, everyone picked up pace.

The raid must have been well organized, or perhaps the Haitas simply got fortunate with their timing. Either way, a ship was waiting for them in a secluded cove overgrown with submerged reeds. The captives didn’t even have to wet their feet—convenient gangways were laid out to facilitate boarding. Once everyone was securely in the hold, the ship quickly set sail, heading towards the dreaded left bank. After a sudden surge of hope back in the village, when Friar spoke about giving her back to her husband, Deirdre felt totally dejected, ready to howl at the moon. Now she was truly gone, and no one would know what exactly happened to her. Not a soul ever came back from Haitana, so how could her fate possibly be any different? Unless, that is, she took matters into her own hands and tried to escape before they managed to go far. Come on girl, Deirdre told herself, think. Think! The first step, Deirdre reckoned, would be freeing her hands that remained tied all that time. She retreated to a dim corner of the hold, where the darkness would hopefully shield her from her captors’ eyes, and went to work. The flint blade she had been lucky to snatch off the table in the cabin when everyone was busy moving in was still there, in her sleeve. It took her mere minutes to cut through the hemp rope and put the sharp shard of silicone back into its hiding place. Now she was reaping the rewards: who could have thought being able to flex one’s wrists again could be so joyous?

Tony called for her by name a number of times, but Deirdre pulled back into the darkness and hid her face, curling into a tight ball. She had no desire to have anything to do with that spineless piece of human garbage, she told herself. For all she cared, he could rot in Haitana ad infinitum or, given a chance, she might as well slash his throat herself and dance a jig around the bastard’s lifeless body. Wow, Deirdre wondered at that sudden surge of aggression inside of her. Easy, girl! Are we cutting throats now? Well, another voice in her head chimed in, perhaps it’s about time we got started, but she pushed that particular rabble rouser back too. For now, she told herself. To be revisited. In any case, whatever plans she might now be making, they had no room in them for Tony. Enough was enough.


Chapter 6

For the second time in recent days, Luther and the Arkulians (a nice name for a band, too, a thought flashed in Luther’s mind) were building a raft, but this time a quick slap-together job would not do. This time of year, the Freona was no joke and would forgive no mistakes—if it ever did, that is. Fortunately, the riverbank in those parts was higher and had enough decent timber growing not too far from the waterline. Ropes were no longer a problem either, nor was the expertise. All they had to do was put the required amount of labor in.

By the time the raft was ready, it was already dark, and Luther, anxious that he was to cross over ASAP, had enough common sense in him to postpone the endeavor until morning. The unflappable Arkulians prepared a modest dinner using whatever unprepossessing supplies they were able to scrounge in the devastated settlement. From that point on, it was a road well-traveled: eat, smoke the ‘medicinal’ pipe, sleep, rise at first light, get yourself in gear. By the time the sun rose over the tree line, they were already halfway through with no particular issues. With luck, in another thirty minutes or so their raft would hit the sand on the beach that was already clearly visible up ahead. Except that would be too easy, of course. As all three of them were fiercely working their crude oars, Eron suddenly stopped.

“Luther, ship!” he said.

Indeed, there was the top of a mast with raised sail moving behind a small, flat islet to port. There could only be one answer to who the vessel belonged to. No merchants, from Sumalid or elsewhere, traveled downstream that time of year. It had to be the Haitas—and it was, which became abundantly clear as the long, low galley emerged into the open, heading to intercept the raft before it reached the riverbank. Shucks, they had been spotted!

Unfettered, the Arkulians began preparing for battle. Mongu put down his oar, drew his axe from his belt, and ululated loudly, brandishing the weapon for the enemy to see.

“Stop it, Mongu,” Luther shook his head. “Put your weapon down, we can’t win this. They’ll just have their trillas kill us with those darts without leaving the ship. They are not going to bother fighting us. We’ll just die for no good reason.”

“But we will die like men, with weapons in our hands,” Eron grumbled.

“Yes, that’ exactly how foolish men die. The wise ones live to fight another day. You know the Haitas don’t want us dead—they would rather take us prisoner. That’s what they did to Deirdre and the others. If we surrender now, maybe they’ll just bring us all together. Then we’ll play it by ear.”

“It’s the ultimate disgrace to be taken alive,” Eron said, but Luther could tell he was just repeating what they had taught him in some school somewhere.

“Do you want to kill Haitas, Eron?”

“Very much so.”

“Then we’ll have to endure that ‘disgrace’ for a while. Otherwise, it’ll be them killing us, not the other way around.”

Eron and Mongu exchanged quick glances and threw their weapons down.

“If you say so, Master. Ahem… Luther.”

Luther raised his sword high and waved it in the air to make sure the Haitas saw him. Then he made a slow, deliberate show of putting it down and lowered himself onto the raft behind the two Arkulians, using their bodies for cover. His hunting knife, sheath and all, barely fit inside his tall boot, but it did fit. Hopefully, the gorillas wouldn’t find it when they searched him. Done, he got back to his feet and raised his empty hands high.

“Make no moves until I say so,” he told the Arkulians. “I need you guys alive.”

“Yes, Luther.”

As the ship drew close, he could see a dozen trillas lined up along the gunwale, their darts at the ready. One careless move, and the three of them would be history, which wasn’t the plan.

“Don’t shoot, we give up,” he called out in Haitan—or perhaps it was Arkulian, or Arlan, or whatever all those indigenous languages he could now speak were called.

Without saying anything, one of the trillas dropped down a rope ladder.

“I’ll go first,” Luther whispered. “You follow. Behave! Do what I do.”

Up on the deck, there were also a dozen of raxas and some other peculiar creatures he had never seen before, not unlike praying mantises with razor blades in lieu of the front legs. Standing in a loose semicircle, they were all pointing their weapons at him. Luther stood perfectly still, showing them his empty hands. Slowly, he took off his bow and quiver from behind his back and put it down carefully in front of him. Following his lead, the grim Arkulians did the same with their swords. One of the raxas spoke up in broken Arlan with a horrendous accent,

“Who behave bad, him the fish in the river eat. Understand you these words, yes?”

“We understand,” Luther nodded. “We will all be good boys, I promise.”

Prodded from behind with spear shafts, Luther proceeded towards the open hatch that led into the hold, all the while processing the Haita’s words and voice in his mind. It was the first time he heard the hairy things speak; during his earlier encounters with them, all they did was scream, groan or howl. Now it turned out the big monkeys were not altogether alien to articulating words.

In the hold, they found themselves all alone, surrounded by nothing but boxes, barrels, and baskets. It was obvious the ship was not part of the raid on the remote northern village, although what they were doing on the river this time of year if not grabbing slaves would be anyone’s guess. Thinking back, Luther remembered seeing a dozen or so raxas, a small contingent of trillas, and a few of those praying mantises. Then there had to be those who were manning nine pairs of heavy oars on the rowing deck, whoever they were. Yet there were no slaves or other passengers in sight. It was all just the regular crew.

Sitting down and leaning against the wooden boards of the hull, Luther carefully shifted the knife in his boot to a more comfortable position. Showing a surprising lack of diligence, no one had bothered checking their pockets or frisking the captives before depositing them below decks. However, there was no hiding a sword, let alone a halberd, under one’s clothes, so they still didn’t have much. In addition to the knife in his boot, Luther had a spare bowstring in his pocket, and Eron a few leather straps they had picked up from Friar. That was it, and upon a closer inspection, the hold revealed nothing that could be used as a weapon. Soon enough the rhythmic creaking of the oars slowed down and died, and Luther could also feel ice floes scraping against the hull. Before long, the sound of wood rubbing on wood joined in. They were docking at some long peer, it seemed. A few minutes later, the hatch opened and a silent, sullen raxa beckoned the captives to come out.

The ship stood moored at the far end of a long bay or the delta of a minor river. A gangway was lowered, and the islanders were quickly ushered ashore. Then the loading began, with an entire procession of raxas lining up to bring large leather sacks on board and into the hold the three captives had just vacated. Luther assumed those had to be provisions for other raiding parties on the right bank and kept his eyes open for more details. As they stepped ashore, flanked by two trillas, the three of them followed the same raxa up a trail leading in a southwesterly direction. Now was their moment, Luther thought. Killing a large gorilla with his knife would be difficult, but it was still possible if he surprised the beast from behind and slashed its throat. In the meantime, the Arkulians would squash the fragile trillas with their bare hands. However, before he could make the final go decision, the strip of floodplain forest the path was traversing ended, and they came out into the open. Up ahead, he could see a square corral with a low watchtower in one corner. Beyond the enclosure, a hilly plain stretched for as long as the eye could see. The moment was gone, and before Luther could think of anything else, they were herded into the pen, joining a dozen or so of other prisoners.

Inside, no one seemed to be anxious to engage the newcomers in a conversation. Asking around himself, all Luther could find out was that all those people had been taken prisoner in a small village raided the night before. And they were all locals. Before he could relate the news to his Arkulians, they were on the move again. This time an entire squad of trillas drove them due west. And boy, could those little things walk! They seemed to be tireless and fully expected the captives to keep up the pace. Only one break was allowed on the way—so short that those who lingered could not even finish doing their number one business. As the march resumed, Luther noted that the path they were walking looked wide and well-trodden—perhaps a major trunk road the Haitas used to drive their human captives to wherever it was they were taking them. There were plenty of other intersecting trails around as well, but there was no one on them. The little convoy seemed to be so deep in enemy territory now that the Haitas did not even bother taking any extra precautions.

As the sun in front of them finally disappeared behind the distant hills, what now threatened to quickly become a death march ended at some kind of a camp or settlement given away by multiple fires that could be seen from far away. As they came closer, a small, square fortress of unfired bricks and clay came into view. Standing about twenty feet tall, the walls seemed solid enough, the impression being reinforced by four watchtowers in the corners. All of them were equipped with broad platforms that had some kind of stone-throwing machines on them. The fortress appeared deserted except for a couple of bored trillas Luther could see on the closest watchtower. Most surprisingly, there was no gate, with entry to that strange citadel being provided by an elevated clay ramp that led directly to the wall, ending abruptly about some fifteen feet away. From there, a small draw bridge connected the ramp with the top of the wall. Two raxas were posted on each side of the bridge, none of them reacting in any manner whatsoever to the arrival of the prisoners and their guards. The gorillas seemed patently bored and not giving a damn. Indeed, from what Luther had seen so far, the Haitas seemed careless to the point of sheer negligence. Or were they simply not expecting any attacks inside their own territory? But why bother building the fortress and outfitting it with heavy artillery then?

On the other side of the wall, there were wooden stairs and about two dozen grumpy raxas waiting for the new arrivals. In the darkness, it was hard to see any details, but it looked like the entire enclosed area was jam-packed with large square huts with reed roofs and clay-covered walls. In the far corner, there was another square corral—this one separated from the rest of the place with a seven-foot-high palisade. It was only when the raxas opened the gate that Luther could see it was already jam-packed with other prisoners.

Once again, no one inside showed any interest in the new fish and Luther had to make the first move himself.

“Which village are you from?” he asked a lean elderly man sitting on the ground, his back against the unpeeled logs of the palisade.

“I don’t understand your words,” the man blinked, responding in broken Arlan.

“Oh, a local,” Luther nodded. “Never mind then.”

Next came a man in a well-worn denim jacket.

“Which village are you from?” Luther asked again.

“From Lakeside. We had Kowalsky for mayor.”

“Is there anyone here from Heather Field?”

“I don’t know. Why?”

“My girl was kidnapped from there yesterday.”

“Look around, there are plenty of girls here. I’ve spent three days in this place already, and they keep bringing in more people. At first, it was empty, and now… well, you can see for yourself.”

Luther turned away from the man and called out,

“Deirdre!”

“Keep it down!” the man hissed. “Whenever someone makes noise, those bastards on the tower start throwing stones. One guy got his head smashed real bad.”

Luther decided to walk around and see for himself—the pen wasn't all that large. However, most of the captives were already sleeping, sprawled on the ground and huddled under their cloaks and pelts. But at least he didn’t have to be looking at men. Still the effort very much proved to be an exercise in futility. Eventually, Luther stopped under the watchtower, grinding his teeth in frustration; not only had he failed to find his wife, but he was now also trapped himself. And then he heard the cough.

Coughs are generally not rated high as personal identifiers, but Luther would recognize that particular one out of millions of others. His young wife had been seriously sick that winter, and the coarse, gurgling wheeze her throat produced made an indelible impression in his memory

“Deirdre!” he swung around quickly.

Nothing. He turned again and saw a vague outline of a prostrate figure behind the watchtower.

“Well, hello there,” he said, crouching beside the girl and lifting her head gently.

“Luther… I… I am sorry, Luther!”

“Shhh! Come here, sweetheart,” he said, taking her in his arms and kissing her forehead. “Geez, you are burning!”

As he held the girl close, inhaling her familiar scent, Luther suddenly felt tears running down his own cheeks. The last time he remembered crying was—when? In kindergarten? Maybe not all was lost for this battle-hardened veteran who looked at the writhing bodies of impaled sinners for the mere fun of it and slashed enemies into morning bacon. But thank God it was dark, and his trusty Arkulians two steps behind could not see his moment of weakness.

Deirdre was suddenly heaving again, seized by another violent bout of coughing.

“Sorry,” she finally sobbed. “I’ve been sick since we reached that village. But I’ll get better, I promise.”

Luther sighed.

“It seems you lost weight too—and you never had enough to begin with. But don’t you worry, we’ll fatten you up, right?”

“I am not worried, now that you are here. I missed you so much… I kept thinking of you all the time.”

“Me too… ”

“Luther… What about Atahualpa… and my uncle?”

“Everyone’s fine, don’t worry. Atahualpa got a couple of scratches, nothing serious, and your uncle wasn’t hurt at all. He came over when… when I returned to the island. Tried to comfort me with a sermon, but I told him to beat it.”

“That sounds just like him… and just like you.”

Deirdre pulled away slightly, touching his cheek.

“You’ve been crying! Hey, everyone, my tough as nails husband is still human, it seems. Surprise, surprise!”

“If you tell anyone, you’ll be sorry," Luther warned, hiding a smile.

“Great! Now I have something to blackmail you with!”

“Oh, I can tell you are recovering already,” Luther smiled. “You are talking! Hey, you are almost talking dirty. Maybe I should spank you a little to speed up the process, huh?”

“What have I done to deserve it?”

“Oh, you know, keeping dubious company and all that.”

Suddenly, she was all serious.

“Listen… nothing happened. No one touched me. They just dragged me along. I wanted to escape but couldn’t. They tied my hands and…”

“Deirdre,” Luther said, taking her face in his hands. “I don’t care. No, let me rephrase: I do care. I’m furious. I’m so mad I could rip those buggers apart with my bare hands. But that has nothing to do with you. Sweetheart, you’ve done nothing wrong. You are golden!”

Letting go of her, Luther shed his cloak, pulling off his thick sweater.

“Here, put this on.”

“But you’ll freeze!” she objected.

“No, I won’t. For once, do as your husband tells you. Please.”

“It’s not my fault… that I caught a cold,” Deirdre said, doing as she was told. “I had warm clothes on… they basically snatched me right from the watchtower. It’s windy up there, so I dress warm. But my feet got wet on the journey, and the forest was really damp. And you’ve seen it yourself what happened on that river. I nearly died when I saw you on the other bank, unable to cross. I was afraid you were going to plunge right into that icy muck and perish.”

“I wanted to,” Luther admitted. “But Eron stopped me.”

“Is he here?”

“Yes. And Mongu too.”

“So you all got captured as well?”

“Yeah, when crossing the Freona. But don’t worry, I’ll find a way to get us out of here.”

Deirdre fumbled in her pocket, producing a long flint blade.

“Here’s a stone knife. It’s not much, but still better than nothing. I was thinking of scraping through the wall at night. It looks like clay.”

“Keep it, I still have my hunting knife. They never bothered searching us. I don’t think we’ll be able to scrape through the wall though. It’s at least three feet thick.”

“But we have to escape somehow!”

“We’ll escape, don’t worry. We just need to think it through first. For starters, I say we behave and put the guards at ease first. Then we’ll spring a surprise on them.”

“If you say so. What do I know about such matters.”

“By the way, where are they?” Luther asked. “You know… your abductors?

“They’re here, all three of them. But please, don’t do anything. Whenever someone makes noise, the guards start throwing stones from above. Two of Friar’s soldiers began fighting each other once, and the raxas came in and killed them both. It was… it was so terrible… Please, I beg you.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t do anything stupid. I’ll be right back.”

“Luther!!!”

Luther rose to his feet and turned to the Arkulians, both of whom nodded.

“The abductors are all here,” he said in a perfectly level voice. “We’ll have to kill them quickly. If they scream, the Haitas might intervene.”

“Sure,” Eron nodded again. “Just don’t use your knife. If the Haitas see knife wounds on the bodies, they’ll begin searching everyone and find the knife. And we’ll need it in the future. Don’t worry, just show us those scumbags. We don’t need no weapons with such sissies.”

They found the culprits near the gate. The bandits must have spotted them earlier and realized that when the time to settle scores came, they’d be facing a pair of Arkulians. The latter’s fame as legendary fighters had by then spread all the way north to the areas now inhabited by the earthlings, and their distinctive appearance made them easy to identify. Understanding the grave danger they were in, the kidnappers took the simplest route—seeking protection from their captors, the Haitas.

Above the gate, there was a platform manned by a pair of trillas leaning against the railings. Having positioned themselves just a few steps away, in a torch-lit area, the three bandits would now be clearly visible from above. Any attempt at confrontation would trigger a barrage of darts from the guards up above, and dodging them from that distance would be impossible. The moment of reckoning would have to wait, it seemed. But who said they couldn’t put the fear of God into the wretched punks?

As the trio approached, the kidnappers sprang to their feet and huddled together, the panic in their eyes telling Luther all he needed to know.

“You pissed your pants yet, you ungrateful brat?” he asked Tony, drilling the young man with his eyes.

“What do you want?” Tony asked, his voice quivering.

“Nothing at the moment. Just came to say hello. Sleep tight, fellas. Just remember there’s no guarantee you’ll live to see the morning. You’re as good as done. Better hang yourselves quietly while you still can.”

As Luther turned to go, the Arkulians lingered for a moment, their eyes fixed on the bandits, as if trying to memorize their scared faces. Then they, too, vanished into the darkness.

Deirdre greeted him silently, her eyes, flickering with the reflection of the torchlight, betraying her anxiety. Luther smiled to put her at ease.

“See, I told you everything would be fine.”

“What did you do to them?”

“Nothing. Just said hello.”

“That’s it?”

“Yes. Those jackals are sitting right by the gate, in full view of the guards. There’s nothing we can do while they are there.”

“So you did intend to kill them?!”

“What did you expect me to do, kiss and make up? Are you going to argue their case now? Like, their respective mothers didn’t love them enough?”

“Idiot,” Deirdre sighed.

“Worse,” Luther smiled. “I’m a jealous idiot who also happens to be hopelessly in love with his wife.”

Deirdre coughed again. Luther frowned and pulled her closer.

“Forget those bastards, they are no longer your problem. Rest now. You have plenty of other things to worry about.”


Chapter 7

At dawn, the Haitas herded everyone out of the enclosure and out of the fortress altogether. Once in the open, the prisoners lined up in a loose column and headed southwest. Now, in addition to the trillas on the flanks, there were a dozen raxas trailing behind and about as many in the van. The much larger group—a hundred strong, easy—obviously warranted higher security. Even if they rushed the guards all together, Luther reckoned, it was not going to work since there were quite a few women and children among the captives. Most of the regular folks, locals and earthlings alike, would not dare fight either, even under more favorable circumstances. Besides, the area was just a mostly empty plain with no woods or shrubs to provide cover even if someone did escape. It looked like the Haitas were well aware of that and made sure the convoy stayed clear even of the few overgrown ravines or gullies on their way.

From the get go, the Haitas set a punishingly fast pace once again, as if trying to exhaust the prisoners quickly. Even men in their prime found it tough to keep up, and the weak, the sick, and the injured quickly began lagging behind. The raxas showed no one any mercy, hitting and shoving the stragglers every which way. Then the inevitable moment finally came when someone fell and made no effort to get up. An annoyed gorilla came close, grunted, and swung its sword, chopping the poor sod’s head right off. In another half hour, the same fate befell an old woman. It suddenly became perfectly clear to Luther why the sides of the road were covered with sun-bleached bones. Theirs was by far not the first convoy traversing the area.

Shortly after the second execution, Deirdre began faltering. Until then, she had walked on her own, clinging to Luther’s hand, fearful of getting separated from him again. However, the further they went, the more it felt like he was simply dragging her along. Her cough grew increasingly worse too. She never complained, but Luther could tell she was on her last legs.

“All right, here comes the trick, sweetheart,” he whispered.

Grabbing the girl by the waist from behind, he lifted her slight frame to his chest level, dove under, and lowered her slight frame onto his shoulders, grabbing the dangling legs to keep her steady. His injured shoulder protested but the spiking sharp pain died away quickly. The nagging soreness he was now well used too.

It was only then that Deirdre seemed to come to life, moaning wearily.

“What are you doing? Put me down immediately!”

“No way, Jose,” Luther chuckled. "Just don’t fidget, please. My right shoulder hasn't fully healed yet.”

“You’re injured? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“How would telling you help? Don’t worry, it is just a scratch I got in a scuffle with the Vuxes near the hunting camp. As long as your bony tush up there doesn’t squirm too much, I’ll be fine.”

“It’s not bony,” Deirdre protested. “And please let me down. The last thing you want is to disturb the fresh wound.”

“Darling, I have almost gotten used to your never-ending lovely chatter, but it’s really not good for you right now. And no, I am not letting you down. End of discussion.”

“But I can walk,” she said stubbornly and then coughed again.

“See? I rest my case.”

“But you cannot carry me for long.”

“I will carry you next,” Eron said, coming up from behind. “And then Mongu. If Luther says you are not walking, you are not walking. Ma’am.”

“See?” Luther smiled. “We have a total consensus here. Eron, how are our friends doing? I can’t look back easily now.”

“That small fella, Kyle, is lagging behind. He doesn’t have any shoes, so he’s wrapped his feet in some rags instead. They must be raw now, for he’s limping badly.”

“They should chop his stupid noggin off and save us the trouble.”

“Stop it, Luther!” Deirdre said.

“What, you feel sorry for that bastard?”

“No, but you now sound like a real bloodthirsty Viking or something.”

“Visigoth,” Luther grinned. “I have always been a villain at heart, I just hid my true nature well. Now you are stuck with your Blue Beard.”

“Oh! What do I do now then?”

“Deal with it. These are trying times, honey. Places too.”

The reason the Haitas pushed them so hard became clear by the evening, when another fortress came into view. Individual legs of the journey must have been timed to cover the distance between separate citadels during broad daylight. The new waystation looked like a twin brother of the one from the night before, and the holding pen inside was empty. Once they were locked in, the Arkulians unceremoniously gathered a huge pile of straw and reeds scattered on the ground and placed it near the far wall. No one complained that they were too greedy—no Arkulian gladiator looked like someone most people would care to mess with. Luther made a cozy nest and laid Deirdre in it. By then, her condition had worsened so much that she didn’t even try talking anymore. Saying a word or two would cause her to go into a terrible coughing fit. And she was growing progressively weaker too.

To make matters worse, the starry sky promised a cold night. They wrapped Deirdre in three cloaks, and Luther and Eron sandwiched her between them, trying to warm her with the heat of their bodies. A fire would have worked much better, but there was nothing to make it with, and God only knew how the guards would react to anyone trying to light one up. On the upside, the captives got fed for the first time. Several trillas entered the enclosure with large baskets, handing each prisoner a lump of something hard and not particularly appetizing. It turned out to be a hard-pressed cake of boiled grains, some kind of ground roots, and dried, minced meat—unseasoned and unsalted. The delicacy tasted like straw and seemed just as easy to keep down. But at least there was plenty of water in the wooden trough by the wall, and everyone could drink as much as they wanted.

Luther struggled to get Deirdre to eat even a little. She would just mumble something unintelligible and doze off. But he kept trying and in the end somehow managed to make her swallow about half of her ration. He could tell her fever was spiking, but at least it was familiar territory—the disease was following the same pattern he had observed when she was sick earlier, during the winter. Even if that was the sign of the immune system fighting hard, which it probably was, such an all-out effort required a significant amount of energy, which the girl did not have in view of her starvation diet of the previous week and the almost total lack of subcutaneous fat the body could resort to as a source of energy in an emergency, such as this one.

In the morning, their death march across the desolate plain resumed in the exact same manner and lasted for two more days. During that time, the Haitas killed seven more exhausted prisoners, including Kyle. Luther shed no tears over that particular victim and had in fact been looking forward to the moment when the skinny fella finally went down. To be sure, he wasn’t exactly frail, but walking barefoot for days must have been a bitch. A few days of rest might have put Kyle back on track, but the Haitas afforded them no such luxury. At one of the overnight stops, the three bandits tried to rob a man of his boots, but the Arkulians timely stepped in and stopped the attempt cold. To give credit where it was due, at first Tony and Cob kept their unfortunate comrade between them, supporting him, and then took turns carrying him on their shoulders, but then the guards whacked Cob on the back of his head for being too slow, and he said to hell with it all and abandoned the effort. Tony persevered for a few hours longer until they both collapsed, and the raxas beat the hell out of them both. Tony still rose after that, but Kyle didn’t—and that was that. The little shit would no longer have a footwear problem. Good! Now he had only two worries left, Luther told himself: Deirdre’s deteriorating condition and weather. Waiting for a dark, moonless night, he had secretly fashioned several flattened, spiky pegs out of twigs they picked up on the way. A couple of sharp human bones the Arkulians found also came in handy, and Luther decided to put off pondering the ethical considerations of using them until a less stressful time. The Arkulians also collected suitable stones for a sling. Eron was no better with it than Luther, or perhaps even worse, but Mongu, born in Southern Arkul, was a real sniper, having used the primitive weapon ever since he began walking as a small child. Naturally, their preparations did not go altogether unnoticed by other prisoners, and an ad hoc core troop began forming around the strange trio, although no words were said or promises made. The men were just doing what Luther told them when they felt like it and when the right opportunities presented themselves. To make the slings, they used the leather straps they had left from building the raft. Talk about recycling, Luther smiled under his breath, fashioning his own handgun substitute.

Then there was the issue of hoarding food. The spring plain was not going to be rich in resources, and they would need sustenance once they escaped—if they did. Without making any specific arrangements, some of their supporters began milling and moving around during chow time, sometimes managing to confuse the trillas and get two or even three rations. Those all went into the contingency fund. Indeed, of the four of them, only convalescing Deirdre was eating her entire ration, however unwillingly. Luther and the Arkulians were routinely saving half of theirs, and even then Luther worried it was not going to be enough.

Deirdre was still coughing, but her fever finally broke—or so Luther hoped, feeling her damp forehead every time he had a chance. But he knew she was doing better since her body no longer burned up like an electric blanket on its maximum setting, and her appetite began to return. On the last day, she managed to finish her entire cake with almost no additional prodding. Yet she remained extremely weak, and they still had to take turns carrying her most of the time, only letting the girl walk downhill for short stretches to keep her blood circulation going. She did it willingly and with ever increasing gusto. She was a fighter too.

By the evening of the third day, predictably, another fortress appeared in sight. From a distance, Luther could tell that this time it was larger and more substantial, although the structure’s position atop a gentle hill made determining its actual shape and size difficult. If it was the usual square, Luther reckoned, the citadel would have to be about four times the size of all the previous ones. The place also had larger towers at the corners—short, square prisms with elongated embrasures—and a number of smaller watchtowers between them. This was also the first of the fortifications they had seen so far to have a real double gate, with the wings reinforced with strips of polished bronze. There was no entry ramp.

As they came closer, Luther once again wondered what particular enemy the Haitas were trying to keep at bay so deep in their own lands. It was not like any of the external powers would dare attacking the formidable Haitas in their homes. And yet the fortresses weren’t merely for show. In the preceding days, Luther had often spotted signs of damage and subsequent repairs to the walls, and the big place they were approaching now had way too many soldiers on top for a peacetime contingent. On the other hand, their own guards seemed to be thoroughly unconcerned about any potential attacks from the outside, concentrating instead on preventing any attempts at escaping. In the end, Luther had to admit, it was all very confusing. And it was not like he could ask the raxas, although a few of them did speak rudimentary Arlan.

The procession halted at the gate to the fortress, waiting for a troop of black riders to exit. Luther stifled a curse as he counted those formidable foes—there were twenty-two in total. And something was telling him they were not going on a late night exercise outside. Inside, Luther wasn’t surprised to find the much larger space mimicking the layout of the smaller fortresses. The holding pen, too, was three times as large and had three separate water troughs to accommodate potentially greater numbers of prisoners. Unlike on the previous night, the corral was not empty when they were brought there, with the grand total, including the new arrivals, probably reaching three hundred or thereabouts. By the looks of it, the place was a regional hub on the slave-driving route. From there, Luther reckoned, they’d be driven further west, into Haitana’s true heartland—the very place Mlish had told him no one ever returned from. The man himself had escaped at night from one of the smaller fortresses, never quite reaching their current Prison Central. They needed to go, Luther knew, and go tonight. He sure did wish Deirdre was stronger, but waiting for a more suitable time would likely make the entire exercise pointless

Ordinarily, they liked staying right under truss watchtowers, which offered a modicum of protection from the elements and, counterintuitively, made the four of them almost invisible for the trillas up on the platform. However, this time the tower was all solid stone and Luther knew immediately he did not want to be anywhere near it.

“Clouds are gathering nicely, so it’ll be pitch dark soon,” he said. “We’ll try to leave around midnight.”

“But how?” Deirdre looked up at him. “This fortress is enormous. I’ve never seen walls so tall. Maybe… maybe we should wait for another opportunity?”

“Another opportunity might not present itself. I suspect they'll be marching us in a huge crowd under heavy guard from here. No, tonight’s the night. And these walls are not much taller than in the other places. Thicker, yes, but it’s not like we’ll be drilling through or digging under them.”

“What about the guards? Just look at how many of them there are up there.”

“Ah, the more the merrier. They’ll be all the more careless. And besides, those fellas up in the tower won’t be able to see us. We’ll scale the wall and be gone.”

“Well, there’s me then. I can still barely move.”

“Good! If you don’t wiggle, it’ll be so much easier for us to carry you. Just try not to talk or cough and you’ll be golden. It’ll all work out, sweetheart. Rest for now, all right?”

***

The knife was excellent—a real quality blade, well-tempered, with a solid handle, and finely sharpened. Now its polish was marred by numerous scratches—because digging through walls was one thing it was not designed to do. The manufacturer could probably not even fathom their product would end up on another planet and play an important role in helping a bunch of humans escape from an alien fortress. Luther found the piece on his second day in the new world, among other things in an airplane wreckage, and had kept it close ever since.

The outer layer of clay-based plaster on the walls was easy to scrape through but offered no reliable support for the very same reason. Luther bored through it all the way to the masonry and squeezed the blade into the gap between two adjoining stone blocks. Same as at the other places, they were large sunbaked bricks and thus no match for hard steel. Pulling the knife out, Luther hammered one of his pegs into the gap, trying to keep the noise to a minimum. There, one ready, another dozen to go. Each of the “steps” would take at least ten minutes to install, judging by the first try, which meant they had their work cut out for them and needed to move as quickly as they could. Sure thing, spacing the pegs further apart to cut the prep time would work too, but that way, he figured, they’d have to reach further and higher, greatly increasing the risk of falling during the “assembly” stage. Luther wanted no more injuries, not to mention that the noise would likely attract the Haitas’ attention. Thus, taking turns after every two or three pegs, they kept toiling for the next two hours or so. Every time they needed to insert a new peg in, Deirdre would begin coughing to mask the hammering noise just in case. By the time they were done, everyone was asleep—even the trillas at the stone watch tower, it seemed.

Getting ready to begin climbing, Luther watched a few supposedly sleeping prisoners gravitate towards the improvised ladder, little by little. The tacit arrangement was that once the formidable Arkulians were over the wall, anyone would be welcome to follow—at their own risk, of course. As an extra bonus, Luther reckoned, more escapees out there would mean less attention each of them would face individually. On the other hand, four missing prisoners might well go unnoticed, at least until morning; four dozen would be a different story altogether. But it was not like Luther could control who was going to take the risk and who was prepared to go gentle into that good night. Of course, there was also the option of pulling the pegs out behind them as they moved further up, but who could say some disgruntled fellow prisoner wouldn’t raise the alarm simply out of spite? And besides, quite a few of those hangers-on shared their pilfered extra food with them. No, Luther reckoned, let them do as they pleased. In every undertaking there was always an element of uncertainty.

Finally, Mongu, who was installing the last of the pegs, descended with simian agility and gave the knife back to Luther.

“Done?” Luther whispered.

Mongu nodded and grinned. Luther looked up, suddenly hearing his own pulse throb in his ears—they were rapidly approaching the point of no return. He had taken outsized risks before, but in none of those cases so much depended on the outcome of the undertaking.

“Deirdre, we’re ready, honey,” he said with a sigh. “How are you feeling?”

“Okay, I guess. Let me just wrap a scarf around my mouth to muffle any coughs.”

“Good. Let me help you with that.”

Mongu, as the only person who had been to the very top yet, was the first to scale the wall. Once there, he lowered a makeshift rope, cobbled together from whatever was at hand, including their leather slings. Luther grabbed it and drew Deirdre close.

“Hear, wrap it around your wrist, and Mongu will pull you right up. Have no fear, girl!”

Before he knew it, the giant Arkulian yanked Deirdre up in a single, seemingly effortless motion. Luther went next, and neither he nor Eron needed the power assist from up top. They could both climb the pegs just fine—and did. Up on the wall, Luther threw a quick look back down into the darkness. So far, their actions had gone unnoticed by the guards, and no one seemed to be in a hurry to follow in their steps. So far, so good. In the meantime, Mongu threw the rope over the other side and was waiting for his companions. Since there was no easy way to secure it to the wall, the man said he was just going to hold it, no sweat, and then climb down himself without it. He did not need no ropes, pfft, Mongu sneered. Eron descended first and tugged the rope from below, signaling that everything was all right. Deirdre was supposed to go next, but when Luther nudged her towards the edge a major coughing spell suddenly hit her. The scarf over her mouth did little to stifle the sound. A raxa positioned some fifty feet away near a torch perked up and jumped to its feet with a wary growl, and at that very moment a blinding flash momentarily turned night into day.

At first Luther thought the Haitas had responded to their escape attempt with some unknown weapon or a lighting device, but nothing else happened: there were no screams, and neither he nor his companions were harmed, although they did lose sight of Mongu for a few seconds. Another flash, this time accompanied by a prolonged crackle, caused the thatched roof of one of the large huts behind them in the fortress to catch fire. A blinding orb emerged from the clouds right before their eyes, flying in absolute silence, a wake of quickly-fading sparks trailing behind it. Striking the top of the wall near the gate, the orb caused a gigantic flash that momentarily blinded Luther. Surprisingly, there was no explosion, only a soft pop, as flames danced on the clay.

“What is that?!” Deirdre gasped.

“I don’t know! Hurry up! Let’s get down! Whatever it is, we can’t just linger here.”

Deirdre gripped the rope, and Mongu quickly lowered her down. Ready to go next, Luther suddenly heard a furious screech and turned to see a raxa charging at them. He had his knife ready, but it would hardly stack up against the axe. Just then, there was a flash so bright it nearly made him scream, followed by a thunderous boom. This time, the explosion was real and the wall beneath them trembled and tilted. Rubbing his eyes to clear the afterimages, Luther saw the unknown projectile had punched a neat hole in the wall. He remembered seeing such holes before, all patched up with fresh masonry. The raxa was nowhere in sight—buried under the debris perhaps, dead or alive. The weapon, whatever it was, produced no shrapnel, or all of them would have been swept clean off the wall.

Despite the ringing in his ears, Luther could hear Deirdre was still coughing. However, amidst the unfolding chaos, even a drum roll would go unnoticed. Grabbing the rope, he slid down as fast as possible, landing heavily on his heels.

“Mongu! Hurry up!” he yelled, looking up.

The gladiator dropped the rope and slid off the wall, still holding on to the top, his long arms fully stretched out now. Next, he let go and landed softly on the ground, immediately turning and flashing his companions a wide grin.

“Holy crap!” Luther cursed, looking at the wide breach in the wall. “And to think we’ve spent all night messing with those pegs! We could have just waited and walked right out of this damn place through the gap. Go, everybody, go! I’ll catch up with you in a second.”

“Where are you going?” Deirdre cried out.

“Nowhere. I just want to tell the rest of the crowd to get off their butts and run while the road is clear.”

As he approached the heap of rubble that the section of the wall had become, Luther unexpectedly found himself face-to-face with Cob who had just climbed over it from the other side. The bandit gasped and recoiled, apparently caught totally off guard. Luther swiftly drew the knife from his boot and slashed at the man hard. The blade, dulled by all that digging and scraping, still left a large vertical gash across the man’s terrified face, from the left eyebrow to the corner of the mouth. Whether the bandit’s eye suffered too Luther could not tell since blood spurting out of the wound immediately covered his face. Screaming, the man recoiled and dashed away, not even trying to offer any resistance.

Next, as Luther began climbing the pile for a peek inside, Tony’s head appeared over the crest. Knife still in his hand, Luther struck right away. However, the guy jerked and tried covering his face with his hand; the blade, instead of penetrating the eye socket, severed two fingers and glanced off the hard frontal bone, only slicing the skin. Tony screamed and fell back inside the fortress. Luther slid down his own side, turned, and hit the ground running. He had no time to chase the two rascals, so what he had just started would have to be finished another day. As for the rest of the prisoners, they would now have to fend for themselves. The moment he had to spare was gone, and he owed those people nothing anyway. As he ran into the darkness, a dart launched from the tower whistled past his ear and hit the ground ahead. Without stopping, Luther yanked it free and kept going. Any addition to their meager arsenal would be welcome.

Another flash and another boom hit the ground behind him but no more darts followed. In the next few seconds, Luther saw his party, lit up from behind. They were all running, although not as fast as he would like them too, and for an obvious reason— Deirdre. Catching up with her, he grabbed the girl by the hand and pulled, without slowing down.

“I know it’s hard, sweetheart. I know you are still sick—but please! Please, make the effort. You can rest later, but now we really need to go. And I can’t carry you while I am running.”

After twenty minutes of that mad dash, they crashed into a thicket of low shrubs. By then, Eron had fallen once and tripped badly several times. It looked like the man, apparently blinded by the flash, could hardly see anything in the dark.

“Stop!” Luther barked. “We can take a break for a minute and then walk. The last thing I want is someone breaking a leg to make things even more interesting.”

As they heaved, trying to regain their breath, the fortress, now about two miles behind them, kept having fun, lit up like a Christmas tree. One tower was ablaze like a gigantic torch, with bright raspberry tracers of some unknown high-speed projectiles shooting into the sky from the other three. That anti-aircraft fire did not seem to have any effect on the invisible attackers since new firebombs kept hitting the ground, some exploding, and some setting even more things on fire. At some point Luther thought he caught a glimpse of some quickly passing shadow with what looked like a sharp nose. But it was too small to be an attack jet even if there were in fact such things in this strange world. Besides, it was totally silent.

“Birds! Giant birds is what they are!” Eron exclaimed. “They are attacked by birds that carry fire in their claws!”

“Whatever those things are, let’s hope they’ll make it easier for the others to escape. And if the Haitas are hit real hard this time, perhaps they won’t have much time left for us in the morning. Come on, everybody, let’s get going.”

“Yes, Luther,” Eron nodded.

Luther handed him the dart he still had in his hand.

“Here, take this. In the kingdom of the blind the one-eyed is the king.”

“I still have my both eyes, thank you,” Eron looked askance at him.

“Never mind, it’s just a saying. I meant the dart.”

“Oh, now I see.”

In the meantime, Deirdre was already hopping forward on her unsteady legs.

“Whoa! Whoa!” Luther chuckled, going after her. “The sprint is over, girl. You did good. I’ll carry you again from this point on.”

“I…” Deirdre began, but Luther cut her short. “Not subject to discussion. Hop on.”

Giving a sigh, the girl climbed onto her husband’s shoulders with no further argument, and the small group resumed their march to the southwest. Naturally, the Haitas would expect them to go east or north, back to the Freona, but Luther had no intention to play by his captors’ rules. If anything, they’d show the hairy bastards what out of the box thinking was really about.


Chapter 8

It had been a solid hour now that the small posse stayed huddled together in the bushes, waiting for a troop of Haitas to pass by. Eron was the first to sense the approaching danger not quite two hours after dawn, when the fugitives were descending a small hill. At the bottom of it lay a wide road, if it could even be called that. More accurately, it was a braid of different paths leading every which way, merging and diverging. Entire hordes of Haitas must have been traversing the place in the past, mostly moving eastward, and then back, perhaps. Even thinking of all those untold numbers of enemies that could now be so close gave Luther the heebie-jeebies.

At the time of the encounter Mongu was carrying Deirdre on his shoulders, which cut his field of vision quite a bit, and Luther trudged behind him, exhausted and barely dragging his feet. However, Eron, walking point, remained as alert as ever.

“Into the bushes! Quick!” the man commanded.

Black riders appeared first—about fifty of them. They moved slowly but still outpaced the infantry by far. The number of foot soldiers was so great that Luther lost count quickly. Squad after squad of raxas and trillas passed by, occasionally interspersed with the dwarves known as hittas and other creatures he had never seen before. There could easily be a thousand of various fighters or more now parading in front of their eyes. By local standards, this was not merely an army, but more akin to an entire invading force of the Mongols or the Huns. Like an unstoppable avalanche, they could easily roll over any human settlement in its path. Personally though, the little group had nothing to fear. Although the enemy was no more than three hundred feet away, it was not like the entire contingent could veer off easily even if someone noticed the fugitives. Moreover, the transiting troops were no police force; they apparently had bigger fish to fry. Eron even suggested they use the involuntary lull to have breakfast.

“What do you say, hon?” Luther turned to Deirdre. “You hungry yet?”

Sprawled on their three cloaks piled each on top the other, she mumbled something and dozed off again. Luther was increasingly concerned about a possible setback of the illness since the girl seemed listless and barely moved at all.

“Don’t worry. Your woman is just weakened by the illness and all that running at night,” Mongu grinned at him. “She just needs rest.”

“I wish I had your confidence,” Luther sighed.

“The words I speak, I know to be true,” the southerner persisted. “Ever since we escaped the enclosure, she hasn’t coughed once. The spirits that caused her illness have fled, terrified by the ordeals we endured during the night.”

The Haitas were in no particular rush, it seemed, but as a general rule, nothing lasts forever. Once the last of the raxas vanished around the bend, the islanders immediately left their hiding place and descended.

“This is odd,” Eron mused as they were crossing the road. “How come we haven’t noticed this path before? It leads straight east, and we were brought in from the northeast.”

“Perhaps it turns north further on,” Luther said. “Friar mentioned a large river where the Haitas’ ships dock. Perhaps the road leads to the place from where they launch their raids.”

“You spoke with Friar?” Deirdre asked.

“Yes, how else would I have found you? We missed you by just a tiny bit, arriving right before the Haitas attacked. An hour earlier, and things might have been very different.”

“That Friar… I found him extremely disturbing. They were impaling people on stakes there, for God’s sake!”

“I saw it all. The soldier that missed the approaching Haitas and let them come close undetected also got himself impaled for failing to do his duty.”

“Ugh, it was so gruesome! I nearly screamed when I saw those stakes. But this Friar promised he’d return me to my husband if he came. Despite everything, I believed him.”

“Yes, he is fair—in his own twisted way,” Luther agreed. “That’s what they say, and I saw it myself. Yet I can’t say I have any warm feelings for the man. When we came, he was in the process of executing every tenth resident of that village for refusing to pay the food tax. But those people were starving—there was hardly any food to find there when we were getting ready to go. And who knows what would have happened if the Haitas didn’t attack. After all, we killed some of the man’s soldiers.”

“You didn’t tell me any of this!”

“Well, I don’t think it was the right time for talking. We’ll have our chance later.”

As they kept going, Luther found it increasingly difficult to reconcile the stories about the Haitas’ lands with what he was seeing now. According to the few human escapees that made it out of Haitana alive and came back, one could travel in the hinterland for days without spotting anyone. Now, not only had they witnessed a major force transiting, but other signs of military activities were abundant everywhere: well-traveled roads and trails, watchtowers on hilltops, and plumes of smoke rising in the distance. They even managed to make out a fortress once, albeit a very small one. It felt as if they were in the sprawling suburban area around a vast metropolis—only this one wasn’t inhabited by humans. Fortunately, their progress remained swift and uneventful, the monotony of it only breaking when the men took turns carrying Deirdre. Having rested during their encounter with the Haitas’ army, she also seemed much livelier now, no longer nodding off every couple of minutes. She seemed to be back to her keen outlook self, scanning the surroundings for any signs of danger. Luther liked that. The girl was indeed on the mend.

Traveling through the prairie was easy, except for some areas where their feet sank into the soggy soil. It was hard to believe that just ten days earlier over a foot of snow had piled up overnight on the other bank; on this one, however, there was hardly any of it left, with only a few much deflated and dirty patches surviving in some low-lying areas and on the northern slopes of hills. No wild game could be seen anywhere—not even the ubiquitous prairie dogs, which were probably still hibernating underground. Mongu kept his sling at the ready, but it proved to be unnecessary since they had only encountered two small birds in twice as many hours, and both of those made their escape long before he could try shooting them down. But they wouldn’t have been much of a catch anyway. It looked like they had a real food crisis looming ahead of them, Luther reckoned, unless something changed, since the Haitas’ lumpy cakes, unappetizing as they might have been, were almost gone at that point.

Luther’s plan was straightforward enough—head southwest until reaching the River Nara, which he estimated was about a five day’s journey away. Once there, they’d need to build a raft, an endeavor that he wasn’t looking forward to much—not with a measly knife being their only weapon and tool. But at least the ice would have melted by then, making the voyage downriver relatively safe. If everything worked out as expected, in a day or two after sailing they would reach the island. But that was a big if to be sure, especially if their food situation didn’t improve somehow. And then, of course, there might well be the Vuxes waking up from their winter slumber and showing up on the riverbanks in force in search of some fresh provisions. Any way Luther looked at it, the picture was bleak, although, by all indications, the trail they were following was still going to be their safest option. No one had ever returned from Haitana’s heartland, and Luther had no good reason to believe their fate would be any different if the little group tried taking the northern route home.

Around noon of the same day, the fugitives came to an unknown river flowing north. Luther touched the water and grimaced—brrr! Cold! The other bank was no more than a hundred feet away, but under the circumstances it might well be miles, for all intents and purposes.

“This river flows into the Freona,” Eron said. “We could try building a raft right here and just drift down.”

“What are you going to do if we come across a Haita ship? This waterway looks too convenient a route further inland for them to disregard it altogether.”

“Nah, it’s way too narrow for their galleys, and it may get narrower still in some sections. I don’t think they’d risk sailing a capital ship through a small river such as this one. How would they even turn it around?”

“Or it could actually get wider,” the contrarian in Luther persisted. “Besides, what do you suggest we use to build that raft? You see any trees?”

“There’s that,” Eron agreed. “It’s strange though. There are plenty of trees on the other side, but not here. There’s usually at least a small strip of woods along both banks of most rivers.”

“The Haitas had probably chopped all the trees down for firewood,” Luther shrugged. “I think this river serves as a boundary between their populated lands and the wilderness. We could breathe easier on the other side.”

“We could all swim across to the other side, cold as the water might be,” Eon said. “What about Deirdre though?”

Deirdre, who had been resting on a patch of last year’s dried grass, raised her head, displaying a determined look on her face.

“I can swim!” she said. “Don’t you worry about me!”

“Go back to sleep, sweetheart, will you?” Luther said. “We all know you could, but you shouldn’t.”

“But it’s a really short swim! And the ice has melted!” the girl protested.

“What, you want to start coughing again?” Luther winced. “Relax, we’ll get you across. And you won’t even get wet.”

“But how? There are no trees here.”

“There are reeds. We’ll tie them up to make a small raft for you and our clothes.”

“That’s a good idea,” Eron nodded. “I should have thought of that. Then again, where I come from nobody sails on reed rafts.” After a moment's hesitation, he added, “That’s why you give the orders, and I follow them.”

“Oh, don’t sell yourself short, Eron,” Luther smiled. “Where would I be without you guys? Deirdre, why don’t you go sit on that hillock and keep an eye on our surroundings while we work?”

The small raft didn’t take long to make. To be sure, a quick job like that wouldn’t last long, but they didn’t need it to.

“Oops!” Deirdre said, climbing onto the raft. “Are you sure it’s not going to tip over? It kind of feels shaky.”

“Well, we couldn’t build an Egyptian galley on such short notice, could we?” Luther chuckled. “Lie down and stay still. If you start fretting, it will definitely capsize. Now, turn around, we’re going to undress.”

“Oh, like there’s anything there I haven’t seen!” Deirdre snorted.

“I don’t want you to find these fellas more attractive than your own husband, honey. Look away, I am not taking any chances.”

“Well, now that you mentioned it, I feel I simply must examine them both closely. You got me intrigued.”

“I guess you can walk on your own from now on then,” Luther grumbled. “Surely, such a keen interest in those, ahem, extracurricular activities must be a sign of complete recovery.”

The water was mind-numbingly cold—to the point that Luther couldn’t help grunting as he entered it. The warmth-loving Arkulians expressed no enthusiasm for the undertaking either, but they were both quite adept swimmers, as it turned out. It was all part of their training, Eron said before taking the plunge. Regardless, as the three of them jumped out of the water and onto the other bank after a few dozen hectic strokes, they seemed to forget all about their recent modesty—and their non-swimming charge who had been spared the icy ablutions.

“You guys are running around like headless chickens,” Deirdre smiled, watching the three naked men scrambling around. “It’s just a little cold water. What’s gotten into you?”

“N-nothing,” Luther replied, his teeth chattering. “Just trying to w-warm up. And anyway, could we get some p-p-privacy here? Look away now!”

Once warmed up enough, the Arkulians quickly got dressed and dismantled the raft, essentially destroying all evidence of their crossing. In the meantime, Luther climbed the nearest tree to scout their surroundings and found nothing particularly new: beyond the thin strip of deciduous forest stretching along the bank lay the same undulating steppe. There were no signs of Haitas—or anyone else, for that matter. Moreover if the stretch of the prairie they had just left behind had plentiful trails, paths, and other signs of relative civilization in addition to the main road, what was waiting for them on the other bank looked like sheer wilderness no one bothered to visit.

“Hopefully, this is in fact where no man’s land starts,” Luther told the Arkulians climbing down. “Keep your fingers crossed, guys.”

“Why do you want us to cross our fingers?” asked Mongu, raising his eyebrows.

“It’s a saying,” Deirdre chimed in. “Something to do not to jinx the good thing.”

“That Egg-lish of yours is a strange language indeed,” Mongu smiled, flashing his perfectly white teeth.

***

They spent the night by a murky stream that was quickly becoming a stretch of mere damp lowland overgrown with those ubiquitous reeds. The Arkulians quickly gathered enough of the latter to make beds for them all—a real luxury compared to the meager, filthy straw in the Haitas’ prisoner pens. Since their captors never bothered searching them, Eron still had his fire starting implements with him, and they quickly had a discreet small fire going, tucked away from the prying eyes behind sizeable tussocks. At least they would be warm during the night, Luther reckoned, sitting down on his own makeshift sleeping mat. Food, however, was a much sadder story, even though Mongu managed to heat their remaining grub on a flat stone near the fire to make the meager leftovers more palatable. During the night, the men took turns standing watch, leaving Deirdre out of it altogether. Overall, it was all very peaceful and quiet, if not for the ever louder growling in their respective stomachs.

By dawn, the clouds cleared, bringing a chill that manifested itself in the form of a visible ice sheen on the reed stalks, among other things. In fact, by the end of the graveyard shift it became so cold that they all huddled together around the fire, trying to stretch their remaining stash of firewood until sunrise. Once the sky in the east sprang the first sunrays from below, Luther called the reveille, and a few minutes later the group was on the road again—naturally, without the benefit of a breakfast. For the first time since almost collapsing during the forced march days earlier, Deirdre refused to be carried. She had recovered enough, she said, and needed the exercise. Reluctantly, Luther acquiesced.

The prairie ahead seemed as dead as ever, even though Mongu was tirelessly scouting the area a few hundred yards in front and to the sides of the “main force,” looking for game. However, all he ever saw was a few small animal tracks and a lone antelope once—easily a quarter of a mile away and solidly out of the range of his sling. But at least there was no one else there, in that godforsaken place—until, that is, their luck finally ran out.

A little past midday, when they were taking a well-deserved break in a small, thin grove, a raxa suddenly busted onto the little clearing—apparently just as surprised to see humans as they were to see him. Mongu was the quickest of them all to react and swung his sling at the unexpected intruder. However, the stone only delivered a glancing blow to the top of the enemy’s head, infuriating the beast rather than causing him any serious harm. As the enraged raxa charged, ax in hand, Eron let him come closer and threw his dart with such force it almost went all the way through the attacker’s chest, leather armor and all. Yet, the raxa merely flinched and continued its assault—just like a bear shot with a .22. The wound might prove to be fatal later, but not quickly enough to make much of a difference for those on the receiving end of the attack.

As Eron took a step back, having expended his only weapon, Mongu and Luther advanced, delivering simultaneous strikes with their charred-tip wooden spears. Caught off guard by that assault from both flanks, the raxa hesitated, failing to parry the blows. Both makeshift weapons struck it, penetrating deep enough to put even such a large creature out of commission. The raxa collapsed, groaning and dropping its ax. The next moment, Eron rushed to its side, delivering the finishing blow to the head with a heavy rock.

“Let’s grab his weapon and get the hell out of here,” Luther whispered, wiping his spear on the grass. “This thing is likely not alone, and if someone heard him screaming they might already be on their way.”

Having grabbed what they could off the dead body, they took off, trying to use the sparsely spaced trees and the uneven terrain for cover. And it almost worked, it seemed, at least for the first half mile or so. Then Luther threw a quick look over his shoulder and cursed.

“Crap! Those trillas have spotted us!”

“Now they’ll follow us to the end,” Eron winced. “And we don’t even have a bow to keep them at bay.”

“We must run,” Luther said. “Speed is our only salvation now.”

“Indeed,” Mongu said. “They are probably still waiting for the raxas to join them before giving chase.”

“All right, let’s move then! Deirdre, how are you holding up?”

“Fine. Let’s get going already.”

The fugitives pressed on, moving in the same direction at their quickest pace. Whenever the road dipped downhill, they broke into a jog, conserving their energy on other stretches. For about two hours of this exhausting marathon, all went well until Mongu spotted their pursuers from atop an ancient burial mound. There were about a dozen Haitas on their trail, half of them burly raxas. With no sufficient weapons, the group could forget about taking them all on. In all likelihood, they would hardly even be able to offer any meaningful resistance up close before the trillas started throwing their darts and took them all out from a distance. But perhaps they could still slow the pursuers down and then use the cover of darkness when night fell. With that in mind, Eron was laying traps as they went, placing large acacia thorns into the ground. Stepping onto one of those wouldn’t do much damage to the raxas who wore heavy boots with thick wooden soles, but much more slender and fragile trillas could probably be taken out of the pursuit altogether since they walked barefoot. Indeed, the next time Mongu climbed a lone tree they’d come across to have a look at the posse following them, four of the trillas had been lagging behind badly. Moreover, the rest of the Haitas had abandoned the trail and were now walking on untrampled ground alongside it, which was slowing them down, at least to some extent.

“Eron’s thorns seem to have scared them off,” Luther said. “How are you holding up, Deirdre?”

“I’m fine,” she whispered.

“Yeah, right…You need to rest awhile, girl, before you keel over.”

“There’s no time for rest,” she sighed out, breathing heavily. “I’ll try pushing harder.”

“That won’t help for much longer now,” Luther shook his head. “It looks like they’ll catch up with us in the next half an hour or so. We’ll have to fight them.”

Mongu grinned, twirling the trophy ax in his hand. The guy had always been itching for a fight, whatever the circumstances. Deirdre, on the other hand, was way more circumspect.

“Are you mad? Those are trillas! They’ll just kill us all from a distance with their darts.”


“That’s why we need to get them to come closer. I see a stream ahead. We’ll follow it, and the Haitas will have to stay close to the water too, following our trail. There’s just too much brush further up the bank to traverse comfortably.” 

“And how is that going to help us? You said it yourself, we can’t outrun them.”

“We won’t be running then. I mean, you will, but not us. Ever played catch the hare?”

“And what will you do?”

“We’ll hide in the brush and ambush them.”

“That’s a stupid plan!” Deirdre sneered. “Stupid and dangerous!”

“But it’s feasible. Trillas are no hand-to-hand fighters. We’ll slaughter them. Hey, they know that too, so they’ll probably just bolt at the first sign of danger.”

“Uh-huh, and then they’ll turn around and start throwing darts again. And then the raxas will catch up too…”

“Well, we’ll all get killed for sure if we keep chatting here instead of setting up that ambush,” Luther grumbled. “Are you with me, guys?”

The Arkulians were always with him. Better yet, they never argued. They followed orders and did their best—and damn the torpedoes. Whatever they did to train those superb fighting men back in that distant little country of theirs, they must have been doing it right. But at least the terrain couldn’t possibly be more conducive to their plan, Luther had to admit. They quickly found some thickets of tall evergreen plants that resembled juniper and offered excellent cover even in the spring, when the rest of the vegetation was still leafless and bare. Even Deirdre, initially skeptical, had to acknowledge upon examining the ambush site that the men would be as good as undetectable unless and until they chose to reveal their presence. Satisfied with her inspection, she trotted forward, to present a distraction for her pursuers. Perhaps the advance party of trillas would take her for a straggler from a prisoner convoy, badly lagging behind. In any case, whatever those trillas might be thinking, having a live target in front of them would hopefully take their minds off the multiple tracks on the ground.

As the party of four approached, Eron, a dart in his hand, kept watching through a small gap between the closely spaced twigs. As the first of the enemies entered the kill zone, the man took a swing and hurled the projectile, exhaling sharply. As it pierced the creature’s neck, Luther abandoned his cover and charged. Mongu was already half a step ahead of him, splitting the next enemy’s head open like a rotten pumpkin. The remaining pair turned to flee, but not before Luther speared one in the thigh. The slender Haita—as fragile as it was deadly— fell with a scream, and Eron, leaping forward, plunged his dagger into its back, twisting it sideways to widen the wound. Blood spurted out in a small fountain, barely missing the man. In the meantime, Mongu finished off the last fleeing trilla by throwing his ax at it. The enemy fell but immediately attempted to rise, apparently still keen on fleeing, despite the massive ax lodged in its back. However, the Arkulian easily caught up with the wounded trilla, twisted its neck, and reclaimed his weapon, raising it into the air with a triumphant cry.

“Deirdre!” Luther called out. “Wait for us! It’s all over! We’ll be right there!”

Indeed, the girl had managed to cover some eight hundred feet in the few minutes the engagement lasted.

The warriors were already searching the bodies, meticulously collecting their trophies. In addition to darts, the trillas carried slim daggers, and one even had a small ax tucked into its belt. Mongu checked their shoulder bags but found nothing in the way of food except a handful of nuts. But even a trifle like that was better than nothing.

“Are you all right, Luther?” Deirdre asked anxiously, getting up from a flat stone right next to the stream.

“Still in one piece, don’t worry.”

“Eron? Mongu?”

“They’re fine too. The trillas hardly knew what hit them. I told you they were no melee fighters. Now we really need to step on it to outrun the raxas. Can you keep going?”

“Yes, I’ve rested enough.”

“I wonder when you managed to do that… Oh, anyway, we can take it a bit slower now, and the sun is going to set in an hour. We’ll lose the rest of them in the dark, no sweat.”

And they did. In the time remaining until the sunset, Mongu managed to find a tall enough tree, climb it, and have a good look around. Six raxas and one trilla were still trailing them, he said, albeit much further behind. Now that the terrain was becoming increasingly rugged, with more large rocks and thickets of dense vegetation that substantially limited visibility, it was highly unlikely the remaining pursuers were going to be able to find them. The trick would be in deciding at which particular point they’d be better off changing directions again to leave no tracks behind on the rocks. For that reason, Luther took point, scrutinizing the piles of rocks and brush around them. At some point, as Deirdre began lagging behind again, apparently exhausted after the day’s exertions, Mongu picked the girl up gently, as if she were a baby, and installed her on his broad shoulders again. Utterly familiar with the procedure by now, she offered no resistance.

By nightfall, clouds had gathered, quite inconveniently, plunging everything into pitch darkness, and their march slowed down to a crawl; the rugged terrain was not conducive to sprinting or even jogging. Despite taking every precaution, Luther tripped over a rock soon, earning a nasty scrape on the palm of his hand for his troubles as he tried shielding his face. It remained to be seen how well the Haitas could see in the dark but rocks, twigs, and terrain folds were now quickly becoming a more immediate danger.

“I guess we’ll have to stop for the night,” Luther said, feeling the injury on his hand. “I can’t even tell which way we’re going anymore. There are no stars and the wind has died down. I wish we had a compass.”

“Come-puss?” invisible Mongu perked up somewhere close.

“I’ll tell you some other time, man,” Luther chuckled.

“Oh, that Egg-lish again,” the familiar voice said and fell silent.

Eron, who apparently had better night vision than the rest of them, tugged at his sleeve.

“I can make out a grove or some tall brush over there. We can camp there for the night.”

Indeed, the thicket was right there, full of thorn-free bushes and large tussocks of dry old grass. They would have to make do without a fire this time, Luther told them, and no one complained; the last thing they needed was giving the raxas a beacon to follow in the dark. With no additional prodding, the Arkulians quickly gathered enough fresh twigs and leaves to make their beds and everyone tried to make the most of what little comfort they offered. Now it would all come down to fate and luck—good or bad. And on that thought, Luther closed his eyes and checked out.


Chapter 9

Mongu darted left, sprinting to the top of a gentle mound, took a quick look around and came right down.

“Come, you need to check this out yourself,” he said.

“Is it far?” Luther asked.

“No.”

Five miles could well qualify as “not far” by Mongu’s standards, but in that particular case it was much closer. Up ahead, an old battlefield lay—not quite twenty minutes of brisk walking away. When they reached the place, the gruesome sight did not struck Luther as particularly fresh. Multiple dead bodies lying strewn on the ground had all been feasted upon extensively, yet the stench of death was still so thick that Luther’s eyes began to water immediately. In all likelihood, the battle must have occurred sometime during the winter, and the frozen bodies were only just thawing out. In the middle of all that defrosting carnage, there was also something resembling a gigantic tortoise in a spiky shell lying on the slope of a small depression, in which the battle took place. A little further away, there was a much deeper elongated crater in the ground, around which there were more twisted and mangled remains that from a distance appeared to be not unlike shreds of crumpled fabric.

Soon enough, it became clear none of the bodies were human. Raxas, trillas, frackas with their mounts, and the dwarf-like hittas—they were all well represented. People—no. After the battle, someone had meticulously collected all the valuables, and there were neither weapons, nor armor anywhere in sight.

“I don’t see any wolves or griffons,” Eron said. “They are either all gone or not back yet.”

“Good!” Luther said. “We’re going down then. Let’s see if we can find something useful. Deirdre, you’d better stay here, the stench will be even worse down there.”

“No, I’m coming with you!”

“As you wish. I warned you.”

The Arkulians were already way ahead of the two of them, eager to arm themselves properly. Perhaps a gladiator was more than an occupation, voluntary or not—it was a state of mind. Watching them go, Luther was in no particular hurry, staying by Deirdre’s side to offer help and support as needed. As the first of the bodies began popping up, he examined them closely but found nothing particularly interesting. Yes, they were all severely damaged by animals and looked horrible, but that was not what killed them, of course. In fact, the cause of death seemed to be highly elusive—either because too much time had passed or because the animals had had way too much fun with their windfall. Indeed, missing limbs and ghastly wounds on the bodies could well be the work of teeth and claws rather than steel or decomposition. At that particular stage, they would need a forensic pathologist to be able to tell the difference.

“Luther, I think there’s some weapon sticking out over there,” Deirdre pulled at his sleeve.

Luther nodded and picked up a dagger with half its blade missing.

“This is no longer a weapon, sweetheart,” he said.

“Too bad,” Deirdre sighed. “I hoped we’d find at least something. There’s nothing but corpses here, it seems.”

“I told you should have stayed up there.”

“Ah, the stench is just as bad at the top as here. And my stomach is empty, nothing to puke with.”

“Fasting is good for you, you know,” Luther said. “In more ways than one, it turns out. Come, I want to check out that strange tortoise. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Do you think this thing killed them?”

“I don’t know, Mlish never mentioned any such monsters.”

As they approached the strange crater, Luther could see it was half-full of murky water. The slippery slopes were still clearly visible and quite tall. The pit had to be at least six feet deep. But the real surprise was the scraps of twisted material he had first thought of as fabric. Now it seemed more like skin, but hard and unwieldy, although also light, as if it were some aluminum alloy from a mystery aircraft or something. A substantial part of the wreckage, or whatever it was, was covered with soot, suggesting a fire must have raged there at some point, possibly altering the original structure of the strange substance. The unrecognizable burnt fragments resembled pieces of charred meat or tendons—which could be construed as proof of the strange material’s organic—rather than artificial—nature.

“I am totally confused,” Luther sighed, dropping the piece of the blackened, plasticky flesh he held in his hand.

“What?”

“I can’t figure out what we’re dealing with here. Something really strange must have happened in this place, but I can’t quite tell what. But let's not get sidetracked, we need to get going.”

The dead turtle had a massive breach in its outer shell—something they couldn’t see from afar.

“You know what, Deirdre, this is actually a centipede,” he said, crouching near the outsized hulk.

“Oh, my, look at all those legs!” Deirdre gasped. “I think there’s hundreds of them! And they all have tiny booties on!”

Indeed, the numerous limbs under the lower part of the shell resembled children’s legs in blunt-toed boots. The weird creature had no claws or scales—just smooth, leathery surfaces all around. The shell, which at a distance seemed to be made of hexagonal segments, turned out to be a solid piece with no visible gaps or seams along their borders, although the familiar segmented pattern was unmistakable. A long spike of some bizarre material—not unlike the opaque, light green bottle glass—protruded from the center of each segment. The roughly circular breach in the shell, whatever may have caused it, was about twelve inches in diameter, with cracks radiating outward.

Luther leaned over to get a closer look and gave a surprised whistle.

“Wow! I’d say the shell is no less than four inches thick!”

“What’s so surprising about it?” Deirdre shrugged. “This turtle, or whatever it is, is the size of a truck. If anything, I say it should have been thicker still.”

Luther drew his knife and tried scraping the horn-like top layer of the carapace.

“Now, how did the Haitas, or whoever it was, manage to make a hole this big in such a strong material? I barely managed to make a dent.”

“Do you remember all those explosions at the fortress?”

“They’re not easy to forget, if you ask me,” Luther grimaced.

“If those blasts demolished the walls, whatever caused them could surely breach this shell too.”

“And we’d be just as clueless as to what that mysterious weapon might be. Face it, we are wandering in the dark here.”

“Wait!” Deirdre said as she leaned in close and peeked into the breach. “How about it, huh? This thing is hollow inside!”

Indeed, the outer shell had another dense layer underneath, this one made of some small, hard beads fused together, and then—nothing. The pitch black cavity inside seemed totally empty, as if whoever, or whatever, was inside had simply climbed out of the stricken hull and left. Thinking a step ahead, Deirdre fished out a tiny silver mirror from her pocket—a fine piece of southern craftsmanship Luther had brought her from his trip down the Freona along with other bric-a-brac.

“Tada! Let there be light!”

“Aha! Ginger smarts!” Luther smiled.

“Don’t underestimate us gingers. Some of us will give their husbands a real run for their money. Now, quick, have a look while the sun is still there.”

Luther leaned over, trying to make out at least something in the weak ray of reflected sunshine.

“So? What’s there?” Deirdre asked.

“Nothing much. It seems everything inside must have been incinerated. I can see some icicle-like things hanging from the top, and there are clumps of some strange stuff gumming up the walls. And the smell… it’s more like ammonia. There’s no stench of decomposition here.”

“Are you even sure it was a living creature?” Deirdre asked.

“No. We sure could use a proper scientist here.”

“I don’t think there are the right kind of scientists for this. In any case, if this was indeed something biological, it’s nothing like what we’ve had on Earth.”

“Well, the Earth has creatures far stranger than this.”

“Yes, but not of this size. You want to look at the head now?”

The head was stranger still. Resembling a funnel with its wide end attached to a protruding segment of the shell, it had a circular opening about the size of a large orange on the pointy end—just as a proper funnel of that size would have. Around it, there were almost two dozen haphazardly placed small plates made of the same opaque glass-like material as the shell spikes. The rest of the funnel surface was of the same bone-like material as the carapace, sporting a similar hexagonal pattern, only much scaled down. If the faux segments on the hull were the size of a manhole cover, the ones on the head could easily be covered with the palm of one hand. Strangely enough, there was nothing else—no mouth, nose or eyes.

“This is getting curiouser and curiouser,” Luther chuckled. “Quite the rabbit hole, this. I’m even more confused now.”

“I told you it has to be a machine of some sort. Like, a tank, perhaps?”

“Where have you seen machines with a hundred legs? Made of something that is resoundingly not metal?”

“Don’t forget we’re not on Earth,” Deirdre shrugged.

“Like I could ever forget! It is also quite strange that Mlish never mentioned any such things—and if anyone, he should know. It looks like we’re in uncharted territory here. Full of wondrous wonders…”

“Like what happened on the night of our escape?”

“That, too. That was quite an air raid, to be sure.”

“Well, it’s a good thing they were assaulted. Otherwise, we might have not been able to escape at all.”

“You’re right. But it’s not that simple: what if something like that happened to our own island.”

“Oh, Lord… I never thought of that. Our entire village is made of wood, even the walls.”

“Exactly. And we have no anti-aircraft defenses.”

“Well, the Haitas don’t seem to have them either.”

“They were in fact launching something into the sky—like ballista projectiles, perhaps? Remember the throwing machines on the towers? I couldn’t get a good look at them, but now it appears they were to guard the place against a totally different enemy. No besieging land army for sure.”

“That’s odd… When they attacked our village, they didn’t use any fire shells or anything. And they have no ballistae on their galleys. Our Argo, which is tiny in comparison, does.”

“Deirdre, I have a hundred times more questions than answers, but we have no time for them now. When we get back home, information will be the most valuable thing we bring with us. I don’t think the Haitas will leave us alone; they’ve laid siege once, and the next time we might not be able to fend them off so easily.”

Behind them, there was suddenly a cry of joy. Turning around, Luther saw Eron hurrying towards them, clutching one of the black riders’ fearsome pikes in his hands.

“We did well to scour the area,” the warrior beamed. “Look at what we just found in the bushes.”

“Can you handle it?”

“Pfft!” Eron dismissed the question, as if saying he was a professional.

“Have you found anything interesting?” he pointed at the dead “turtle”.

“It’s hard to say. We are still trying to make sense of what this thing is.”

“It’s a strange creature indeed.”

“I know. Have you ever heard of any such things?”

“No, there haven’t been any in Arkul or elsewhere I’ve been since then. Nor have a heard anyone ever mentioning them.”

“I see… Well, I think we should leave here before we suffocate. I don’t like this place. Who knows what kind of scavengers these Haita lands have?”

It was then that Mongu called them, pointing to the northeast, the direction they had come from. Luther had a look and cursed under his breath.

“Damn! It’s the same Haitas again! Six raxas and a trilla.”

“Maybe they are different ones,” Deirdre suggested.

“Ah, what difference does it make!”

“How did they track us?”

“Ask them yourself. They are certainly stubborn.”

Eron banged the back end of the pike on the ground and bared his teeth in a sneer.

“Luther, we’ll have to fight them.”

“Cool it, Eron! Six gorillas won’t be easy to beat, unless we ambush them and pelt them with darts. Let’s keep moving and hope they don’t catch up with us by nightfall.”

“They’ll catch up all right,” the warrior muttered. “We’re tired and hungry. Deirdre can barely walk. No, we can’t keep running forever. Even if we make it through the night, it doesn’t mean the pursuit will stop by morning. They’ve tracked us down once, so what’s to stop them from doing it again?”

“Most likely, the Haitas were just combing the area until they stumbled upon our trail. Next time, we’ll conceal it better.”

“It’s possible they’re using some sort of magic,” Eron suggested.

“Maybe so,” Luther agreed. “At this point, nothing surprises me. All right, enough standing around.”

Eron was right, Luther thought as the small group hit the road again, leaving the gruesome battlefield behind. They could no longer move quickly—the two weeks of harsh conditions and lack of food had taken quite some toll on all of them. His own knees ached from constant walking, his chafed feet felt as if they were burning, and now that they were almost jogging his lungs heaved too, struggling for air as exhaustion set in. Only Deirdre’s presence kept him from showing his weakness. And if it was hard for him, how much worse was it for her? But at least the wound on his back no longer hurt, as if realizing he had much larger fish to fry at the moment. Instead, now it itched like a son of a gun—apparently healing well, although the extra willpower required not to scratch it every step of the way was a huge drag in its own right.

Eron and Mongu no longer bothered leaving any more spikes behind. Those wouldn’t harm the raxas, and doing it for the benefit of a single trilla made little sense. As they moved along, Luther noticed that the terrain began changing: a wide valley between hilly ridges was now becoming narrower, squeezed on both sides by the ever higher hills—as if forming the neck of a funnel. Worse still, the slopes were covered with rocks and debris, which, coupled with the higher elevation, made them look outright forbidding. For all intents and purposes, they were limited to making their way through the neck of that funnel. And to add insult to injury, the valley itself remained as flat as a pancake, with nowhere to hide from hostile eyes.

As they trudged through the last of the flat terrain, which was already dotted with rocks from the mini-canyon ahead, Eron spoke up again.

“Luther, we'll have to fight them. We’ll be squeezing through that narrow passage at a snail’s pace. They’ll catch up with us before we know it.”

“We won’t survive a fight.”

“Well, maybe. But at least we'll die with honor. If we keep running like this, we'll exhaust ourselves completely and won’t be able to fight well when we finally have to. I say we climb those rocks and hit them with darts when they get close. Then we rush them. It’ll be easier going from the top down.”

“I wouldn’t argue with that if we had a bow. But darts... I don’t know. Besides, the raxas won’t just charge up the slope, they’ll wait for us to come down when we finally can’t bear thirst and hunger any longer. So much for a noble death.”

“Hey, a cave!” Mongu suddenly said, pointing straight ahead.

Only then did Luther fully realize that a dry riverbed was stretching forth from the saddle connecting the hill ranges, where a cave opened up and then went back underground, leaving only a few puddles of meltwater behind. The area seemed to be a textbook case of a karst landscape with plenty of sinkholes, disappearing streams, and plentiful springs. He should have noticed it before, Luther rebuked himself, but hey, he was tired. Deadly tired, in fact. But at least he knew what to do now.

“Mongu, see those reed thickets?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Go get some while we gather grass and leaves. We’ll make torches and head into the cave.”

“Why?” Eron asked. “We’ll just get cornered there and then have to fight our way out anyway.”

“Oh, we’ll get our fighting chance. It looks like this place is riddled with underground passages, so we could easily get lost in the maze. We won’t be leaving any tracks on the rocks, so they wouldn’t know which way we went. Hurry up, I don’t think we have more than fifteen minutes before they show up.”

Everyone quickly got to work, and even Deirdre was picking up grass. They’d need a lot of it too if they hoped to stand any chance of finding a different exit, Luther thought as he clicked his lighter to light up the first of the torches. There was no point worrying about saving precious gas now. It was an emergency—the exact kind of an eventuality he was saving the thing for.

The cave greeted them with damp coolness and water squelching underfoot. Unfortunately, there was only one way forward—a narrow passage on the other end of the shallow cavern, leading deep into the mass of rock. So far, there was no sign of a branching maze they could use to get lost or spring an ambush on the unsuspecting Haitas. However, as they turned a bend some fifty yards into the passage, Luther yayed, unable to hold back his joy: a much larger cavern opened up in front of them, with at least three wide corridors leading out of it, not counting a plethora of other minor crevices.

“I told you guys!” Luther beamed. “It’s a whole damn labyrinth! This entire valley is karstified.”

“I don’t understand some of the words you are saying, but I get it,” Eron said. “But what if there’s no other exit?”

“There will be, there has to be. Deirdre, you pick, which passage we should take.”

“Why don’t you choose?”

“We need luck now. Surely someone as beautiful as you will have lots of it.”

“Does that mean you don’t know where to go?” Deirdre asked.

“Not a clue. It’s my first time here too, you know. Choose quickly before our guests show up.”

Without further ado, Deirdre headed towards the rightmost passage. The rest of them followed, Eron lighting a new torch on the way as Luther tossed the crumbling old one into a narrow crevice. Even if the Haitas found it, they’d have no better than a 33% percent chance of guessing correctly, which way their prey had gone. As odds went, those were not too bad.

Minutes later, they reached another crossroads and Deirdre stopped, hesitating.

“That’s all right, no luck needed here,” Luther said, barging right past her and continuing to go straight.”

“But you said you didn’t know which way to go,” Deirdre called after him.

“I didn’t. But there’s water seeping underfoot here and lots of rounded stones and debris.”

“So what?”

“When the snow melted, water flowed through here. And it didn’t just seep through the rocks, it flowed in earnest. Otherwise there’s be no tree branches and leaves here. There has to be some kind of an exit ahead.”

The Arkulians who must have felt uneasy underground perked up immediately. As Luther led the way, carefully inspecting the ground not to lose the water trail, new cracks and cavities opened up left and right. However, the main trail, littered with pebbles, wilted leaves, and other debris, was relatively easy to follow. About ten minutes in, Luther stopped, lifting the torch higher to inspect the ceiling.

“What’s wrong?” Eron tensed up.

“Nothing. Doesn’t this passage seem suspicious to you?”

“Yes, they all look suspicious. We dislike confined spaces, Mongu and I.”

“No, not that. I’d say this passage is man-made. You know, someone bored it through deliberately. Look—the ceiling is arched, the walls are smooth, and you can see chisel marks here and there. And it seems to be straight as an arrow, without turning.”

“What difference does it make?” Eron grumbled. “Mine shaft or natural cave, I still don’t like it. Anyway, it seems this place has been abandoned for a long time, so I don’t think we’ll come across any new friends here.”

“You’ve become quite a grump lately, Eron, do you know that?” Luther smiled.

“I can go without food for a month,” the gladiator said. “But roaming underground? That’s a different story. If it weren’t for you, I’d never have ventured here on my own.”

“Don’t get so upset about it. The passage has to lead somewhere. Hopefully, soon.”

“And what if it’s a dead end?” Deirdre asked.

“Jeez, cheer up, everyone. Use your heads too.” Luther winced. “How do you think the water got here, bringing all this debris with it?”

He was right, of course, but it was no less than an hour before some distant light shimmered ahead. By then, their torches were all gone, and Luther was using what few scraps of grass and reeds they had left to keep a much smaller flame alive. And then Mongu spotted the exit. Giving a joyous cackle, he quickened his pace, the rest of them following. To be sure, the underground journey had taken its toll on everyone, but even Deirdre—the weakest link among them—surged forward with unexpected vigor.

Except, as it turned out, what they found wasn’t an exit, or at least not exactly an exit. A neat circular hole yawned in the ceiling, letting daylight in. From down below, they could make out the branches of some bushes with budding leaves on them and a piece of cloud-covered sky. The makeshift hatch was some fifteen feet up, but it might as well have been a mile; climbing out without a rope would be impossible. Eron began pulling their trusted leather straps out of his pockets to see if he could fashion a sufficient length of rope out of them, but Luther stopped him.

“Don’t bother, we’ll just keep going. There seems to be another such hole ahead, and something is telling me there’ll be more of them. And then we’ll find our exit. Don’t worry, we will.”

“What kind of fiends would play such a trick?” Eron complained. “Why make exits on the ceiling? They could have at least built ladders.”

“I don’t understand it myself,” Luther said, “but it looks like a city sewer system to me. Waste and rainwater were dumped or channeled here to be carried out into the valley.”

“But why would there be a city in these wild steppes?” Eron asked.

“There were cities all over this entire area before the Haitas invaded. Deirdre and I have seen quite a few of them. Right, Deirdre?”

“Yes,” the young woman nodded. “But I didn’t know there were more of them on the left bank of the Freona.”

“Back when we traveled down the river, we saw the remains of bridges. That means the city residents needed to get somewhere on the left side. Surely those bridges had once led to roads—possibly, to this very city.”

Their last pitiful clump of grass finally went out, but they no longer needed it as the holes up top now provided sufficient lighting. Indeed, the hatches came at regular intervals, although they were still too far up to climb. But Luther’s mind was at ease now; a drainage gallery simply couldn’t have a dead end. In fact, Luther reckoned, an exit had to be fairly close since the hard rock of the walls suddenly gave way to the siding panels of some much softer stone.

Soon enough, a clearly man-made room opened up ahead, or rather an entire series of rooms with thin stone partitions between them, although those had long crumbled. As they kept moving across that large cellar, or whatever it was, Luther spotted a flight of stone stairs up ahead, on the other side.

“There!” he pointed at the thing.

“What’s there?” Eron perked up.

“This looks like the basement of some ancient building and the stairs are leading up. The upper floors must have collapsed by now, but I don’t think the exit is completely blocked. We may need to clear a few rocks away though. Come, help me.”

As the three men worked, dejected Deirdre was sitting on the floor, her back against the wall, watching them anxiously. Finally, the way up was clear, and Mongu was the first to go out to scout the area. However, the giant was back in a few minutes and beckoned them all up.

They did in fact emerge in a city, or rather the archeological remains of one. The place must have been abandoned for ages, which made sense since even the sewer gallery was by now completely free of any foul-smelling organic matter. Regardless, around them lay an entire neighborhood of crumbling three-story buildings, much like those in the large city on the riverbank they had visited earlier on their salt run. The architecture was similar too—plenty of straight lines, closely spaced structures, narrow windows, and largely missing flat roofs. Some of the buildings even had small balconies, although most of them had collapsed by now. In fact, quite a few houses in their entirety were now but large piles of debris or had just one or two walls left standing. In the distance, remnants of much larger structures in what must have been the downtown area were visible, as were sections of the outer wall that seemed largely intact, except for the guard towers in the corners. The once-manicured parks and lawns had gone thoroughly wild by now, with grass and small trees growing through the cracks in the pavement.

“Too bad the fall is still so far away,” Deirdre sighed as they were walking past a small grove. “Those are walnut trees. There’ll be plenty of nuts here eventually.”

“There should be plenty of nuts there even now,” Mongu said, veering off the main road to head towards the large green canopies.

“You’re delirious from hunger,” Luther sighed. “The buds are just starting to swell. It’ll be months before you could see any nuts.”

“Wait, I’ll show you,” the Arkulian said, undeterred.

Soon enough, he came back holding out a handful of somewhat darkened walnuts in his hand.

“They are from last year, but they are still edible,” he said, handing his find to Deirdre. “Here, start eating, Deirdre. I’ll go look for more.”

“Wait, we are coming with you,” Luther said.

By nightfall, they had collected some five or six pounds of nuts that didn’t look particularly attractive but tasted like regular walnuts inside. Superstitious Eron and Mongu were not happy about spending the night in the dead city, but wandering among the unfamiliar ruins in the dark would be worse still. Having settled inside an almost intact building, this time they decided to build a fire, which, hopefully, no one from the outside—if there was indeed someone out there—would be able to see. There was plenty of wood around, but not much of anything else that could be used to make a remotely comfortable bed. Besides, now that they had food, there was suddenly no potable water, and Luther expressly prohibited everyone from drinking from the few suspicious puddles they found around. Once again, the Arkulians, who had their own idea of what constituted acceptable hygiene and food safety standards, were not happy but complied, just as they always did. Luther took pains to explain to them what the particular dangers of drinking contaminated water were, but the very concept of invisible, disease-causing organisms astounded them so much that even the usually reticent Mongu eagerly bombarded their leader with questions about what those evil water spirits looked like. Convincing the gladiators that microbes were of a wholly material origin proved impossible. Moreover, they were extremely intrigued by the notion that one could make a device for seeing things so small they were otherwise invisible. Trying to explain all this to his uninformed comrades, Luther inevitably delved into the complexities of the optical theory, although soon it became clear to him that he’d better steer the conversation elsewhere before their innocent minds became overloaded and thoroughly confused. Through all of that heated debate, Deirdre remained unusually silent, just sitting there, leaning against the wall, her head slumped onto her chest. Upon closer inspection, he realized the girl had dozed off in that uncomfortable position and was not about to wake up easily. He sighed and let her be. It was going to be a fairly awkward night.


Chapter 10

In the morning, they spent some more time looking for nuts. Mongu even suggested catching a few “nut eaters” that were scurrying around—chipmunks, or land squirrels, or whatever particular niche on the classification tree the cute little rodents fell into. Luther said no, explaining again that the jolly little buggers could carry deadly diseases, in comparison with which the horrors of stale, greenish water could seem like God’s blessing. On Earth, even simple mice could transmit tularemia, and the thought of rats immediately brought the deadly medieval plague to mind—not to mention a much more recent calamity that allegedly originated from an alleged bioresearch center in a certain Asian city. But of course, he never told them that particular story. What would be the point—and did they even have a concept of “space aliens” or “global pandemic”?

In the end, everyone resigned themselves to the fact that for the time being nuts were going to be it.

“This is not real food,” Eron grumbled. “We are just fooling our stomachs, is all.”

“Would you rather do without?” Luther asked. “Besides, you are wrong. Nuts are actually very nutritious. One could live on them for quite a long time.”

“And what kind of a life would it be?” the gladiator sighed. “I’d be happy to give anything for a piece of roast meat: crispy on the outside, all red and bloody on the inside. Ahem, sorry Luther. It is unbecoming of a warrior to complain.”

“That’s all right,” Luther smiled. “There’s always a dark side to freedom. But we’ll leave this discussion for another day. How are you doing, Deirdre?”

“I am ready to go.”

“Just say the word, and we’ll carry you.”

“No, no, I can walk.”

“All right then. Let’s go.”

Quickly reaching the city wall, they used a conveniently located breach in it to exit into the big world outside. It had occurred to Luther that in view of the city’s location in the borderlands with the Haita empire, the place must have been spared the looting by generations of treasure hunters and could be full of valuables. However, they were not out of the woods yet—in terms of both recapture danger and physical condition—so exploring the ruins would have to be left off for another day. Out in the open, they turned west again, following what must have once been a major road and was still fairly passable. Looking from the outside in, the city appeared to be quite small—perhaps a third or less of the size of the big place by the salt mine. What clearly looked like the remnants of a majestic aqueduct answered Luther’s question of where the residents of the ancient place were getting their water from—in the absence of any river or lake anywhere close. With the city located on a small plateau overlooking a karst valley below, there simply couldn’t be any, geologically speaking.

Soon enough, occasional trees began forming thickets, which in turn gave way to a full-blown forest that squeezed the road on both sides The Arkulians looked around with a sense of longing, bidding farewell to multiple proper meals that could be hiding in the thick of it. Indeed, a few antelopes and wild horses they spotted quickly confirmed that unspoken assumption. However, with no suitable weapons to hunt those, Luther reckoned, they’d be better off turning their attention to rabbits and large flightless birds, not unlike dwarf ostriches, which the islanders dubbed wild turkeys for convenience. There were also plenty of quail, which Mongu tried shooting—unsuccessfully— with his sling. However, there was finally meat to be had, Luther told himself. They would figure something out.

By noon, the islanders reached their first rift—or at least Luther couldn’t think of a better word for what they were looking at. Upon seeing it, Mongu grew visibly agitated, pointing at the unnaturally straight crack in the ground stretching from north to south, almost perpendicular to the direction in which the fugitives were moving.

“A crack! The ground has broken in two!”

“No, it hasn’t,” Luther waved him off. “Relax, it’s just a small fault line. Oh, never mind.”

“Such things do happen,” Eron agreed. “Once, when I was a boy, the earth trembled violently at night, some houses collapsed, and many roofs caved in. And cracks appeared in the ground. Probably the water drained into them too, because many wells dried up.”

“That was an earthquake,” Luther said “But this is different. It’ll take me a while to explain how or why. Anyway, like you said, it is just a crack.”

However, the closer they got to the peculiar site, the more apparent it became that it wasn’t merely a ditch or a ravine. Reaching the edge of the large fissure, Luther had a quick peek—and took a step back right away, suddenly feeling dizzy: it was a long way down indeed. The crack must have opened up quite some time earlier since the edge of it was already badly eroded, helped by multiple trickles of water streaming over it in different places. However, there didn’t seem to be any river or standing water down on the bottom, which suggested the abyss drained well.

“Karst, baby,” Luther mumbled, addressing no one in particular. He knew what it was, but how they were going to cross that hundred-and-fifty-foot-deep unexpected chasm was still a big unknown.

“But how did this thing even come to be?” Deirdre asked.

“I doubt an earthquake did this,” Luther said. “If so, it would have destroyed everything around for miles. More likely, it’s just a karst collapse. It’s odd that it’s so long and straight though.”

“It’s not entirely straight,” Deirdre said. “It seems more like a gentle arc to me.”

“Still, it’s too linear for a natural formation. Anyway, that’s not important. What matters is that we need to make a detour of at least a third of a mile before getting back on the road. I don’t know about you guys, but I’d rather follow that road than ramble cross-country.”

No one argued—the road was indeed more convenient to walk on. However, what at first seemed like an aberrant fluke became a trend soon: half an hour later, another rift presented itself to their bewildered eyes. Fortunately, this time the crack did not block the road, but lay slightly to the left. Still, it was enough for the road surface to buckle and the gaps between individual cobblestones on it grow wider. After that, the impossible huge fissures in the ground became as ubiquitous as bagels at New York City delis at breakfast, and they stopped paying attention to them, unless a detour was required again. Then, shortly after another such detour, they stumbled upon the first body.

To be sure, there were plenty of skeletons and individual bones on the sides of the road the Haitas took to drive the prisoners deeper into the hinterland. However, this did not seem like a regular slave trail at all, and in fact, the lack of any visible tracks anywhere suggested the area hadn’t been visited by anyone for quite some time. Moreover, as the low of weary indifference took over him after the excitement of discovering the first of the rifts subsided, Luther stopped paying much attention to his surroundings for a while. Holding Deirdre by the hand, he walked like an automaton, his feet moving of their own accord while the mind was elsewhere. In fact, he would have missed the body altogether had Mongu not stepped aside and picked up something from the shoulder. The next moment a beam of reflected light shot out of the man’s hand, and Luther knew immediately what it was: a gold tooth in the gaping mouth of a human skull. That woke him up all right.

“Stop!” he commanded, heading towards were the gladiator stood on the side of the road.

Predatory animals had scattered the bones over about a dozen feet. Still, Luther quickly found a torn jacket made of dark blue synthetic fabric, tattered scraps of denim, and a belt with a large metal buckle—all of it clearly not of local manufacture.

“Why are you so interested in these bones?” Mongu asked, dropping the skull.

“It’s a fellow earthling,” Luther said.

The Arkulians, having lived with them for several months, now had a vague idea that their hosts were not exactly of that particular world, although the issue wasn’t raised much, or perhaps the warriors were simply trained not to be openly curious. But of course they knew to expect all kinds of wonderful things from the err-slings.

“Hey, Mongu,” Eron said, “start looking around too! Maybe you’ll find a fire-lighter or one of those magical bracelets that show time without using the sun.”

As they got moving again, Luther wondered what had happened to the poor sod whose skull was now getting sun-bleached on the side of the road. A pack of wolves would have been happy to attack a lone traveler on the high plains, and a steppe lion wouldn’t hesitate much either. Small but ferocious, those cats could easily overpower an unarmed human. Hopefully, the fella didn’t suffer much, Luther told himself before putting the sad matter out of his mind altogether. Then, minutes later, there were more bones ahead. One could be dismissed as a fluke, but two… Or was the universe trying to tell him something?

It had been a while since he last saw the unburied remains of someone from Earth. Those dying shortly upon arrival in faraway locales may have still been lying there unburied, but anyone who managed to reach the right bank of the Freona or settled on one of the numerous islands in the main channel would be spared the indignity of becoming food for wild beasts. Moreover, not many people died out in the open alone any longer since most deaths now resulted from diseases and malnutrition, or perhaps carbon monoxide poisoning from malfunctioning crude stoves in winter. Almost all the settlements had designated graveyards, which, although still small, were growing steadily. Here, on the other hand, the hits just kept on coming, it seemed. Within a quarter of a mile of the second body, they came across another pair of skeletons lying smack in the middle of the road, and then another scattering of bones a bit to the side. It looked like at least five individuals had perished along a short stretch of the road from causes unknown.

“What in the world happened here?” Deirdre asked.

“I haven’t the slightest idea,” Luther shrugged. “I’m just as baffled as you are.”

“Luther, something’s off here. These fissures in the ground and the people… They couldn’t have simply perished like that… in such numbers. Surely, someone must have killed them.”

Luther crouched near one of the skeletons, brushing off debris from a small, flat bag with straps and a zipper.

“The cannibals or the Haitas wouldn’t have left this thing behind. And the predators… I doubt animals alone could orchestrate such mass slaughter. Unless it’s some kind of an animal we have not encountered yet… Hey, Mongu! Have you found any unusual animal tracks?”

“No, Luther, just the regular stuff: wolves, cats, antelopes. But I did find a magical fire-lighter!”

As the Arkulians went to search the new remains, Luther and Deirdre sat down on the side of the road to look inside the fanny pack he had found. There was nothing of value in it—just some thoroughly soaked papers that were no longer legible, a pen, and a calculator that had long gone dead.

“Oh, well,” Luther sighed. “I wish one of these guys had a machine gun and a belt of ammo on them. We could definitely use those.”

“They wouldn’t have fit in the bag,” Deirdre gave him a sad smile.

“I know, honey… Just saying. I guess I am simply tired of all this. Remember us making our way to the river alone last year?”

“How could I ever forget?!”

“Well, back then, all I had was a lousy sharpened stick—and I feared nothing. The Vuxes didn’t scare me one bit. Hey, at that point we did not even know what they were and had no idea if there were any other humans on this planet, apart from us and those others we ended up with in the troglodyte cave. And yet, we pressed on, and I almost enjoyed the adventure. But now…”

“Uh-huh,” Deirdre smiled. “And I kept thinking: what if we never find other people? Who would our children marry?”

“So you were dreaming of having children with me from the very first day?” Luther chuckled.

“No, but what choice would I have had? I was terrified, actually. Stranded on an unknown planet with a highly suspicious single man who wouldn’t stop staring at my bare legs. It seemed I’d be better off getting with the program willingly than resisting and being conscripted by force.”

“Smart girl!” Luther chuckled. “I wish I had known back then what you had on your mind. We wouldn’t have wasted so much time.”

“And now look at us—cracking jokes in the middle of a graveyard,” she suddenly soured up.

“It’s okay, sweetheart, the dead won’t mind. And I haven’t seen you laughing like this for quite some time now… Hey, guys! Enough with the looting already! We need to move on!”

“But there are more bones over there!” Mongu protested. “There are dozens of dead earthlings lying around.”

“Oh, boy,” Luther sighed and then raised his voice again. “I get it, but we can’t linger. If everything works out fine, we may come back here with a burial detail and investigate this matter further. But right now, our priority is to get back to the island.”

***

Bones were everywhere, and soon they were just stepping over them or passing by, no longer bothering to search the remains or even look at them closely. The Arkulians shifted their attention from looking for lighters to making their existing small treasure trove of them work—which many didn’t, having been exposed to the elements for so long. By that time, there were no longer any doubts remaining in Luther’s mind that it was not the Haitas or some unknown predators that had caused that mass extinction event. It had to be something else—and soon enough an unusual find confirmed his guess. As before, it was Mongu who saw it first and called out, pointing to a strange dark-green mass nestled in the distant bushes.

“It’s a car!” Deirdre exclaimed.

“I’ll be damned,” Luther agreed.

It was indeed a small Japanese crossover, only it definitely hadn’t driven there under its own power. The surrounding brush was thick, with almost no gaps in it, and the area around it had no tire tracks or any other signs of automotive travel. Besides, the ground was littered with rocks and other debris that did not seem like a fair match for any weekend warrior vehicles. Yet it didn’t look like the SUV simply dropped out of the sky; the glass in the windows was all intact, and aside from dust and dirt, there were no signs of abuse on the body. The vehicle was just magically—what? Transplanted there?

Looking inside through the driver's side window, Luther saw two bodies on the front seats. The contrast with the other remains they had encountered so far was remarkable. Not so much decomposed as shrunk—not unlike those strange small heads at the cannibal villages—the bodies still had all their clothes intact, and no signs of any other damage could be seen. The man behind the wheel even had his sunglasses still on, although they had slid way forward and balanced precariously at the very tip of the much diminished nose.

“I think I know what happened here,” Luther said. “I suspected it all along.”

“What? What did you suspect?” Deirdre asked.

“Just look at it. These two never left their car. Heck, they didn’t even try opening the doors. They still have their seat belts on, for crying out loud. These people, all of them, had already been dead when they landed here.”

“But how?”

“I’m not sure. Do you remember how everyone who ended up here felt dizzy or unwell at first?”

“Yes. When I regained consciousness, I found myself in the bushes, on my knees, with my head spinning and a bitter taste in my mouth.”

“It was the same story with everyone. Some are even said to have died from a stroke or a heart attack within mere minutes of arrival.”

“Still, something does not compute here, Luther. These people couldn’t have all had fatal heart attacks, right? And no one I know arrived in a group, let alone such a large one. Everyone was all alone at first.”

“I am not arguing, but many people I spoke to said that in their last moments on Earth they saw something huge and fiery in the sky. Me, I thought it was a large club, which then knocked me out. Now, what if that strike, or whatever it was, had an epicenter, and we are now looking at the resulting damage? We were both on the periphery of it—us and everyone else who is still breathing. These people, on the other hand, were smack in the middle. You see where I am going with this?

“I do. Strangely enough, I have never met anyone who was at or near the train station back when it happened. And both you and I were on the other side of town, more or less. Maybe the train station was the epicenter, and everyone who was close enough to it just died?”

“Could be. No one I know ever said they found any dead bodies around when they woke up. Which kind of implies no one had walked away from this place—they were already all dead on arrival.”

Eron shifted impatiently from foot to foot, mesmerized by the strange sight in front of him.

“Luther… Ahem… What is this thing?”

“It’s a car. It’s a kind of a wagon that moves on its own. No horse or mule needed.”

“Magic?”

“Something like that.”

“And we can travel in it?”

“In theory, yes, but as a practical matter… It won’t off-road well, and anyway, the battery is probably dead after such a long winter. It could be fixed though, given the right tools and parts. Or say, if we took the engine out of it and fitted it inside our Argo’s hold… Why, she would become the fastest ship in this world.”

“Nah, this engine is too small for the ship of her size,” Deirdre scoffed. “And besides, where are you going to get gas?”

“Now you are a marine engineering expert too?” Luther chuckled. “Did you know the first naval steam engines had no more than twenty horses in them? And this thing has what? One fifty? Two hundred? Now gas, on the other hand, that’s the real problem. But let’s hope we’ll find that machine gun I was dreaming about in the trunk.”

But they didn’t, of course. What they did find was a couple of faded reusable supermarket bags, mostly filled with chewed on wrappers and dried up mess of different foodstuffs. Apparently, local rodents had somehow found their way into the trunk and had them a feast. Still, Luther found an undamaged, unopened bottle of sunflower oil, two cans of condensed milk, and a few packets of spices. He would have gladly swapped it all for a twelve-pack of canned tuna or Spam, but it wasn’t like beggars could be choosers. A well-stocked toolbox was really tempting, but Luther loathed the idea of dragging the heavy thing with them. In the end, he left it alone, only taking a small file and an old jacket covered with oil stains. Maybe they could come back at a different time and haul the rest of the stuff away—including, perhaps, most of the car itself.

They didn’t bother going back to the road since something small and rectangular looming ahead—something that by no means belonged to the organic landscape—attracted their attention. Upon closer inspection, it turned out to be a bus stop shelter lying on its side, surrounded with—surprise, surprise!—even more human remains. What was even more interesting was the sudden abundance of rifts—short and long, and often intersecting haphazardly in a strange large-scale replica of a windshield hit with a large stone or the body of a deer caught in the headlights in the middle of a road at night. What lay beyond it, on the other side of a huge, bulging pimple on the body of the planet, was the real epicenter of the cataclysm.

Having climbed onto the mound first, Mongu froze like a statue and just stood there, frozen, apparently oblivious to everything around him.

“Deirdre was right!” Luther said, coming up from behind. “The epicenter was indeed near the station.”

A wall of upheaved earth formed a perfect circle roughly half a mile in diameter. What lay within that ring was sheer chaos—a mess of fragments and chunks of an urban landscape that looked utterly out of place there, in the middle of an alien prairie. Yet somehow all of it got ripped from the Earth’s surface by some unknown force, transported over God only knew how many light years, and deposited there, in the borderlands between Haitana and nothing. And now it was all in front of their unbelieving eyes: tattered patches of tarmac, sections of buildings, a huge clock from a station, lying face up, skewed lampposts, twisted train cars, vehicles, kiosks, and bones—an immense number of bones. Indeed, the area around the station had always been a bustling hive.

“God… so many people,” Deirdre whispered softly.

“What happened here?” Eron asked in amazement.

“The epicenter… This is where all that force hit. The one that brought us into your world.”

“Can this force kill us too, like all these people?”

“I doubt it. It happened a long time ago—almost a year has passed. If it strikes again… Well, it’s unlikely. A lightning doesn’t strike the same place twice, they say.”

In any case, Luther reckoned, they were not in any immediate danger. Which, naturally, begged an inconvenient question.

“Do you guys want to go explore this place?” he asked the Arkulians. ”I am sure there’ll be a lot of magical things there.”

“It would take days to look through everything,” Eron said. “We can’t spare that much time if we want to get out of here, and besides, we can’t carry much anyway. And there’s no water here—the place is completely dry.”

Luther nodded his agreement but then softened a bit, catching Mongu’s pleading look.

“Oh, all right, maybe an hour or two. Let’s just make sure we stick together. No one wanders off. Deirdre, would you like to sit this one out here and relax while we take a quick look?”

“Oh, no, I am coming with you. I don’t want to stay here alone.”

“Fine, just watch your step then. This place is a mess.”

The immensity of the job in front of them became apparent when the group reached an almost untouched patch of tarmac with a few cars on it. Even if their party were a hundred strong, it would still take them up to a week to comb through the site thoroughly. The entire place was essentially a large dump, and a densely compacted one at that. Yet, having come this far, they might as well grab a few things here and there, Luther told himself. Having inspected another car (no bodies inside, thank God for small favors), they took two faux-fur front seat covers that could be easily turned into blankets, and Luther also siphoned off some of the gas from the tank into a plastic bottle he found nearby. Now they wouldn’t have to spend ages on starting their fires on damp, cold nights. However, there was still no salvageable food anywhere, and the party headed towards the row of twisted stands and kiosks nearby, which must have come from the small square in front of the station. It was slow going, too, since the much-churned ground was full of pits, hidden cavities, and, quite possibly, other such nasty surprises. It took them nearly ten minutes to cover all of a hundred and fifty feet.

Once at the busted marketplace, Deirdre quickly spotted clothes tags among other detritus and immediately busied herself searching. Luther would have preferred canned food, but hey, he wasn’t a young, beautiful woman. In the meanwhile, Mongu found a few mangled and soggy one-pound boxes of salt, which were not exactly food but would still come handy. And they really needed to get going, Luther reminded himself. It would be dark in a few hours, and before that happened they still needed to find water somewhere; their thirst was becoming unbearable. And snow, once a convenient source of hydration, was but a distant memory now: throughout the day, they had not seen a single patch of it anywhere.

Mr. Geologist that he was, Luther did not immediately realize what it was he was standing on, looking at Deirdre and the two Arkulians quickly sifting through the detritus. The large chunk of some dark, flat, slightly convex slab with a ragged, uneven texture was definitely metal, most likely iron, but not of the kind one could expect to find in a modern city on Earth. That got Luther thinking. Could it have come from an asteroid? In which case a plausible scenario of what had happened to them all could well be construed. Say, a stray space traveler hits their hometown near the train station—but not before piercing the fabric of the universe, whatever that might be, and opening a window into some parallel realm. The wormhole only exists for a few moments, but it is still enough to suck the remains of the catastrophe into that other world, sweeping away entire devastated city blocks, along with the multiple bodies and the humongous crater itself. And voila! On second thought, Luther reckoned, the hole would have had to be much larger to account for all those multiple others on the periphery that made it into the new world alive, having only suffered a few minor consequences of the impact—such as the loss of consciousness, dizziness, and an occasional heart attack here and there. That particular supposition would also account quite well for the plane crash they had stumbled upon at the very beginning of their journey. A flash, a shake, pilots losing their marbles or dying—and boom! Overall, despite a few glaring contradictions and unsubstantiated assumptions, it was a good theory, Luther told himself. And anyway, it was not like he had to hold his breath for a peer review. The real problem was that no such speculations would help them find food and water or an easier way back to the island. They’d still have to work for it.

“Hey, everyone!” he shouted, coming out of his CSI tech mode. “Time to go! We need to get moving.”

“Just a moment,” Deirdre responded, still rummaging through heaps of clothes.

The Arkulians responded right away. The abundance of strange objects strewn around for miles had such an overwhelming effect on them that they somehow even lost their usual zeal to hunt for more “magical items”. Mongu twirled a green bottle neck with a sad expression, unenthused by his find, while Eron contemplatively examined a pair of train wheels, as if estimating how many battle axes could be made from them. But Deirdre was in her element, it seemed. “Honey, we can’t possibly take all this junk with us,” Luther said, coming closer to a small pile of clothes and lingerie, some of them looking better than others.”

“But I’ve found a backpack!” Deirdre said. “It’s a little messed up, but there’s nothing wrong with it a little rinse wouldn’t fix, so…”

“We are moving on, sweetheart!” Luther said firmly. “End of story. Cram whatever you can into that backpack of yours, and let’s go.”

“Oh, all right,” she sighed, getting up. “You men can be such a killjoy at times.”

Finally, they were heading west again, towards the main road and away from the chaos of the epicenter. As before, water remained elusive despite Mongu’s valiant scouting efforts. At some point, the road took them across a small bridge, but beneath it lay a dry riverbed. Then the story repeated itself with an aqueduct they stumbled upon a half hour after that: the ancient stone conduit was bone dry. Likewise, none of the multiple rifts seemed to have any water on the bottom, which most likely meant the ever-present karst had sucked it all in and away. When they finally stopped for the night on the side of the road, near a dubious puddle that suddenly looked as desirable as Lake Ontario, Luther expressly forbade everyone to drink the foul-smelling water without boiling it first. After sharing a can of condensed milk, they used the empty can itself to make “tea” over a small fire, washing their slightly bitter nuts down with it. Once again, it was not going to be a comfortable night. Tossing on the cold, hard ground, for a brief moment Luther thought that perhaps all those folks that never got to walk away from the epicenter were in fact the lucky ones, but he chased such depressing thoughts away quickly. He was the leader. He simply could not afford to give up.


Chapter 11

The antelope perked up, raised its head, and stared intently at the thicket of brush, behind which Luther knew Eron was moving slowly. Unfortunately, the Arkulians were fighters, not scouts, and stalking prey was not their forte. Somehow Luther knew the timid animal had sensed danger and would now run. Before it could do that, he rose from his own hiding place and threw a dart. But of course, the damn thing saw him out of its right eye, positioned on the side of the head rather than the front, and bolted unharmed. To add insult to injury, a split second later the dart went through the exact same spot where the antelope’s neck was a moment earlier and hit a tree half a dozen feet away. However, the animal made a fatal mistake, dashing towards where Eron was hiding. When their meal ticket was just a few steps away, the man rose abruptly and hurled his own dart at it. By the time Luther and Mongu arrived at the scene, the antelope was still in its death throes, while Eron, following an old Arkulian custom, greedily drank the blood from its slit throat, cupping his hands under it to catch the gushing stream. The second Arkulian rushed to claim his share but stopped mid-step and turned, looking askance at Luther.

“No, no, I’ll pass,” Luther said. “But you guys go right ahead.”

He knew the Arkulians believed that the blood of a still-living creature could bestow the victim’s strength upon the victor, but somehow he himself wasn’t convinced. He’d be fine with meat, Luther told them. Meat was not just about heart attacks, it gave one plenty of strength too.

Luther slapped his neck hard—something he had been longing to do for the past half an hour or so. As luck would have it, one of the first awaking insects of the season had chosen him as its first stop and lingered awhile, tormenting Luther to no end. He blinked and furrowed his brows, and twitched his cheeks but couldn’t do more than that for fear of scaring the antelope off. Now he finally could. Few! Unfortunately, the fly, as if sensing the change in the circumstances, finally left him alone, cutting his dreams of revenge short. Handing his knife to Eron, he left the Arkulians to butcher the catch and hurried back to collect Deirdre whom they had left behind in the brush a hundred or so yards back.

Deirdre was lying on her back on dry grass, the backpack with her trophies under her head serving as a pillow. She was asleep and snoring softly. Luther sat down, picked up a thin stalk of grass, and tickled his wife’s nose. She lazily swatted at it with her hand but didn’t bother opening her eyes, only doing so after his second attempt.

“Luther?! What are you doing! Oh! You’re here! Are you guys done hunting?!”

“Get up, sleepyhead, he laughed. “This is what happens when I leave you to guard our stuff. A herd of wooly mammoths could march right past you, and you wouldn’t notice.”

“Well, I just dozed off a bit!” Deirdre stretched.

“A bit?! It would take a cannon to wake you up! Let’s go before the Arkulians devour the antelope raw.”

“So you did kill it?!”

“Did you have any doubts?”

“Hooray!” Deirdre cheered, but then immediately frowned. “Poor thing…”

“Something is telling me you’ll like that poor thing much better as a roast. Come.”

“I’d be happy to remain a vegetarian,” Deirdre shrugged, “but then I’d just starve to death, I guess.”

“There’s plenty of grass around, isn’t there?” Luther chuckled.

“You eat it. Or are you calling me a cow?”

“No, no, more like my little bunny.…”

He leaned in to kiss her, but the girl drew back in a fairly deliberate manner.

“Hold your kisses, mister! First you call me a cow, and then you want to monkey around? Besides, you’re also as filthy as a pig!”

“Ah, never mind!” Luther said, totally undeterred by her playful banter. “Are you coming or should we eat it all ourselves??”

“How about carrying me in your arms?” Deirdre teased him.

“I could do that! But we’ll have to leave all your fancy stockings and underwear behind then.”

“You should play villains in movies,” Deirdre sighed, getting up.

By the time Luther brought Deirdre back, the Arkulians were done skinning and parceling out the small deer. They were no expert hunters, but the task did not require much wisdom. The antelope, which at first looked quite sizable, yielded all of several medium-sized chunks of meat and a pile of bones. All of those fit nicely into a small basket they found the day before and now sat in it, layered with dry grass. Fortunately, this early in the season insects were practically non-existent and wouldn’t pose much of a problem for unrefrigerated meat. Once again, Luther wondered how the fly from a few minutes earlier had even got to making him the center of its undivided attention.

By the time they stopped for the night and could cook the meat, the travelers also found water—plenty of cold, clean, delicious water—just when everyone had almost lost all hope of ever seeing it again. By that point, the mostly flat terrain of the prairie gave way to some rocky hills—gentle at first, but rising ever higher as the little group moved along. The surrounding area remained dry though, with all snow now totally gone, even at higher elevations. Sparse vegetation also screamed lack of water, and Luther was beginning to think they would have to settle for another puddle when everything changed, and fast.

First, another aqueduct crossed the road—or perhaps it was a different section of the same one they had passed earlier. Its ancient builders must have taken great care to maintain a strict gradient and chosen a route of twists and turns, following the lay of the land. And nature, as everyone knows, abhors straight lines. Luther vaguely remembered that such water conduits had not only outlived the Roman Empire, but remained in operation in some places even in modern times. Water in any such aqueduct would flow down, propelled by gravity alone, with no help from pumps, siphons or other tricks. All one needed was to maintain that holy height gradient. The catch was that sometimes, in order to bring water to, say, a place twenty miles away, one had to build an aqueduct that would be twice as long. But in the end the effort usually paid off: an artificial conduit of that kind had no moving parts and could last for hundreds of years without any significant repairs—something a modern city’s utility service could only dream about.

However, that particular aqueduct had not withstood the test of time. It was hard to say what had damaged it—an earthquake, perhaps, an act of deliberate sabotage or something else entirely—but the result was evident. Several arches had collapsed, and from the gaping hole, a frothy stream burst forth, giving rise to a creek that disappeared into a narrow crevice carved over the years of its existence. The water was ice-cold and tasted like heaven.

“Small sips, honey! Small!” Luther said through his frozen teeth. “We don’t want your cold coming back, do we?”

“Yes, daddy!” Deirdre snorted. “How did I even manage to stay alive all that time before I met you?”

“Don’t argue with the Moore, woman!” Luther grumbled and kept drinking.

Mongu, who had already had his fill, was now climbing one of the intact arches to have a look around from above.

“There’s something out there,” he yelled when he was finally there.

“Well put, my friend,” Luther chuckled. “Now all you have left to do is tell us what it is.”

“It looks like ruins.”

“Another city?”

“No. Too few ruins for that.”

“All right, what else?”

“There’s also going to be an intersection ahead, with another road leading to that place with the ruins.”

The sun at that point was leaning towards the horizon, promising another hour of daylight at best. It was time to stop for the night.

“Do you see any trees there?” he yelled.

“Yes, but few.”

“Well, that’s better than no trees at all. Let’s head that way and set up camp in those trees. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m really looking forward to a good meal.”

“My stomach is grumbling too,” Eron confessed. “All I could think of these past few hours is the moment my teeth sink into that meat.”

“Wait just a little longer, we’ll cook it soon.”

“I wouldn’t mind it raw, especially since we have salt. Once, at the Masagra circus, they pitted us against three rhungs—six Arkulians and eight regular fighters. We killed those beasts just fine, but only Mongu and I, and two other Arkulians, survived. The owner was furious: the act didn’t pay as well as he expected. He locked us in a pit, throwing in the carcass of one of the rhungs. We were there for a week, surviving on the meat of that foul creature. I must admit, by the last day it smelled so bad we seriously thought of giving it up and just starving to death. Fortunately, the owner relented…”

“Bastard,” Luther shook his head. “Your owner, I mean. All right, let’s move. You can tell me about those rhungs over dinner. I’ve never heard of them.”

“Good for you,” the Arkulian said. “The best rhung is the one you never get to meet.”

***

The place couldn’t really be described as a city—it wasn’t large enough even for a respectable village. The term “castle” seemed most fitting: the ruins of a large rectangular building encircled by a low wall, with a few smaller structures inside the perimeter. The entire complex lay at the base of a hill, with a well-preserved stone tower at its peak—likely a place for a lookout in the ancient times. What lay below was even more captivating. A wide stone staircase from the castle gently descended toward a series of small ponds, elegantly set among massive boulders and smaller rocks. Too regular in appearance to be a natural feature, those bodies of water had steam wafting above the surface, making the stream flowing through them on the way down the hill hard to see. Further on, this stream merged with the creek originating from the aqueduct breach, which remained unobscured by any vapors or mist.

“Wow! These are thermal springs.” Luther whistled.

“That mist over the water is very suspicious,” Eron said.

“It’s not a mist, it’s steam. Well, not that there is much difference between the two… The water in the pools is warm, maybe even hot. It’s a rare enough occurrence, but it happens.”

“Yes,” the Arkulian nodded. “I’ve heard about such places. Some hot springs are used for baths. They say bathing in them helps drive away physical weakness.”

“I think this place used to be something like a resort, or perhaps some aristocrat’s villa built around the hot springs.”

“So we can take a bath there?” Deirdre perked up.

“Possibly. But first, let’s settle in and check out the area.”

“I can go climb the tower to survey the surroundings,” Mongu offered. “It’s getting late. If there’s a fire nearby, I’ll spot it.”

“Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?” Luther asked. “It’ll be quite a climb, you know.”

“Piece of cake,” the warrior grinned. “In the meantime, you could build a fire. Just make sure you do it inside the walls to make sure it doesn’t shine through.”

“All right. Just don’t linger too long—or there might not be any meat left when you come down,” Eron said.

As the young giant sprinted along the wall, Luther went down the stairs to check the pools out. The water in the first of them was indeed warm, very much so. The next one up—or down, rather—seemed to be just a few degrees short of boiling. All the pools were interconnected, with water flowing freely from one to another, cooling along the way, so that everyone could choose a temperature to their liking. The water’s clarity was astounding: even in the dim light of the day’s end, Luther could see pebbles on the pristine sandy bottom. There was no mud in the pools, and algae or other life forms simply could not withstand such hot temperatures. The only slight disappointment was the way the water tasted. Luther expected it to be briny and mineralized, but instead it was just water, fairly neutral and devoid of any additional flavor. Climbing back up the stairs, he nodded at Deirdre.

“You can go bathe. Just don’t stray too far, all right? Oh, and test the water first, it’s scalding hot in places.”

Deirdre scurried down, bringing her backpack with her, which told Luther she was also going to do laundry. That might take a while, he chuckled. In the meantime, Eron was already gathering dry branches and twigs for the fire. Luther went around the property and selected a sheltered nook that was protected from prying eyes on three sides. Starting the fire, he put a few large branches into it right away—roasting the meat would take quite a bit of hot coals. By the time they burned through, he could hear Deirdre singing softly down at the pools. Putting the meat on the ambers, he went down to check on her quickly.

“Hey, mermaid, how much longer?” he asked, finding her in one of the cooler pools.

“I’ve only just started! Are we in a hurry?”

“No, no, I am just checking to make sure you haven’t fallen asleep. By the way, I have put the meat on already. Make your own conclusions.”

“Oh, in this case, I’ll be right over. I am as hungry as a hunter.”

“I think the hunters are hungrier still,” Luther smiled.

“Aren’t you going to take a dip yourself? The water’s simply divine!”

“I’ll do that later, after I eat.”

Up by the fire, Eron was already turning the meat over.

“You know, now that you have taken over the kitchen,” Luther said, “maybe I’ll go take a bath before we eat after all.”

“Yeah, go keep your wife company,” Eron smiled. “Plenty of good things come out of bathing together.”

Deirdre had by now moved to a different pool. Standing at the top of the stairs, Luther admired his wife. She was no longer washing or bathing—the young woman just lay there sprawled on a huge flat rock in the shallows.

“What was wrong with the other pool?” Luther asked.

“The water was unbearably hot. Good for a quick wash, but not for soaking. I staggered out with my legs feeling like they were made of cotton,” Deirdre explained.

“Whatever works for you, honey,” Luther shrugged.

“Take you clothes off. I’ll wash them while you bathe,” Deirdre said.

“What am I supposed to wear while they’re drying?” Luther raised an eyebrow.

“They’ll be dry by morning. I laid mine out on the stones by the upper pool, they’re hot enough to do the job quickly. Give it a couple of hours.”

“And in the meantime I’m supposed to go upstairs butt naked? Aside from it being, ahem, bad manners, it’s not exactly summer yet, you know. And it’ll only get colder during the night.”

“I could lend you some underwear, a blouse, and a skirt,” Deirdre said with a playful smirk on her lips.

“Are you trying to get me into crossdressing?” Luther chuckled, shaking his head.

“You should’ve spent some time looking back there,” Deirdre said. “There were plenty of men’s clothes everywhere.”

“A good wife would have picked up some for her man,” Luther shrugged.

“Oh, so now it’s my fault? You’re flat out impossible sometimes, you know that?”

“It’s all right honey, I don’t really need to do laundry yet.”

“Let me at least get you some soap then.”

“Soap? Where did you get it?”

“I picked some up back there. Six bars and a couple of small bottles of shampoo,” she explained.

“But I didn’t see any among all that stuff you took!”

“I stuffed them into my pockets right away. I knew you were going to be a grump about it.”

“Wow! I stand corrected! But in all fairness, I’ve always knew you were much sneakier than you let on. The way you roped me in says it all,” Luther grinned.

“Your ego will be the end of you, honey! Such a damn good catch!” Deirdre sneered in jest. “How about you lay off that kissing business until you shave? That beard’s like sandpaper.”

“What am I supposed to do? Use an axe? I left my razor at home,” Luther shrugged.

“And why should I suffer for it? It’s uncomfortable. It feels like I’m being kissed by a stranger!”

“Fine, message received. I’ll keep my distance, milady,” Luther grumbled.

“Oh, lighten up. I was just messing with you. Once it grows out a little more, it’ll soften up. You actually look good with it. More manly, you know.”

“Gee, thanks! I’ll shave as soon as I get home. In the meantime…”

Deirdre reached for him and covered his mouth with a kiss.

“We’re such idiots sometimes, my dear,” she said when they broke it off to catch their breath. “Look at us—barely able to stand, completely drained, and famished to boot. You’ve lost so much weight you seem like half of your old self. And my ribs are showing too. Yet we still have the energy to bicker. Amazing!”

“Well, I could think of a better way to spend our time in the pool together,” Luther smiled. “You know what a mean…”

“Shucks, I thought you’d never ask!”

When Eron called them from up the stairs, they were once again resting in the warm water, waiting for the hormonal spike in the blood to subside. After her first thorough wash in weeks, Deirdre slipped into the whimsical light garments she’d found, draping an old jacket around her shoulders, and Luther wrapped himself in his cloak. But hey, at least both of them would get to wear clean clothes, come morning. When they finally came back to the fire, Mongu was already tearing into the meat with much gusto. The smell alone was enough to twist Luther’s stomach into a knot.

“Did you see anything from up there?” Luther asked, accepting his own portion from the young gladiator.

“Yes, there’s a large fire to the north,” Mongu said.

“Oh? How far from here?”

“It’s hard to say. Likely a day’s trek.”

Arkulians weren’t known as the best educated people around and often found it difficult to express distances in absolute terms. A day’s trek could be anywhere between ten and twenty miles. It was far enough, at least for tonight.

“Could it be the Vuxes?” Deirdre asked.

“Could be, although I think we’re still quite some distance from the river. Could you see it from up there, Mongu? Any signs of big water to the north?”

“No. The hills get higher going that way.”

“That’s what I thought… We won’t reach the Freona in a day, and the forests along this bank only grow near it.”

“But cannibals don’t only live in forests. Remember the ones that captured us?” Deirdre asked. “They had a cave.”

“Yes. But Mlish said the eastern Vuxes were different and kept to the mountains. They have their own thing going. For all we know, they may well be just distant cousins.”

“All his knowledge comes from old books. Not only are they full of lies, but a lot of time has passed since they were written. And things do change,” Deirdre said. “But eat already before your meat gets cold.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Luther said and took his first bite. “Yummmm! Eron, I think you’ve been in the wrong kind of business all along.”

When night fell in earnest, Luther suggested they go sleep by the pools, on the warm stones, and no one objected. At least they wouldn’t have to huddle by their measly fire, for which they did not even have enough firewood to last until morning. Once again, he was right: it turned out to be their most comfortable night over the last two weeks.


Chapter 12

In the morning, Luther decided to take the risk of heading straight north. The terrain was getting ever more hilly and rocky, and making a wide detour would take them way off course, requiring too much extra time and effort. As they walked, he noticed to his joy that the arid prairie seemed to be behind them now. The area now had plenty of brush interspersed with occasional groves of gnarled trees. All of that spelled water, and plenty of it. As if to confirm that assumption, there was finally ample game around as well: multiple antelopes, rabbits, and even a couple of bighorn sheep once, up on a high hill. But they still had plenty of meat left over, so there was no need to hunt again so soon.

Around noon, Mongu noticed a few large plumes of smoke up ahead—more or less in the same place where he saw fire the night before. As they came closer, it became abundantly clear to everyone that entire part of the valley was shrouded in heavy smog.

“That sure isn’t a hunter’s campfire or a cannibal village,” Luther shook his head. “It’s like that entire place is ablaze.”

“If it were a wildfire, we’d be seeing flames. Besides, there’s nothing much to burn there,” Eron said. “Not to mention that everything must still be wet of damp from the snow.”

“Mlish said the Vuxes sometimes set the prairie on fire to drive game the way they want it,” Luther said.

“This is different. There’s too little grass, the land is wet… no, a good fire wouldn’t catch.”

An hour later, a gust of wind brought the smell of something burning—something other than just wood and more pungent.

“It smells like there’s a steel mill there,” Deirdre winced, sniffing the air. “I should know, I grew up near one.”

By then Luther, too, caught a whiff of burning coal or fresh asphalt—something chemical and disgusting anyway. They sure needed to take a better look at the place before proceeding further, he told himself.

The answer presented itself mere half an hour later when they stumbled upon a patch of desolate wasteland, with smoke or steam venting out of a few fumaroles scattered around it. More such barren patches could be seen further ahead, interspersed with thickets of live vegetation and a stretch of dry, dead forest in one place. Altogether, the fuming holes in the ground amounted to one hell—literally—of a landscape that stretched in front of them for as far as the eye could see.

As Luther came close to one of the vents, a sour taste filled his mouth.

“Eew!” he winced. “Stay low and don’t breathe any of this stuff in.”

“What a stench!” Deirdre exclaimed, crouching down.

“It’s sulfur dioxide.”

“Is it poisonous?”

“Let’s just say it’s not a health tonic.”

“What’s all this about?”

“Coal fire, most likely. There must be a seam burning underground.”

“Oh. Remind me again, why did we come up here?”

“Curiosity, no?”

“Well, I am sure you’ve heard what it does to cats, let alone humans.”

“Hey, but look what we found!” Luther pointed at the hole spewing smoke. “See those yellow crystals?”

“Yeah.”

“That’s pure sulfur. It could be useful. I bet there’s tons of it here.”

“And the white crystals?”

“Not sure, but I think it’s ammonium. Might come in handy too.”

“Should we collect these yellow stones?” Eron asked.

“No, just remember the place for later.”

“What a strange and dangerous spot! Bad spirits must dwell here. Their fiery breath has scorched everything, and it poisons the air too.”

“Relax, it’s not spirits. Just an underground fire.”

“Luther, fatigue’s clouding your judgment: what could possibly burn underground?”

“You’ve seen the coal our smiths use, haven’t you?”

“Yes.”

“There’s natural coal too. It lies beneath the surface, sometimes very close to it. Maybe it caught on fire from lightning or during decomposition. The fire then spread underground, occasionally surfacing, hence Mongu’s fire sightings. Gases seep through the soil, cooling down on their way and settling here as mineral deposits.”

“I never heard of any such thing,” the Arkulian muttered, still skeptical.

“Why would I lie to you? Anyway, we should head back up, to the main road. One shouldn’t breathe such air for long.”

“So how would you collect that sulfur then?” Deirdre asked.

“Wear goggles and breathe through a wet cloth.”

“What a hassle… Why would we even need it?”

“Sulfur is used in agriculture and it is also essential for producing a bunch of useful chemicals. Besides, you can’t make black powder without it.”

“Oh, I knew it! You’re always thinking of cooking up something deadly!”

“And what did you expect, sweetheart?” Luther smirked. “All men are beasts at heart, it’s just that not all of them are equally knowledgeable. Seriously though, we sure could use some firearms here, even if they are primitive ones.”

An hour later, having left the valley of underground fire behind, they found the first signs of the Vuxes. There was a roughly-hewn wooden idol placed on the northern edge of the wasteland, facing the fire and smoke they were leaving behind with ferocious determination. Not only was the place essentially a chemical factory, Luther chuckled, but it must have also been operated by cannibals’ gods. In fact, he would be more surprised if it wasn’t so. While the rest of them were admiring the Vuxes’ handicraft, Eron scouted the area around and came back saying no one had visited the place since the snow melted. But Luther knew the man wasn’t the best of trackers, so they’d still have to keep their eyes open.

At the idol’s base lay a treasure trove of animal bones—apparently used by the Vuxes to appease their grumpy deity—but none of the offerings seemed remotely fresh. In all fairness, the totem itself looked way past its prime, with the ochre patterns that once covered it now mostly washed off by the rain. But it was clear the troglodytes were no strangers to the area—the place teemed with game, so why would they leave it alone? The ancient road was skirting around the underground blaze at higher elevations—a necessary inconvenience for the builders, Luther surmised. That implied that the fire must have already been burning even in those distant times, forcing the people to make a detour around the dangerous badlands. The centuries-old fury of the elements was astounding—at the very least, it had outlived the great old ones that built the road and all others things, the ruins of which they had been seeing from their first days in the new world. And some of those things were still very much in use by the ones that came later. The road, for one, showed signs of frequent use—presumably by the Vuxes. Still, Luther decided, the convenience of walking on smooth cobblestones beat the risk of unwanted encounters, at least in that particular case. He wouldn’t have taken the same risk in the Haitas’ territory.

Once the travelers cleared the local high ground—what Luther mentally dubbed the Burning Pass—the road mostly went downhill. Walking on cobblestones, with gravity working for them, rather than against, sped up their pace quite a bit. A good night’s sleep away from the cold after a hearty dinner, as well as a solid breakfast the following morning, also contributed to their rediscovered vigor. Everyone was eager to get back to the island ASAP and finally turn the page on their involuntary adventure.

The river finally presented itself to their weary eyes towards the evening, when the sun was about to touch the horizon. Having quickly found a convenient descent to the waterline, the tired travelers went about setting up camp—excluding Mongu who, in his regular fashion, climbed a tree for a look around. Upon coming down, he joined the rest of them, saving the discussion of what he had seen for later. He finally spoke only when they were about to light a fire.

“Let’s keep it small tonight,” he said.

“Why?” Luther asked.

“There’s a fire burning half an hour’s walk away, maybe a bit more.”

“Any details?”

“Too dark to tell.”

“Small it is then.”

Come tomorrow, they’d need to start building a raft, Luther told himself, which was going to be noisy, and thus dangerous. But they’d worry about it in due course, and at the moment he just needed his sleep. The irrational exuberance of that very morning was now all spent and required a major refill—at least six full hours of it. And they’d need strength in spades for the building effort. God, was it ever going to end?

***

Luther, Eron, and Deirdre sat in a small clearing, well-hidden among the bushes. The river babbled below, eroding a low cliff underlying the immediate area. Birds chirped hysterically in their habitual springtime madness. It was pleasant to sit on the grass, which was surprisingly warm under the morning sun. Most of it was still from yesteryear, but the wilted yellow tufts now had fresh blades of emerald in them. They had been hiding there since breakfast, after sending Mongu out to scout the place. Luther climbed a high tree at daylight and caught sight of the remnants of an ancient bridge, with familiar ruins on the opposite bank. He had been there twice before—the first time with Deirdre, Sarah, and then-friendly Tony who, regrettably, survived his encounter with the monster of Gryndir, rather than just die like most others and save them all the aggravation later. The second involved a salt run, which also happened to be the Argo’s maiden voyage. Now he was back, again. History kept repeating itself, although only Deirdre had been with him on all three occasions. No wonder I am now married to this girl, Luther smiled to himself.

Now more than an hour had passed since Mongu left, and Luther was beginning to worry, but then the Arkulian finally showed up, crawling in the brush like a cautious cat getting ready to pounce.

“I see you, Mongu,” Luther said. “Come out and tell us the news.”

The man immediately abandoned all his attempts at stealth.

“There’s a small hamlet,” he said, sitting down on the ground next to the rest of them. “Four huts, a fire pit in the center. There are three women there. One warrior stands guard. A few kids and teenagers are fishing in the shallows. They have a bone-tipped harpoon. There’s one boat there. Afloat. Looks usable.”

“You’re not planning to attack them, are you?” Deirdre brought her eyes up.

“And why shouldn’t we? We sure could use that boat.”

“But why not just build a raft? We have two axes now.”

Luther couldn’t help but chuckle at the suggestion.

“Uh-huh, one is essentially a halberd. Good luck chopping trees with that. The other is so tiny it could probably serve you as a manicure tool. Oh, and while we are killing ourselves working with such implements, those villagers will be happy to come and help us. Help us die, that is. The entire damn place is crawling with Vuxes. Remember that time we got ambushed on the water? When I killed them all and found salt in their boat?”

“But isn’t there at least something we could do to avoid this unnecessary violence? I’m sick of it!”

“Tell it to whoever created us the way we are, honey. Me, I made my peace with it long ago. I still make the exception for widows and orphans—well, and friends, of course—but everything else is fair game. Especially when we are at risk of being attacked ourselves any moment. Sorry, honey, no can do.”

“Last year, we managed to pass through without incident.”

“That was because we were aboard a raft already, built far from here. And even there, it cost three lives and plenty of aggravation. I don’t think we would have been able to do it at all around these parts. Trust me, taking that boat is the safest option.”

“Safest? Are you insane? Just the three of you attacking that cannibal settlement is ‘safest’?”

“I’ve done it before on my own, sweetheart, remember? Including that time when someone did something reckless for no good reason. Rings any bells?”

Deirdre cast her gaze downward, feeling embarrassed. Luther had struck a nerve, reminding her of her past folly that had forced him to assault a Vux settlement alone and sustain a severe injury in a near-fatal encounter with a cannibal warrior and his kin.

Without waiting for her to respond, Luther proceeded with giving orders.

“We’ll have to take the warrior out first,” he told the gladiators. “That shouldn’t be much of a problem since he’ll probably charge at us himself. If any of the women come close, we take them down with darts. Keep it in mind that they are quite adept at throwing those spiky things made of sheep horns. See this scar on my forehead? That’s their handiwork. I’m not sure how the teenagers will react, but if they attack, don’t spare the darts. I think if we take down a couple, the rest will scatter. Deirdre, you stay in the bushes and don’t show your face until we’ve taken over the boat. Ready?”

On the way to the village, Mongu took point and quickly led them to the edge of the thick brush, beyond which the little settlement stood in all its primitive splendor.

“Stay here until I call you,” Luther told Deirdre in a voice that allowed for no objections.

The girl nodded. She knew perfectly well when arguing was not the best course of action. Holding her breath, she watched the three men leave their cover, trudging towards the center of the village—Luther with an entire quiver of darts over his shoulder, the Arkulians holding theirs in their hands already. Then a furious roar filled the air as the Vux warrior rushed to meet the intruders. As he swung his spear, the two Arkulians threw their darts at him, and the savage dropped like a rock, his chest and neck pierced with cold steel. At that kind of distance, it was really hard to miss.

The experienced Arkulians retrieved their darts from the body in passing and kept going, their eyes focused on the new targets—three disheveled women that were already charging them from the central square, screaming at the top of their lungs. This time Luther threw the first dart but missed badly, the weapon only grazing one of the nags on the shoulder. His companions were more successful: one of the women tumbled to the ground and moved no more, the other shrieked, clutching her pierced shoulder. The surviving squaw turned around and fled. The bloodthirsty Arkulians launched their darts in sync again, but the agile savage managed to disappear into the forest, carrying their projectiles in her back. The teenagers and children, apparently terrified by the fate of their elders, offered no resistance, fleeing upriver along the bank.

The entire engagement took less than a minute, but then, retrieving a dart from the dead woman’s body, Luther turned and froze: seven male Vuxes emerged from the forest, carrying woven baskets on their backs. Having apparently been on a hunt, they returned just in time for Part Two of the massacre. Talk about bad timing, Luther chuckled under his breath. Had they attacked fifteen minutes earlier, they would already be on the river and rowing away. Oddly enough, at first the troglodytes didn’t quite figure out what was going on in the village and took a few moments to charge. That proved to be a costly mistake since at that moment all three humans were already waiting to launch their weapons. This time Luther’s dart hit bull’s eye, striking one of the primitive men squarely under the lower jaw and embedding itself between the neck vertebrae. But the others were already close and he simply had no time to reach for his last remaining dart. Instead, the little tomahawk in hand, Luther charged at the closest cannibal who was wildly swinging his knotted club. Ducking the unsophisticated blow, Luther managed to deliver one himself—a grazing strike to the enemy’s knee—then rolled over and found himself behind enemy lines.

The moment before he jumped back to his feet something wet slapped Luther on the cheek, and then he saw a severed head rolling past, its eyes still open and blazing with rage. Luther didn’t even flinch at the gruesome sight in the heat of the battle, spinning around and swinging his hatchet blindly. He was just in time as his opponent, limping badly on his wounded leg, was raising his club again. Once again, Luther feinted and struck the savage’s head with his tomahawk. The blow missed the temple by an inch and merely grazed the corner of the eye. Yet Luther could still feel the cracking of bone under the blade. Without giving his foe a moment to recover, he stepped forward, driving his knee into the big guy's groin, then chopped at his head with a straight top to bottom swing. Killing someone so big and sturdy with a small axe was no easy task—the Vux seemed to have a skull of granite. The blade sheared off an ear, flayed a cheek, and dislocated the jaw, but it was only after the follow-up whack that the Vux finally collapsed and made no more attempts to get up.

His next Vux was already mortally wounded, wriggling on the ground and trying to rise, his entrails dragging through the dirt. Luther struck the poor sod’s skull with such force that for a moment he thought the handle was going to break. It didn’t. He yanked free his weapon stuck in the skull bones and turned, only to realize the battle was over—all seven cannibals lay on the ground. Some still twitched, and unflappable Eron was methodically finishing them off with his dagger. Excited, Luther didn’t immediately notice someone was missing, and only upon seeing Mongu lying on the ground did he realize they hadn’t emerged unscathed.

Mongu was still alive but knocked out solid, and neither slaps to the face nor splashes of cold water from the river seemed to be able to bring him back. A massive bruise covering the area around his left temple suggested he had taken a blow to the head, and his hair was soaked with blood, most of it already caking. Yet the real damage must have been inside, and there was little they could do about it.

“Gather the weapons, I’ll check the boat,” Luther told Eron, getting up from stricken Mongu’s side.

Heading towards the river, he called out to his wife,

“Deirdre! Get over here! And don’t forget your things!”

The girl emerged from the bushes within seconds and then froze mid-step at the sight of the bloody carnage. Then she saw Mongu, lying prostrate on the ground, and gasped.

“What happened to him?!”

“It’s nothing serious,” Eron reassured her. “A bump, no big deal. He’s got a hard head, so he’s probably just playing possum. Anything to avoid work, huh?”

Deirdre crouched next to the injured man and began cleaning his wound with water from a plastic bottle. It didn’t wake the Arkulian up, but hopefully, no infection would set in.

The boat turned out to be a typical thick-walled, single-trunk affair of troglodyte make. Slow and unwieldy, it could easily carry six or seven people, with room still left over for some cargo. There were only three of them left standing now, Luther reckoned, so there’d be ample space inside to lay Mongu down on his back, large as the man was.

“Deirdre, get in the boat!” he yelled. “Eron, what are you doing out there, man?!”

The older Arkulian was hastily roaming around the village, rifling through baskets and misshapen pots, as if hoping to find some treasure. Once Luther called him, he turned on a dime and headed back. Together, they managed to get the unconscious giant into the boat and put him directly on the wooden floor. They’d worry about making him more comfortable later. Now they needed to get the hell out of there before anyone else showed up.

The baskets the Vux men had on their backs had freshly butchered dear meat in them, and they loaded three into the boat as well. The weapons Eron collected were a usual assortment of primitive spears, clubs, and flint axes. Before sailing off, Luther couldn’t help plucking a couple of half-burnt twigs from the smoking pit in the middle of the village and setting the huts on fire. There, suckers! Mongu says hi! From the boat, Eron was watching and nodding approvingly. As the small vessel pulled away from the shore, all of them silently watched the village burn, and then Luther and Eron picked up the oars, and Deirdre turned her attention back to Mongu. Maybe next time they were passing by they’d have a dozen fewer Vuxes to worry about.


Chapter 13

For the next two days, the islanders were drifting down the river in relative peace and quiet. The previous two times they followed the same route—originally, and then on the way back from the salt run—it took longer, but now they were sailing a narrow, light boat, which, compared to the unwieldy raft and the full-blown cargo ship, seemed like a feather, or perhaps an Indy 500 stock car, to keep the comparison apples to apples. To everyone’s joy, Mongu waked up a few hours into the journey and insisted they let him help with the rowing. Luther told him to lie back down and stay put. He could tell the man was still dizzy and not quite all there yet. Concussions required plenty of rest, and that was what he was going to get, Luther told him—or else! The young giant grumbled and lay back down. In a few moments, he was soundly asleep. A couple of times, they saw Vuxes fishing in the shallows, and there were plenty of smoke columns rising up into the air from their settlements further inland. Surprised as the cannibals might have been to see someone navigating the river that early in the season, none of them tried giving chase. They just stood there, shaking their spears and yelling something. Every time they did that, Mongu, well rested, it seemed, after his protracted bout of doing nothing, would pull his pants down and show them a certain part of his anatomy where the sun ordinarily did not shine. The first time they stopped overnight at one of the myriad small islands in the channel, Eron grilled all of their trophy venison and reserved a substantial portion of it for breakfast and lunch the following day. Their dieting spell was over, it seemed, and no one missed it.

Towards the end of the second day, as they were passing a distinctive large cliff overhanging the left bank of the river, something on top of it immediately caught Luther’s attention. He rubbed his eyes briefly to make sure the lone hairy figure was not a mirage. A Klot? And not just any Klot—Udur? But how? Without further ado, Luther steered the boat towards the shore. By the time they reached it, the giant was already down from his high perch and waiting knee deep in the water to pull the boat out of it and onto the narrow beach. Eron, dumbfounded, jumped out right away and just stood there, drilling the Klot with his eyes. Mongu, whose first instinct was to reach for his battle ax, put it down, immediately recognizing Udur for who he was. Only Deirdre continued to snore lightly, oblivious to what had just happened. Luther pressed a finger to his lips to prevent any loud outbursts of emotion that could wake her up and jumped out of the boat. Udur nodded, turned around, and without saying a word began walking towards the edge of the woods a few dozen feet away. Luther wasn’t surprised by his old friend’s peculiar behavior—he had long given up trying to make sense of the intricate details of Klot psychology.

“Wait for me here,” he told the Arkulians before following Udur into the woods. “Let Deirdre sleep. Don’t leave her alone.”

The Arkulians exchanged puzzled looks and nodded in unison. They, too, knew the Klot was an odd fellow, but he was a friend, and that was the only thing that mattered at the moment.

“How did you get here?” Luther asked Udur as he caught up with him in a small thicket of undergrowth.

“I was waiting for you.”

“You knew I’d be passing by?”

“Yes. The water told me.”

“Are you here alone?” he asked, leaving the subject of water prophecies until a more suitable time.

“Yes and no.”

Before Luther could ask what that was supposed to mean, the answer presented itself before his eyes. In a small clearing, there stood a massive circular hut—not unlike a Mongolian yurt, but made out of sticks, reeds, and other such local fare. The rickety structure had a large cut-out at the front (if a cylinder could even be thought of as having a front, that is), which was draped with a makeshift curtain of rough cloth or some similar woven material. Udur paused at the entrance and began mumbling something softly. Despite his basic familiarity with the language of the river giants, Luther couldn’t understand a single word this time. A minute later, the woven curtain stirred, and a bunch of other Klots emerged from the hut—eleven in total, six of them children and teenagers, the largest of whom was the size of an average adult man. Among the rest, three appeared to be females, distinguishable from the two males only by their sagging breasts reaching down to their waists. Men wore loincloths and the ladies skirts made of bark and fish skin. However, one of the females had her entire forearm covered with bracelets of wooden and bone beads, and Luther noticed a glint of gold among them when she gestured. The lady was quite expressive, too, standing before Udur and muttering softly in the same incomprehensible lingo. All that time, Udur remained immobile, listening respectfully, his head down, as if he had done something wrong and was now being rightfully chastised by one of his betters. Watching the scene, Luther was thinking that perhaps Mlish, a distinguished scholar that he was, hardly knew half of what there was to know about the Klots. Who knew, perhaps they used a separate language for special purposes or intimate conversations, or when addressing a high-ranking matriarch.

Finally, the bracelet-adorned boss lady turned to Luther, looking down at him from her seven-foot height.

“You are the one who befriends water,” she said, articulating clearly in the regular Klot language. “Udur also befriends water. All of us befriend water. Together is better than alone. We will be.”

Aside from a certain amount of flourish in the actual verbiage, the message was fairly clear. The leader of the small tribe was asking him to take them all under his wing—the courtesy they had extended to Udur earlier. Luther wondered why the giant had waited specifically for him to effect that little unification ritual, rather than bring the issue up with Atahualpa directly, and how he even knew Luther would return and take the particular route he did. However, all of that could be straightened up later. Now he had a decision to make—an easy one, for once.

“All right,” Luther nodded, forgetting for a moment that Klots did not quite share human nonverbal gestures. “Together it is. But I don’t know how we could all return to the island: our boat is too small to fit everyone.”

“No need to go far,” Udur said. “People are here. They came to get the fluffy trees for new homes.”

“Atahualpa has sent a logging party here?”

“Yes. They’re all close.”

“Oh, all right.”

Whatever the reason why they were suddenly harvesting timber so early in the season, there would now be at least thirty men in the logging camp, hopefully all of them familiar faces. Except the happy reunion would have to wait for a while. He first needed to finish his sensitive diplomatic mission. “Who did you fight with?” he asked the matron, pointing at the large, fresh scars two of the men had.

“Vuxes,” she said.

“Oh, those rascals again… How many have you lost?”

The lady turned and went back into the hut for a moment. When she came back out, there was a large woven bag in her hands. As she emptied its contents on the ground, Luther took a step back and shuddered, staring at the pile of charred, severed Klot hands. There had to be no fewer than two dozen of them there.

“You chop off the hands of your dead?” he asked.

“We couldn’t stay at the old place anymore. We would have all perished there. Now we’ll toss these hands into the water near our new home. Let them befriend the water too.”

“I understand now. Get ready then. I’ll go fetch my comrades now, and then we will all go to the logging camp. Udur, could you please come with me? We’ll need help hauling the boat into the woods. I don’t want to just leave it on the beach.”

As the two of them started heading back to the riverbank, Luther stopped and turned around for a moment.

“Together!” he told the matron who was still following them with her eyes. 
“Together forever!” And then he smiled.

***

On the beach, the Arkulians were waiting for Luther, and Deirdre was up too. Working together, they quickly hid the boat and most of the Vux weapons in the brush and headed back to the mini-village. The entire undertaking hardly took half an hour, but by the time they returned to the clearing in the woods, the hut was no longer there. Not a single stalk of reeds remained, and not even the grass was trampled. There was just the small Klot tribe, waiting for them patiently on the edge of the woods.

Without stopping or saying anything, Udur led them further inland. Luther visited the lumberjack camp before during his geological explorations, although he had never taken that particular route to the place. Following Udur through the damp coastal forest, he wondered where all the good trees were, but once they crossed an elevated ridge separating the outback from the floodlands, all deciduous growth disappeared, giving way to tall, straight pine trees. Half an hour later, their party, with the Klots trailing behind, reached a large clearing where over a dozen lumberjacks were hard at work. Most were using two-man saws to cut the trunks into transportable logs and then stacked them on sleds, while a few others cleared the trees felled during winter time or the previous fall of branches and lumps of leftover snow mixed with dirt. Three sentries, perched atop small platforms built for that particular purpose up in the trees kept watch. As an alarm whistle went out, Luther responded with one of his own, followed by an elaborate string of expletives. No conceivable enemy would be able to imitate those. Yet Udur stopped, waiting for proper acknowledgement, and Luther concurred: better safe than sorry. Someone sending a crossbow bolt into the thick of it out of fear or the abundance of caution wouldn’t be altogether improbable.

It felt like an eternity, but then a tense voice did call out,

“Who goes there?!”

“Luther!”

“Luther who?!”

“Martin freaking Luther! How many Luthers do you know around here, dammit?!”

“Huh? Luther?!!! Is that really you?!”

“It is! Spood, what are you doing up there? You should be in front of a screen somewhere!”

“I’ll be damned! Come on over then, what are you waiting for?!!”

“Waiting for you and your guys to lower your crossbows! I have company with me.”

“Come, come, all of you!!! Kiss me tender, Nelly from HR!”

True to his nickname, Spood was already climbing down with the speed of a hungry spider rushing to claim his catch. As he came close and froze, looking at a bunch of Klots standing there quietly, Luther rushed to put the young man’s mind at ease.

“Relax, these are Udur’s people. Well, Klots. They have expressed a desire to join us, so I’ll be taking them back to the island. They are all good.”

“Oh, I know, I was just surprised to see so many of them here,” Spood nodded. “And talk about surprises: Deirdre! Hello, beautiful. Where did you even find her, Luther?”

“Some place you never even knew existed. You can say I have traveled half around the world for her.”

“Wow, what a quest! And we essentially buried you here. Hardly anyone ever mentions you anymore.”

“Out of heart, out of mind, huh? But didn’t a young woman come by with a message from me?”

“I don’t think so. Not that I am aware anyway.”

“Perhaps she didn’t make it after all,” Luther frowned. “Or found something better.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Never mind… Spood, I need to get to the island as soon as possible.”

“Forget about it! Our island is no more!”

“Huh?!”

“Oh, I mean it is still there, but there are hardly any people left in the old camp. Two or three dozen are still working the forge, but that’s not for long.”

“What happened?”

“It’s a long story,” Spood said. “After you left, the water kept rising, flooding the place pretty badly. When the ice cleared, Atahualpa called a general meeting and everyone decided we’d better move off the island altogether to avoid a repeat of that mess. So, we picked up stakes and went to the left bank They are now building a new village there.”

“Jeez Louise!” Luther shook his head. “You couldn’t find a more challenging place, could you?”

Spood smirked, catching the irony.

“And where would you rather have us go? The right bank’s too crowded by now, and the Haitas keep raiding it, albeit on a smaller scale. If that’s not a warning sign, I don’t know what is.”

“Where’s the new settlement?”

“A couple of hours’ walk from here. You remember where the iron mine is?”

“You’re asking me?” Luther chuckled.

“Oh, right… Anyway, there’s a small river beyond that hill, and that’s where they are building now. It’s about half a mile further inland, away from the Freona.”

“Got it. It guess that’s where we’ll be heading then.”

“Wait, at least tell us what happened to you guys! You’ve only just got here, and now you’re already traipsing off again!”

“Oh, that’s a story that’ll take a week to tell. Now we need to get to that new settlement, and fast.”

“Let me at least scramble a guide for you to show you the easiest way.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll find our way just fine.”

“What about the Vuxes?”

“Do you really think they’d dare messing with us? Look at Udur’s folks,” Luther nodded towards the Klots.

“Well, safe travels then, and I’ll see you at the new camp,” Spood nodded. “Boy, this damn logging dumbs me down so much!”

***

Calling that developing chaos a “settlement” was a stretch. The site chosen for it, a part of a small valley where the Marble Stream flowed into the Crystalline, was the very location Luther had praised to Atahualpa after his geological survey the previous year. That was when he also gave the rivers straightforward names based on the rocks and minerals found along their banks. At the time, he couldn’t even imagine the good mayor would take his casual suggestion to heart. Yet here they were.

In terms of the ease of defense, the location definitely had a leg up on their old camp on the island. On one side, it was protected by the river, which widened to about two hundred feet before flowing into the Freona. On another, there was a creek that had carved a shallow gorge for itself, which would be a real pain to cross, especially under fire. Better yet, the southern boundary was a rock face, as tall as a five-story building, stretching perpendicular to the river and parallel to the creek. Placing siege engines atop that formation and securing its external slope to eliminate any access points would create an impregnable fortress that would safeguard the future settlement from the south—the most likely avenue of ingress for the Haitas. Only the eastern side remained entirely open, necessitating construction of additional defensive fortifications.

Within that semi-enclosed quadrangle, there were now about two hundred tents and temporary huts reminiscent of the previous summer when construction on the island was just beginning. Hundreds of people busied themselves with various tasks: stone carving, log splitting, plowing the adjacent fields, and building new homes. But what Luther could get of all of that in passing was but a quick glimpse. He’d get a complete tour later, he told himself, heading towards the almost empty space in the middle—the site of the future town square. Atahualpa, initially speechless at the sight of the prodigal sons and daughter in the company of the Klots, quickly dragged Luther into his hut, directing the others to the new, improved mess hall. At first Luther protested meekly, saying he was kind of hungry too, but he gave up quickly, all the more so since Deirdre promised to bring him a serving of the day’s special.

Atahualpa sat down across from Luther at a new wooden table that still smelled like pine resin and studied his face in silence for a minute

“What are you staring at?” Luther grinned. “Got a crush on me or something?”

“Oh, I’ve been pining after you terribly, darling,” Atahualpa replied without missing a beat. “Damn, man, you’ve lost a hell of a lot of weight. Your skin just hangs off your bones, and your eyes have even more steel in them than before.”

“There were quite a few good reasons for both,” Luther grunted.

“I have no doubt about it. Now, tell me everything.”

Luther sighed and took a full half hour to briefly tell the story of their trials and tribulations since his sneaking off the island over a month earlier. Towards the end, as he was describing the dead pandemonium at the train station, Deirdre knocked and entered with a steaming earthenware bowl. Putting it on the table in front of Luther, she took a step back and sat down on a bench by the wall.

“How are you holding up, girl?” Atahualpa asked. “From what he’s been telling me, it was quite an ordeal.”

“It was,” she sighed. “But we all lived. I guess that’s what matters.”

“You want to maybe go rest for a while?”

“It’s all right, I’ll sit with you guys if you don’t mind. I have nowhere else to go anyway. Until we find a home, I’d rather stick by my husband’s side. I don’t want him to go looking for me half around the world again. Right, Luther?”

“Uh-huh,” Luther said, digging in. “That’s some damn good fish soup you have here. The taste of home, no less.”

“Why not go visit your uncle?” Atahualpa said. “We may be here awhile.”

“He’s out with the fishermen,” Deirdre sighed. “Somewhere on the Freona. They told me in the mess hall he should be back tonight with the fresh catch.”

“That’s all right then, make yourself comfortable. There, take that blanket over there.”

Atahualpa turned back to Luther.

“So, what happened next?”

“That’s about all of it. We spotted Udur on the river, and he took us to the logging camp. Once there, they told us you guys had moved. After all that distance we had covered so far, it was an easy walk from there.”

“What about the new Klots?

“What about them? Udur took us to their little hut first, and the boss lady formally requested to join us. Well, actually, it was one hell of a big hut. And I said, yes, of course. You don’t mind, do you?”

“Why would I? If they are all like Udur, I say the more the merrier. What I meant is where do we place them?”

“Oh, Udur has already taken them to the riverbank. He said they’d build their own home there. You know, the Klots and their rivers.”

“Yeah, I do. Let them do what they want.”

“He said they’d all be reporting for work in the morning, even the kids.”

“Wow! I wish everyone of ours were like that. My only concern is whether they are going to be safe there. You know, the Vuxes are out of hibernation.”

“Tell me about it. Have they attacked you here yet?”

“Not in force, no, but they’ve been scurrying around all this past week. We only venture out of town in large groups now. And yes, there have been a few skirmishes. One lumberjack was killed and two more wounded.”

“What did you expect? The Vuxes consider this their backyard. The island was different. They couldn’t just stumble upon it, they had to launch a deliberate raid.”

“That’s true, but you haven’t seen what that place looked like at high water. We were moving around the village in boats. In your house, the water came up high enough to flood the bed. I don’t think I want a repeat of that next year. And the Vuxes, I think we just need to deal with them and resolve the matter once and for all.”

“Doesn’t this place flood too in the spring?”

“No, the Crystalline doesn’t swell much, and the Freona is too far down to reach us here. By the way, I’ve collected all your belongings when we were leaving and brought them here. There they are,” Atahualpa nodded at a few bags in the corner. “I knew you guys would come back. People like you don’t just vanish into thin air.”

“Thanks. How do you propose we deal with the Vuxes?”

“They mostly stick around the Nara, right?”

“That’s what Mlish says, and that’s what we saw ourselves. The area around the big city ruins up there was crawling with them that time we went to get the salt. Their villages are always near a lake or a river. Usually not along the Freona though.”

“Maybe the Haitas chased them away some time in the past, and now they are simply afraid to come back and settle there full time. They are just raiding. Regardless, I think it might be a good idea to launch a punitive expedition up the Nara and burn all those hornet’s nests to the ground.”

“You do realize that’ll take quite a few fighters, right?”

“We’ve got more people now. Remember Ken Paisley?”

“The leader of the settlement down the Freona?”

“Yep. Only there’s no longer a settlement there. They all moved up and joined us. The man is now handling the construction of defensive fortifications around town.”

“No wonder I’ve seen so many new faces.”

“Counting you and me, we’re at five hundred seventy-five souls now. Almost as many as in Zhou’s settlement.”

“Damn! How do we feed such a crowd?”

“Look into your bowl every now and then and don’t forget to chew. The answer is right there.”

“Well, it’s just the regular fish soup. Except now that I haven’t had any for so long, it tastes like heaven. And it’s almost nothing but fish.”

“Exactly! After that dry spell in winter, the fish are abundant—they barely fit in the river. And it all happened so suddenly! One week we are boiling old bones and heads, and the next the nets can’t hold all the catch overnight.”

“What happened to all that wooly mammoth meat we captured from the Vuxes?”

“Well, I may have exaggerated a bit,” Atahualpa conceded. “Maybe if wasn’t so bad after all. Either way, the fish are now having a spawning migration. Did you notice how thick the soup was? That’s sturgeon, baby, or the closest thing to it there is in this world. We are curing caviar by the barrel. Speaking of which, we need more salt.”

“I thought we still had plenty…”

“We do, but at this rate it won’t last long. I am already thinking about next winter. To avoid a famine this time, we need to salt as much fish as possible. That’s our main source of protein, there’s just no other way to feed such a crowd. We’re planting a crop now with all those seeds you brought from the south, but I have no idea what kind of harvest we can expect our first year. So we can’t really count on that. Besides, salt would be good for trading, and not just with the folks down south. We hardly have any honey or wax here, for some reason the bees like the right bank better. So I want to trade with the folks in the north for it. Plus there is no copper this side of the river, or at least you haven’t found it yet.”

“Hey, I’m no magician!” Luther said. “At least we have iron here, unlike anyone else. You can’t expect to have the entire periodic table in one place.”

“But you said you did see some signs of copper…”

“What I saw requires exploration, digging trenches and shafts. Will you give me fifty men for the entire season?”

“Keep dreaming,” Atahualpa grumbled. “Okay, forget the copper for now! We’ll just buy what we need, it won’t break the bank. But there’s plenty of other good stuff we could buy.”

“Such as?”

“Some folks further up the river began trading with the free O’Shargs. They’d give you a horse or a cow for a couple of bags of salt.”

“That’s more like it,” Luther agreed.

“I thought so too. We can manage without cows for now, but horses would be useful for plowing. And… you mentioned there were many vehicles left at that impact site. Maybe we could fashion some tractors out of those?”

“Now it’s you who is dreaming,” Luther chuckled.

“Why? We have plenty of mechanics.”

“It’s not as simple as homemade steam engines. If something breaks, and there are no spare parts, that’s it. And what’s there won’t last long, and it’s not like you can call the dealership. But the main issue is that we have no fuel.”

“Didn’t the Germans have those wood gas generators during World War II? Or perhaps we could distill alcohol for it?”

“I don’t know much about it, so I guess you’ll have to ask someone else. But what I do know is that we won’t be able to produce replacement piston rings or ball bearings at the forge. You know, you can’t just transplant twenty-first century technology to the Middle Ages and hope it works. But you are right, we definitely need to organize a proper expedition to those parts. There’s literally tons of useful stuff there, and it is just rotting in the open.”

“Oh, we’ll do that! But right now, the Vuxes are the more pressing issue. And it’s time to restart digging for gold.”

“Gold can wait, if you ask me. The water’s still too cold, and no amount of gold is worth giving folks rheumatism. I say we deal with the Vuxes first and replenish our salt supply in the process.”

“How?”

“Simple. We have three ships, right?”

“So?”

“We leave one here, split four of five dozen fighters between the other two, and head up to the mouth of the Nara, destroying all the Vux settlements between here and the ruins of the city, one by one. There are at least a dozen or two of them, but they are only a great force when they come together. Individually, they are a piece of cake. Eron, Mongu, and I razed one without much trouble on the way here. Then, at the end of the campaign, we fill the holds with salt and come back. I think after such a punitive raid, the Vuxes won’t dare so much as look in our direction for a few generations at least.”

“It’s an excellent plan, but a bit on the resource-intensive side,” Atahualpa sighed. “The ships are fine, but fifty warriors… Every single person counts right now: plowing takes a lot of effort, and construction work will last for a while too. After your stories about the south, I decided to switch to building stone walls or at least line them with stone on the outside so they wouldn’t burn so easily."

“Good thinking! I was going to suggest the same thing, but you figured it out on your own. As for manpower, I am sure we could work something out. We can’t just pick up and go anyway. The ships need to be prepped and patched up after the winter, and by the time we are finished with that, planting should be over too.”

“Why bother patching them up? They float just fine.”

“Turds float; ships sail. Let me guess, you can barely keep up with bailing water out of the holds, right?”

“There is a little seepage, yes,” Atahualpa admitted.

“There you go! On a long voyage like that, everything must be perfect when you leave, or you won’t be coming back in one piece, in all likelihood. When do you expect to finish plowing?”

“We’re right in the middle of it.”

“But it’s not going to take all summer long, right?”

“No, I’d say another two weeks at least. These are all virgin lands, basically. We need to clear the fields of the brush, boulders, and such first.”

“Two weeks is all right. Prepping the ships is also going to take some time.”

Atahualpa got up and paced the room.

“Eat! Your soup must be getting cold, and I just keep yakking. Incidentally, you guys have nowhere to live now, so why don’t you settle right here? I could move in with Ken next door, no sweat.

“It’s all right, I could throw a reed hut together before nightfall.”

“Sure, if you were alone. But you are not. Do you want your lady to live in a hut? Especially after everything she’s been through?”

“I could live in a hut,” Deirdre spoke up. “You know, love in a cottage and all that.” “That’s my point exactly,” Atahualpa winked at her. “A cottage! Not some godawful shanty. All your stuff is already here, so it makes it easier. Me, I will always find a place. Now I’m going to let you lovebirds be for a while. See you at dinner.”

“A cottage my butt,” Deirdre winced as the door closed behind Atahualpa. “We had a proper house back on the island. Now, this… I don’t know…”

“I’ll get you a house,” Luther said. “Just not right away. But soon.”

“It’s all right, I can wait,” Deirdre said, going through the bags of their possessions piled up in the corner. “It’s just that I am so damn tired of starting over again and again. And I sure will miss that kettle.”

“What, it’s not there?”

“No, whatever happened to it. It sure would be nice though if you took another trip south. I could think of all kinds of things for you to buy there.”

“What, you need still more clothes?”

“A girl can never have too much clothes, you know. But I’ll make do, don’t worry.”

Luther chuckled, throwing his wife a curious look. Not quite a week earlier, acquiring more stuff was the furthest thing from their minds. Now they were talking kettles and new duds. The ordeal was truly over. They were home.


Chapter 14

Their “navy” now had three ships. The second, reclaimed from the edge of the rapids down south, along with almost all of its cargo, was christened Yamato—after the Japanese battleship of WWII fame. The third—one of the galleys the Haitas had come in to besiege their island fortress in late fall—was now Brick, as if to reflect its squat structure and fairly poor handling. On the other hand, flat-bottomed and spacious, the galley was now the only ship of them all that sailed to the island and back regularly, hauling the stuff salvaged from the old camp after the flood to the new location. The Argo had weathered the winter well—she was a surprisingly sound and sturdy little ship. The Yamato, on the other hand, needed extensive recaulking and a bunch of other upgrades. It would be worth the trouble though, Luther told himself, since, like the smaller Argo, the craft could be both a fighting ship and a freighter. And the hold was almost double the size of the Argo’s. There were also eight pairs of oars, rather than six, and the high stern and bow would be ideal for installing ballistae or setting up a dedicated firing position for an entire squad of archers. Once properly outfitted, the Yamato would definitely become the flagship of the entire flotilla.

Except that was really going to take a while. Although Atahualpa did give him a crew of twenty to work on the ships, only five of them were men, and none of those was a skilled worker. Teenagers and women were of little use, except maybe for caulking the hulls and sewing sails. But at least the blacksmiths didn’t let Luther down: most of his orders were completed quickly, and just about all the materials he requested were provided with no undue delays—if one didn’t count protracted bickering with Mr. Gantenbein, the town’s chief quartermaster. Like any good logistician, the man never took Atahualpa’s—let alone anyone else’s—orders at face value, without trying to save or hold back some of the wares he lorded over. Folks that thrived in such occupations were a separate breed indeed, Luther reckoned. They may well have had a special gene for the purpose the rest of the populace was sorely lacking.

Installing two brand new ballistae on the Yamato took by far the most time and effort. The deck had to be reinforced before the heavy machines could be brought aboard, which included placing additional support beams in the hold. Entire sections of the gunwales had to be lowered to allow for unimpeded firing. Then there was the really tricky business of setting up and sighting the machines, which, in view of the lack of qualified personnel, proved to be no small feat. But at least they wouldn’t be lacking “firepots” any longer. As before, gasoline and diesel were essentially nonexistent, but the town now had plenty of alcohol, tar, and turpentine, which were the next best thing. All that time, Luther was thinking of finding oil, but that was more of a pipe dream than a feasible project, all the more so since he had never been much of an oilman in his past professional life. And even if he had, how on earth would they drill—with no drills or other machines?

Additionally, Luther wanted to see a battering ram on the Yamato, but the engineering challenge proved to be insurmountable. Adding any additional weight to the front would significantly shift the ship’s center of gravity, necessitating a substantial counterweight at the stern, further increasing the draft, which was deeper than the Argo’s to begin with. All of that would adversely affect handling, and there was always a chance of the ship’s structural integrity suffering upon impact. In the end, Luther gave up on the idea altogether, at least for the time being. They’d just have to learn to do without, he told himself.

Plenty of other hiccups occurred: modifying and enlarging the steering oar to enhance maneuverability, manufacturing a new mast, and resolving quite a few other, smaller issues that did not, at a first glance, seem crucial but would greatly improve ease of use and combat worthiness. Surprisingly, rigging and outfitting modifications proved to be much less of a problem than expected and were completed quickly and efficiently. While Luther and Deirdre were away, Atahualpa finally found a proper sea dog who used to captain large private yachts on a contractual basis, and the man proved to be invaluable. Now the Yamato would be able to carry a set of square and fore-and-aft sails, which it never had before, and which would allow for catching side winds and even tacking against anything short of a direct headwind. To be sure, the speed gain was expected to be minimal, but it would still constitute an advantage over much less sophisticated setups all of the local shipbuilders, including the Haitas, seemed to use. It was all in the little things, Luther told himself, the pesky little details that did not seem to make much of a difference—until they did.

In addition to overseeing—and directly participating in—the retrofit, Luther was swamped with a myriad of other responsibilities, just like he had always been in the past. He took charge of rebuilding the foundry on the banks of the Crystalline. Now that their iron ore source was just beyond the nearest hill, a road had to be built to facilitate transporting ever larger quantities of it to the plant. New, much larger furnaces—three of them—had to be built and tested. Next, he designed a log dam on the river to power a mill wheel, which would drive powerful bellows and, possibly, other simple machinery. However, for the time being that particular project remained on the drawing board (which, naturally, he did not have) since labor and materials for such an undertaking were currently beyond the town’s means. Soon, Luther promised himself. Once the fields were sown, the Vuxes vanquished, and the fortifications built, he’d have him his water wheel. Yeah, right, skeptical Deirdre said, and everyone would have a Mercedes in their driveway and a million bucks in the bank, but Luther waved her off. He was an optimist. He was a can do kind of guy. Then there was the main town construction. Like any geologist, Luther had some knowledge of land surveying and helped lay out the location of future city walls, so that the smallest possible perimeter would enclose the maximum area inside. The task wasn’t as straightforward as it might seem, and in the most basic case a simple circle would offer the most efficient solution. However, once the steep banks of the Marble Creek, the main corridor of the Crystalline, and the location of the rocky ridge, on which additional fortifications would have to be built were factored in, the design became much more complicated. The future impregnable fortress was proving to be quite an undertaking even at the blueprint stage, and then it would also have to be built. Luther—and all the rest of them, to the last man—had their work cut out for them anywhere they looked.

***

Ten men made their way through a narrow saddle between two hills. Ancient pottery shards crunched underfoot every now and then, and sometimes stones on both sides of the crumbling old road showed clear signs of human workmanship. But no one was paying much attention to such things anymore. So the place had been inhabited since times immemorial—so what? Now it was their turn. Archeological digs and writing of history books was an endeavor to be undertaken in safer and more prosperous times—perhaps generations away in the future. For the time being, they had more mundane matters to concern themselves with—like finding a magical wormhole that led to God only knew where.

Sujit who had left the old forge on the island in his capable assistants’ care was leading the way.

“This is the place. I think,” he said, finally stopping in front of a low stone arch on the side of the road. “This is how you get to… the other side.”

“Are you saying that once we step through this dome thingy, we’ll find ourselves near the cannibal cave we all first met in?”

“Well, at least that’s how it was last year.”

“It’s not that I don’t believe you, but this is all extremely weird. You understand that, right?”

“Of course,” Sujit nodded. “That first time, we were blown away ourselves. I don’t know how it works, and neither does anyone else, but somehow this thing does work, and fast. It’s like someone puts a black bag over your head for a moment, and then you are there already. I wonder if this is how the Vuxes are getting here in such numbers.”

“Your guess is as good as mine. There are plenty of tracks here, so I guess anything is possible. All right, let’s do it. We need to make it back to the village before nightfall.”

Luther took a deep breath and a step forward. As his vision darkened momentarily, he kept going and realized to his sheer amazement that the landscape around him had changed. The bald slopes were suddenly no longer there, replaced with undulating green hills that had plenty of shrubbery on them. He threw a look back and gave a start, finding himself all alone. Then the air shimmered the way it does over hot tarmac on summer days, and Sujit materialized out of nowhere, grinning.

“I told you! It only takes a second!”

One by one, the rest of his companions appeared out of thin air, murmuring in astonishment as they surveyed their new surroundings.

“How far away are we now?” one of them asked.

“A long way, to be sure,” Luther said. “If this turns out to be a one-way street, it’ll take us at least two weeks to get back.”

Leaving his companions behind, Luther quickly scrambled up a hill and surveyed their surroundings from the top. Even so much time later, he recognized the low ridge he had crossed on his first day in the new world. The valley and the stream running through it must have been the place where he first met Deirdre as they were both trying to get away from the overly enthusiastic Vuxes, whose interest in them was purely culinary, it seemed.

“We’re about six miles away from our destination,” he said upon coming back down. “If we hurry, we’ll be back in about five hours, and it’ll take another three to reach the village from there. There should still be at least some daylight left by then. Let’s get going, we don’t want to miss such an opportunity.”

To be sure, the primary reason for the mission was to confirm that the wormhole did work, but since they’d be half the way there by then, why not use the occasion to revisit the crash site? Unless, of course, the troglodytes had already found the place and availed themselves of the goodies.

But strangely enough, they hadn’t. Whether the Vuxes simply hated to venture so far away from the water or avoided the area for some other reason, not much seemed to have changed at the site since the first time Luther saw it the year earlier. To be sure, the stench of kerosene and the aura of a fresh disaster were long gone, the multiple bodies had become mere heaps of bones, and the burned ground was now covered with a carpet of fresh grass, but otherwise the place was just about the way Luther remembered it. Nothing was looted. They were in business. The first thing Luther did was check the cache where Deirdre and he stored what wouldn’t have fit in their backpacks. Since there were no comestibles in the pile and thus nothing for the wildlife to pilfer, all the stuff was still there and not much worse for the wear. As Luther began sorting through the heap of clothes and household items, many of them too weathered down now to be worth taking, his companions spread out and began searching the site, quickly acquiring riches untold that would leave folks at the market in Zhou’s village speechless. But they’d still be leaving most of the stuff behind, Luther reckoned. It would take multiple additional expeditions to strip the place clean. For the time being, those in the group who had significant others, which was just about all of them, would have quite a few nice presents to give to their better halves. Luther liked that. There was nothing like the good graces of their female companions to keep the men’s morale high.

***

The entire village gathered for the departure of the Yamato, which was already waiting, moored at the brand-new pier right under the city wall in the process of being raised. The Crystalline was surprisingly deep for its width, allowing even a heavily laden ship to navigate up to the mouth of the Marble Creek. Forty-two people would board the flagship. The Argo would depart four days later with an additional, smaller contingent. The idea was to clear the area around the ancient city and up the Nara from cannibals by the time of the smaller ship’s arrival, so that it could be loaded with salt in a safe and unhurried manner. That would also allow the Argonauts to continue working as scheduled for another few days, satisfying Atahualpa’s idea of what constituted just-in-time resource management in their new environment. Luther did not mind—the village was indeed in dire need of additional labor. The Yamato alone would have plenty of troops to make short work of the Vux villages. While his fighters were saying their goodbyes to friends, wives, and what few other family members they had, Luther just stood there, watching, clutching Deirdre’s hand. This time she was coming with them. After that unfortunate abduction, he had become increasingly paranoid where his young wife was concerned. There was no way he was going to let her out of his sight for long now. She’d be much safer aboard under the protection of dozens of fighters, and it wasn’t her first river voyage anyway. Besides, this way they’d be having another lady with them to keep Rita company. That their resident amazon was going too was not even a matter for discussion. She always had before and would again, whenever the services of a master archer were required.

Father Dougal had donned his cassock for the occasion to give the departing force a proper blessing. The man mostly wore civvies now and worked like a regular laborer, rarely bringing up the issue of his ordination. Despite his pleas, Atahualpa refused to prioritize building a church in the new settlement, and the good priest apparently decided that an extra pair of strong hands would help bring that moment closer, if only a little bit. But today was a special occasion—who knew when the expeditioners might need that extra help from Him? Unhurriedly, the good father said O Holy Mother of God and Our Lady of the Highways, a gong sounded three times, and off they went—into the unknown again. Carried by the current of the Crystalline, the Yamato soon reached the open waters of the Freona, and it was finally time to test the new sails. A steady westerly wind was blowing, ready to give the ship a bit of a push. Any chance to give the men a break from rowing and save their physical strength for the battles to come would be welcome—all the more so since quite a few among the crew had never seen any serious organized combat, whether on Earth or in their new homeland. And even in the case of those who did, the experience was not immediately transferable. Leroy Williams, a tank gunner, had fired shells at enemy positions without ever seeing much of what he was shooting at. Giacomo D’Angelo, an EOD technician, had served two tours in Iraq, clearing IEDs from roads and building. Kosta Kantar had been driving a Humvee and was wounded and given an honorable discharge when his vehicle was hit by an enemy RPG. How did all of that relate to swinging battle axes and swords in a face-to-face melee? Anyhow, the voyage was expected to last for at least two weeks, and even if they stayed on schedule, it would still be quite an ordeal. There was no need to push the men hard unless he had to.

***

As the Yamato slowly approached a quiet bay overgrown with reeds and bulrushes, Luther took note of a tall tree with a stork nest on it. The landmark was quite familiar, signifying the location of one of the first enemy villages on their way. On his previous voyages, passing the place, Luther remembered always seeing a bunch of Vuxes there, fishing or doing God only knew what. Their village had to be nearby, although, like all the other Vux settlements, it would be a bit further inland. Either way, they were going to test fire the ship’s ballistae to see what the new version of their deadly firepots had to offer. Even if those simply set the woods around the village on fire, the terrifying effect would be worth the trouble. In any case, it was better than just hurling the flaming projectiles into the blue yonder.

As the anchor was lowered slowly from the stern, armed fighters crowded the deck. Standing among them, Luther stroked the hilt of his new sword again and again. His trusty old piece forged from a bus spring was now long gone, having been surrendered to the Haitas when he and the members of his imaginary band were unexpectedly caught on the river. This would be a much better weapon, the blacksmiths assured him, but it still had to be tested in battle and would take some getting used to. Ditto for new plate armor that had replaced the old chain mail suit he acquired when taking possession of the Argo almost a year earlier. Luther was not so sure he liked all that shiny new stuff better, but of all the other things lost he missed his old bow the most. The new one was okay—he had had his pick of numerous similar weapons originating both in the north and south—but even after customizing the piece extensively Luther was not quite sure he could do more, or at least as much, damage with it than with the tried and true old toxon. Or perhaps he was simply getting older, more battle-weary, and set in his own ways. That was not necessarily a good thing, he told himself.

Rita, who was standing next to him, leaned over the side, trying to make out something in the deep morning fog.

“I smell smoke, Luther.”

“That’s probably from the fuses,” Luther said.

“No. It doesn’t smell like tar. It’s a campfire.”

As the fog began lifting, little by little, they could now see the vague outlines of conical huts behind the trees.

“Seven teepees, or whatever they are called,” Luther said to no one in particular. “By Vux standards, it’s a large enough settlement. There could be up to twenty warriors in it—or only just one.”

“Uh-huh, the rest being away raiding human settlements along the Freona,” Rita grumbled. She had been quickly becoming just about a grumpy as him lately, Luther noted.

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” he nodded.

At that moment, the ship swayed, the bottom scraping against the muddy ground, and the Yamato stopped—just a few yards short of the shore. As the sails were being stowed, a long gangplank, usually intended for boarding enemy ships, was thrown down. At the same time, artillery crews were scurrying around their ballistae, igniting fuses on the projectiles. However, Luther never saw any of that—he was the first to set foot ashore, leading the assault team. As the troops made their way through the thin forest, two large flaming balls whistled overhead, and the air filled with the smell of tarred hemp burning. Both ballistae fired simultaneously, the burning pots breaking through the walls of the nearest huts and scattering a shower of fireflies all around. The first screams followed.

As they entered the village, a heavily armed Vux jumped out from behind one of the huts—apparently having been sleeping on duty. That was precisely the reason Luther wanted to launch the assault during the graveyard shift. Catching the enemy unawares could directly translate into the attackers suffering much less damage themselves. Indeed, before Luther could do anything to counter the big bruiser’s charge, the troglodyte fell, stricken by multiple arrows.

The crossbowmen in his assault team had not yet fired a shot, imply holding their weapons at the ready.

“Fire at will!” Luther gave the order. “We are on!”

And then it was as if a dam had burst: everyone yelled at once, with multiple battle cries adding to the thud of bows and the crackle of flames. The Vuxes were shouting too, although they probably couldn’t yet comprehend the magnitude of what was happening to them. Without giving the shooters time to reload, Luther ordered swords out and the charge started in earnest.

As the Vuxes emerging from their huts were being met with spears and halberds, the wall of the largest abode suddenly exploded outward from a powerful blow—a Vux altanak adorned with customary necklaces and bracelets burst out through the breach, wielding a club with multiple quartz crystals embedded in it. However, once outside, he dropped it, spreading his arms, palms up, and freezing in place. A dance of blue sparks flickered around his fingers: the Big Kahuna was preparing to bring the power of magic on the heads of the irreverent interlopers. However, that strange weapon had one significant flaw—it did not strike immediately, requiring at least a few seconds to cock and discharge. The panicked shaman failed to account for that or simply forgot in the mayhem of the sudden predawn attack. Whatever the case really was, half a dozen arrows struck the man at the same time, sending him down. The little blue lights went out before they could do any damage. Once again, cold steel, used timely and properly, won over the magic tricks. After that, the fight quickly turned into an outright massacre. The howling Vuxes could not mount any concerted resistance and fell to a man within minutes. Only a few latecomers bursting out of the flaming huts made a run for the woods, but the archers managed to get most of them before they could find cover behind the trees. Since the savages lived in primitive squalor, there were hardly any trophies worth taking in the pitiful village. Luther ordered the men to collect Vux weapons and throw them in the fire to prevent the ugly spears and clubs from being used ever again. For a moment, he briefly considered taking the altanak’s bracelets and necklaces but decided against it—God only knew what kind of deadly filth lived on them. He took the magic stone though to bring as a gift to Mlish, although how useful the piece still was remained to be seen. In the meantime, the shooters quickly collected their arrows and crossbows and got ready to go back to the ship. No one among their ranks died, although there were a few wounds sustained, most of them minor. The humans had won their first victory. The entire affair took no more than fifteen minutes.

***

Over the next four days, the Yamato made its way up to the ruins of the ancient city, leaving death and devastation in its wake. All in all, five villages were destroyed, much in the same manner: a few firepots lobbed into the anticipated target area, a quick landing, and a short massacre in the end. However, it quickly became apparent that different Vux villages were somehow communicating with each other using some local version of a jungle telegraph because by the third, and especially the fourth day of their rolling assault the earthlings increasingly found the settlements abandoned. In some of them, they could catch the tail end of the general flight as their ship approached. Either way, all the attackers would have left to do was burn the huts and everything in and around them. All of a sudden, going further up the Nara as Luther originally intended made no more sense. Yet, he still declared the raid a success. Hopefully, the Vuxes would now think twice before deciding to poke the bear again, and in any case they would not have enough men and equipment for quite some time to try blocking the river when a ship was passing by.

Quickly switching to the second part of the operation—the salt run—Luther had the ship docked at the very same pier they used the previous year. However, unlike on that maiden voyage of the Argo, he first led a large group to comb the area around the mine in a sweeping arc to make sure there were no more Vuxes or strange local bears around. What was it Udur called them back then? Tais, their trusty helmsman said. Them dangerous. Indeed, Luther agreed, that was why they were doing the sweep to begin with. Except the beasts were probably smarter than Vuxes and had no desire to make contact with the humans again. Hard as the scouts tried, they did not find any. By the time the Argo arrived two days later, the area had long been declared safe, and Yamato’s hold was already almost half full. Another ten tons or so of the valuable mineral were ready for the taking, stashed in large piles in the clearing outside the crawlway. Unfortunately, the heavy baskets still needed to be carried back to the ships using humans as beasts of burden. For the time being, some things couldn’t be helped, Luther mused, cringing under a heavy load on the way back to the Yamato.

As the ships, laden with some twenty tons of salt between the two of them, finally turned back to go home, they still had three days left until the end of the original two-week schedule. Standing on the deck, watching the now refreshingly empty riverbanks, Luther was fully aware that it would be not quite a two-day’s journey from there to the site of the Mother of All Disasters on the border with Haitana and the riches untold it still held. However, they had no time to spare and no room in the ships’ hold to make the extra effort worth it. Besides, the troops were fairly tired after all that fighting and manual labor, and the wounded needed urgent attention from the village’s doctors. The place was so close—and yet so far. They would just have to pay it a visit some other time. That said, Luther was still fairly happy with what they had achieved in the span of not quite the annual paid vacation in most places back on Earth. In addition to pacifying the Vuxes and stocking up on salt for the coming year, the men on board had also got a good taste of hand-to-hand combat as an organized force and developed proper unit cohesion. They were no longer just workers and peasants—they were warriors ready to meet any subsequent threat head on. That alone was worth the effort and sacrifice.


Chapter 15

Even more people gathered to welcome the ships back than had sent them off. It was not surprising: the fieldwork had been finished, and the logging camp vacated due to the lack of men for its protection, since most of the able fighters had gone on the voyage. Practically all the settlers were now gathered in the village, almost never venturing beyond its outskirts and focusing solely on construction. The occasional hunting and fishing excursions were the only exceptions.

Back on dry land, Luther was happy to report to Atahualpa that the mission had been a success and only cost them six wounded, one of those critically. All things considered, it was a great victory—especially in comparison with the estimated three to four hundred enemy dead. Atahualpa beamed.

“Take your husband away, woman,” he grinned at Deirdre. “He’s done enough!”

Turning back to Luther, he grew serious for a moment.

“Go, my friend! Go have something to eat, take a bath. That was one hell of a job! I’ll see you at dinner, and then you and I will have to palaver. There’s news.”

On the way to their new home, Luther once again marveled at the speed with which the new village grew. Brought together by a common goal, everyone showed incredible enthusiasm. Even the teens and younger children who could have wiggled out of it easily insisted on doing their part, to the extent possible. The last time the humanity showed so much unity and goodwill, Luther reckoned, was probably during the American revolution and a few other such pivotal moments world over, and even then history books were largely an exercise in getting a macro perspective, with no one paying much, if any attention to the dissenting voices or holdouts. This here was different, with everyone pulling in the same direction as one. How long that incredible spur of the moment unity would last remained to be seen, and yes, the place did have its share of renegades, but for the moment, in the short time that had elapsed since the move, the results were nothing short of spectacular.

Aside from the actual housing construction, a rapidly rising wall was now being built around the entire town, wherever it was not protected by high rocks or stretches of water. Since there were no easily reachable sources of suitable stones around, and logs could be potentially flammable, Atahualpa’s engineers had come up with a fairly ingenious solution: a double row of wooden stakes was installed all around, with the two-yard-wide gap between them filled with a mixture of soil and gravel. It was not unlike what the US Army did to build its forward operating bases in the desert, only here the process was nowhere near as industrialized, and most of the work was done the old-fashioned way, i.e. manually. Additionally, Luther noticed, the outside row of logs was also lined up with roughly cut blocks of limestone held together with plenty of mortar. Yes, they were even making their own cement now! In less than two weeks, at least two hundred feet of this substantial wall were completed in the exposed areas. The sides facing the stream and the river were a much lower priority since those natural barriers would offer ample protection in their own right. However, as Atahualpa told Luther at dinner, once all the more immediate gaps were plugged, additional fortifications would be built on the banks as well when time and other needs allowed. But what really surprised Luther was the ongoing work to build what they called the Rocky Castle. The work had only just been started, but even then the outlines of the small fort on top of the rock face protecting the settlement from the south was already clearly visible. And any waste rock left by the effort went straight into the landfill—i.e. the outer wall being raised down below. It was a win-win all around. As Luther and Deirdre were passing by, stonemasons were busily working on a wide staircase to connect the Castle with the areas down below. The limestone for that and other purposes was mined at a quarry not quite a mile up, on the left bank of the Crystalline, and then dragged to the site by teams of sledge and wagon pullers. Indeed, the village badly needed horses or mules, and lots of them too.

As they were walking away, Luther spotted Mlish in the crowd and waved him over. The old man had aged significantly over the winter. Starvation-level rations weakened him quickly, and then pneumonia almost finished him off. The healer from the south said he would make a full recovery, but for now the man walked with a cane, and not very steadily at that, which was the primary reason why Luther left him behind when they embarked on the journey north. Indeed, war was a young man’s game—or at least younger.

As Mlish came over and bowed, Luther grinned and reached into his pocket.

“Tada!” he said, producing a small but hefty pouch. “I have a little present for you, my friend.”

Inside of it, there were now almost a dozen of cydas stones he had been collecting from dead altanaks along the way. Most of the magic men were caught unawares like everyone else and hardly had the time to waste the precious trinkets on some half-baked nonsense.

The old man’s hands trembled as he accepted the pouch and looked inside.

“Luther!” he gasped. “This… this is an enormous treasure! I’ve known kings who couldn’t afford so many amulets!”

“And the treasure is all yours now. Except I have no idea how much magic charge there’s still left in each of them.”

“Most stones are bright, which suggests they are still full. Even a weak one will be worth a lot, but these… It’s odd though—who could have thought the Vuxes would have so many of these gems?”

“Well, almost every village had an altanak, and isn’t that what these yahoos do, play with magic stones?”

“Still, I wonder where the cannibals are getting them from.”

“From Gryndir, where else?”

“That much is clear, but mining gems in the dead desert is a very difficult and dangerous task. An occasional stroke of luck I can understand—anyone can get lucky. But every damn altanak? All knew, fully charged pieces? I wish I knew how the Vuxes are getting them!”

“Well, next time we could try to take one of the altanaks alive and ask him. Except how? It’s not like anyone knows that gobbledygook they speak. Or do you?”

“No,” Mlish shook his head. “But they sure do have a language. They say things. However, I think… Or I don’t think, rather.”

“Don’t think what?”

“I don’t think I can accept the entire bag from you, Luther. You have no idea how much those are worth. A single fresh stone could easily buy you another ship the size of the Yamato down south.”

“Wow!” Luther whistled. “But that doesn’t change anything. We are not going south any time soon, and I don’t think we need any more ships. What would I do with these things in the meantime? Start a bank?”

“With your permission, I’ll take two,” Mlish sighed. “For my purposes, that would be more than enough. And besides, I am simply afraid to keep such a huge fortune on my frail person. I mean, I know your people are all nice and proper, but still… they are only people, you know.”

“Well, if you say so. Take your pick, and I’ll hold on to the rest of them for now.”

“If I could make a suggestion,” Mlish said, obviously relieved, “why don’t you give one to that young medic fellow we brought from the south? Cydas stones have a great healing power, and every doctor trained anywhere to the south of the rapids has at least some understanding of how to use them.”

“All right,” Luther nodded. “That’s actually not such a bad idea at all.”

“It isn’t. But trust me, Luther, keep the rest of them for yourself. Someday you’d be glad you had.”

***

After dinner, armed with a celebratory gourd bottle of berry wine, Luther and Atahualpa spent about three hours talking, all the more so since Deirdre had gone to visit her uncle and then a few friends. That might take a while, she said. Two weeks didn’t seem like much, but on the other hand it may well have been forever, seeing how many new issues had come up over that time. To be sure, most of them were beyond Luther’s ability to solve, but in any case two heads were better than one, especially when knowledge and experience each of them contained were complementary to each other. Among other things, Atahualpa finally agreed to begin the watermill project, albeit at a slower pace than Luther would like. The man also had a condition: the wheel was to serve not just the ironworkers and blacksmiths, but bakers as well. They were expecting their first cereal harvest in the fall—and what use would all that grain be if they did not have a mill to turn it into flower? Luther said yes, although in his opinion they were a step ahead of themselves in that matter. Local wheat and rye were significantly inferior to what they were used to on Earth since the cultures apparently lacked centuries of selective breeding required to evolve better, more productive varieties. Besides, the fairly primitive sowing technique used and the general inexperience of the newfangled grain farmers were bound to take their toll as well. According to the near-omniscient Mlish, fifty bags of seed grain would yield no more than three hundred bags of new grain at harvest, which was a fairly disheartening ratio.

When the good mayor left, Luther pulled out a piece of bark which routinely served them as a writing paper substitute and used a sharpened stick to sketch the outlines of their future water wheel and jot down the estimate of how much labor, materials, and time building and installing the entire setup would take. To be sure, an engineer or a business major he wasn’t, but street—or rather outdoor—smarts sure did beat book knowledge in most primitive situations, such as theirs. Besides, he had tinkered with stuff all his life long and had a solid grasp of basic mechanics. Besides, there would be proper engineers involved too. For now, he just needed to put a convincing case together for what he was going to try to achieve.

He was well into it when a knock on the door brought him back from the world of wooden beams, cubic feet of excavation, and man-hours.

“It’s open,” Luther said. “Come in, whoever you are.”

Father Dougal, dressed in his worn out cassock for some unexplainable reason, stepped in, followed by Sujit and Ken Paisley. Luther hardly knew Paisley who was the leader of a sizable settlement further down the Freona’s right bank, which, as Atahualpa told him, had now joined forces with their own new town. Father Dougal was basically family, and Sujit was a long-standing acquaintance from their first day in the new world, but neither of them had been in the habit of visiting him at home without being invited. And why Paisley at all?

“I thought Deirdre went to see you, Father,” Luther said, raising his eyebrows.

“She did,” the priest said. “We talked, and then she went to see someone else.”

“All right then. Come on in, come on in. Take a seat.”

As the trio took their seats on a crude bench by the wall, Luther could feel tension suddenly growing. Father Dougal made a fairly lame attempt at a casual conversation, asking Luther a few questions about his adventures in Haitana. Luther answered in a fairly noncommittal way, sticking to what his visitors could have easily learned at the mess hall. Sujit nodded and grunted a couple of times. Ken Paisley listened intently but said nothing—until he finally did, getting straight to the point. “Luther, weren’t you the head honcho here before?”

“Yes, but that was a long time ago,” Luther nodded, not quite sure where the man was going with that but suddenly feeling even more uncomfortable. ”At the very beginning, when we first came here and settled. Back on the island, I mean. Atahualpa only came later. From the north, like everyone else.”

“And why did you give up the top spot?”

“Huh? Why would I want it to begin with? It’s a lot of additional responsibility, and I wouldn’t be able to do other things no one else but me could pull off. Gold, iron, the trip south… Look at Atahualpa: sometimes I wonder if he ever sleeps at all. Besides, I am just a geologist. I am no manager. Atahualpa is.”

“Too bad,” Ken said. “You would have made a much better leader.”

“Oh? How do you reckon?” Luther asked, finally realizing where the conversation was going.

“Would you have decided to move to the shore, especially to the left bank?”

“Well, from what I hear, there was no other choice. The island got flooded, and that was it. Besides, all our food and mineral sources are right here, on the left bank, and we have our pick of locations. It makes sense.”

“That’s not what I mean,” Ken grimaced. “Rumor has it you were against moving…”

“Huh? I was not even aware you guys had moved. Nor did I have any idea that was something that was about to happen.”

“Yes, but you have expressed your concerns to Atahualpa right away when you came back, haven’t you?”

“That was in a private conversation, but those walls must have had ears, it seems. So now we are down to discussing gossip?”

All of a sudden, Luther could clearly see how the unlikely triumvirate could have come together. Paisley, who not so much earlier was running his own show, was apparently not happy with his new role as a second, or perhaps even third in command. Father Dougal apparently held a grudge again the militantly atheist Atahualpa who was standing between him and his much coveted church. But what was Sujit doing, chumming up with those two malcontents? Wasn’t the man only interested in his forge, of which he was now the lord and master?

“For the record,” Luther continued, “at first I didn’t quite see the wisdom in the decision to move to the mainland. But moving off the island was inevitable. We just couldn’t stay there any longer, and for more reasons than one.”

“And where would you have moved if it were up to you?” Sujit chimed in.

“Not far, actually. There used to be a cultist settlement a little bit further down the river—you probably remember it.”

“Yes, the Haitas destroyed it in the fall, just before they laid siege to us.”

“That island is much higher than ours, so it doesn’t flood as much.”

“It’s smaller though,” the blacksmith countered.

“Yes. But it is still large enough to house two or three settlements like this one. And it has a much larger island nearby. The fields and gardens would be less than a hundred yards away across the channel. And we could anchor all our ships right there, away from the open waters on the Freona.”

“And we wouldn’t have had to move all that far,” Ken nodded. “This is actually a great idea. Where were you when we were discussing it?”

“I was actually in a place I’d rather not be, ever,” Luther chuckled. “Besides, I quickly changed my mind on the issue. Once you begin thinking about it, that other island is no answer. To be sure, a hundred or two hundred people could make a nice home of it, and they wouldn’t have to build much in the way of defensive fortifications. But there are close to six hundreds of us now. How do you propose feeding all those folks? By fishing from your own backyard? Besides, the river would freeze again in winter, cutting the place off from the rest of the world. Where would you go if there’s a fire, and the entire place goes up in smoke? Or if the Haitas attack again—and thank you very much, I don’t think anyone would want a repeat of what happened in the fall. Face it, gentlemen: we are smack in the middle of the Middle Ages here, no pun intended. We do not have the luxury of having private estates or even living in small communities. We either stick together, or we go extinct. It is only when there are enough of us in one place that we can afford the luxury of not having every man, woman, and child spending their waking hours fishing, hunting, or picking those damn roots. It is only then that you, Sujit, can have your beloved forge, and I can go searching for copper or what other things we might need. Oh, and yes, that includes your church too, Father. Now, what’s your pet project, Ken? And wasn’t getting bigger and more flexible precisely the reason why you guys picked up stakes and decided to join us here?”

“You are preaching to the choir, Luther,” Paisley said. “No one here is disputing the need for larger settlements.”

“Good! Because until and unless everyone can just go to their local supermarket and buy what they need, we have no other choice but to mind where we live and where our food comes from. We can’t just fish, let alone hunt and expect to survive in the long run. As it is, game is becoming scarce and requires traveling further. We need fields—and quite a lot of them, actually, since the current estimate is it will take at least five or six square feet planted with wheat or rye for every lousy loaf of bread we expect to get in the end. And if you don’t want to just make it a Christmas treat, we’ll need acres upon acres of land under cultivation. And frankly, I can’t wait to finally see some spuds, cabbage, and onions. Never mind tomatoes, those are but a luxury. So my question to you is: how do you squeeze all that into a small, rocky island?”

“So I gather you fully agree with Atahualpa's decision to move?”

“Why Atahualpa’s?” Luther frowned. “As far as I understand, it was a decision made by a meeting of all the residents.”

“That was a circus, not a meeting,” Sujit grumbled. “Many objected, including myself. But Atahualpa was vehement, and he got his way. I just don’t understand why we had to abandon the old settlement completely? It was a great fortress. The forge and the smelting furnaces could easily stay there.”

“And what would the point be?” Luther asked. “You wanted to keep hauling the ore from miles away? On the other hand, here it’s just over the hill, ready for the taking. And there’s plenty of wood for making charcoal. In fact, the conditions here are perfect for iron and steel production and blacksmithing. Atahualpa has just approved the construction of a water mill, so that we could build an excellent main hammer. There’ll be no more turning the crank by hand. And the river will power the bellows too—imagine how many people that will free up! And it’s more reliable this way, the shaft won’t need a break to blow its nose or go to the bathroom.”

“Are you serious?” Sujit perked up.

“Absolutely. We can really expand here. This is the mainland, so there’s plenty of room. Besides, back on the island, we couldn’t just dam the Freona. Here, we can. I was actually drafting the designs when you came.”

Luther slid several pieces of bark towards the blacksmith. Immediately forgetting all about “big politics,” Sujit busied himself studying the sketches.

“Jeez, man!” Ken sneered. “Do you ever think about anything other than your forge?”

“Of course!” Sujit beamed. “Women and booze! Ain’t everyone?”

Luther smiled. Sujit really wasn’t much of a coup plotter.

“We discussed things and decided that something has to give,” Ken continued. “There’s too much on Atahualpa’s shoulders. He clearly cannot cope with it all. We need a management change. And this charter business… it just doesn’t feel right, you know…”

“I don’t,” Luther chuckled. “I’m perfectly fine with the way things are. This community is not large enough to be a democracy. A benevolent ruler, if that’s what you want to call it, is what works best in small groups. Or call him the first among equals, whatever. And we already have one, if you ask me, and I couldn’t wish for a better person on the job. I see no reason whatsoever to change anything. You know, if it ain’t broke…”

The charter was indeed a point of contention, Luther had to admit. Adopted when he was away on his trading trip south, it was intended to calm the rising discontent among certain professional groups in the community. Thus, ironworkers and blacksmiths felt they were working harder than everyone else without receiving any special benefits. They claimed hunters were getting the same share while simply enjoying the outdoors. Other such grievances and mutual claims grew like a snowball. Since introducing money and establishing a free market on such a small scale was practically impossible, Atahualpa and a few of his deputies developed a system not unlike that in a cooperative or a kibbutz. Each particular job was valued based on the amount of effort and hardship involved, and every unit of labor was assigned a certain number of points—an hourly rate, say. Ironworkers, blacksmiths, and warriors participating in dangerous journeys and military campaigns were given the top rate. Meals at the mess hall were valued at a certain number of points, which were subtracted from the total everyone accumulated. Ditto for any permanent housing—unless, that is, one built it himself or herself from scratch, starting with harvesting their own trees. At the end of the month, the remaining points could be exchanged for pieces of iron, which could in turn be used to buy extra food or items brought by Luther from the southern lands. Moreover, visits to Zhou’s village were allowed and encouraged on market days, which occurred there every two weeks, attracting buyers and sellers from around the entire area. Iron ingots were eagerly accepted there as payment. It was by far not a perfect system, and it almost broke down completely during the winter famine, yet no one had come up with anything better yet. And the military communism-like arrangement of the initial period—“from each according to his ability, to each according to his needs”—could not be expected to last forever and keep everyone happy. What was happening to them was what every new society in human history had gone through at some time or other and had to find a suitable solution for. In their particular case, even when the point system worked well, there were enough harsh decisions to make—such as when someone was accused of habitual laziness and had to be expelled from the settlement as a moocher who was not worth his or her rations. There were not many of those, but the mechanism for such a drastic measure clearly existed and kept most people in check. However, quite a few only complied grudgingly, arguing that their particular kind of work was undercompensated, while others lamented harsh fines—points deducted for a slew of minor transgressions. Everyone agreed that the system had to be modified to become more fair and comprehensive, except no one yet knew what exactly had to be done to achieve the desired effect. If you have a better solution, Atahualpa would say, I am all ears. Otherwise, just fall with the program or go elsewhere. Luther concurred. There was simply not much of an alternative under the circumstances.

Overall, Atahualpa, like anyone else in any position of power, quickly made quite a few enemies, but Luther didn’t expect someone like Paisley, a new and willing convert, to turn against the man so quickly. To be sure, everyone was a critic, but as a community they simply could not afford to waste time on never-ending parliamentary debates, motions, and other such lawyerly things designed for a different place at a different stage of development.

“I’m not saying we need to fire Atahualpa,” Ken Paisley said, seemingly eager to correct what clearly looked like a negative reception on Luther’s part. “We are not trying to stage a coup here. I am just saying that there is only that much a single person can handle. Why not create a council of the most literate and respected men among us? Let them decide things together.”

“But we have one already!” Luther said, still unconvinced. “A meeting is convened once a week, attended by ten to twenty people in key positions. Plus there are operational meetings on specific issues whenever those are needed. And when something major pops up, a general assembly is called, just like before the relocation.”

“Yes, but all of this happens in a fairly ad hoc manner. Atahualpa invites whoever he wants; there’s no, oh, I don’t know, procedure to follow if you will.”

“Now you are talking nonsense, Ken!” Luther said. “No offense. Anyone who has something coherent to say is free to attend, and the heads of production units are expressly required to do so. Sujit, for example, is always present as the chief blacksmith. So is the quartermaster, whatever his name is, and a bunch of others. If that’s not a council, I don’t know what is. What is this super-duper committee of yours supposed to do anyway?”

“Well… Discuss long-term issues, devise policies to be adopted… That kind of things. Atahualpa won’t be blindly groping when new problems arise. We’ll be determining the most effective solutions together.”

“Okay, I get it. What you are basically advocating for is a bunch of unelected, unaccountable motor mouths telling the general manager how to do his job. And then the man has to figure out how to build those castles in Spain all on his own and take the fall for failing to deliver, right? I don’t think I am with you on this, pal. Sorry. As it is, Atahualpa hardly suggests any new ideas of his own. He listens, and he uses his brain to separate the wheat from the chaff. The man is no fuhrer, if that’s what you are suggesting. He’s barely a fully-fledged CEO. The last thing we need at this point is to saddle him with extra bureaucracy. Look, Ken, I know you were some sort of a government official in your past life, but I don’t think this particular kind of experience applies here. Still, I can see where you are coming from with this. I think I even know what Dougal’s beef is in all of this—sorry, Father, no offense. We are family, right? But Sujit? What’s in it for you, man? Or do you want to be a banana republic general?”

“Huh?” the blacksmith perked up from the drawings. “I don’t even like bananas all that much. It’s just that I also happen to think that Atahualpa puts too much on his plate.”

“Then confront him directly about it instead of grumbling in the shadows. Why don’t you speak up and bring your grievances to light at the very next meeting—or even at tomorrow’s quick get-together?”

“Oh, all right,” the blacksmith grumbled. “I don’t really care what the man does, as long as he doesn’t mess with my own work. Which he does—we had toiled over that forge all winter, only to abandon it in a day.”

“But don’t you see the potential here and all the new opportunities this place offers?”

“I do now, though I haven’t thought much about it until you brought it up. And no one told me anything about that water wheel. That’s going to be a real game changer.”

“I am sure it will be. Now, what about you, Father? Do you also think we need yet another council to set things right? Even those of them that are not strictly speaking wrong? Anyway, something’s telling me these folks are all going to be godless heathens with even less of an interest in building a Catholic church than our good friend Atahualpa. Even if you get a seat on that council yourself, there won’t be much you could do, I am afraid.”

The priest sighed.

“Oh, I understand. But it still doesn’t sit right with me. We have believers among us, you know, and quite a few at that, yet they won’t even let us build a small chapel. I know there’s a shortage of everything, but I wasn’t asking for much to begin with. The faithful are willing to work in their own free time, in the evenings. They just need a permission to do so. We could put up a chapel in a week or two, without detracting from anything else.”

“Are you aware people are working fourteen to sixteen hour days already? Heck, you are too, and you still think it’s a good idea to saddle them with even more work? And then expect them to perform and not fall asleep on the job the following day? I’ll tell you what’s going to happen—a lot of injuries and maybe even deaths. Are you sure this can’t possibly wait until a less hectic time? I have no doubts your god will forgive you for the delay.”

“He’s your god too,” the priest grumbled. “He’s everyone’s.”

“Oh, let’s not even go there. You know I am not religious.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know, you heathen.”

“Make no mistake—you’ll get your church even if I have to build it myself. Just not right now, okay?”

The door swung open, and Deirdre stepped in.

“Huh, and here comes the lady of the house!” Luther smiled. “Come on in, honey. How have you been?”

“You sure I am not intruding or anything?” Deirdre asked. “I mean it looks like you’ve been eating lemons here.”

“No, no, how could you possibly be intruding in your own home?”

“Your impossible husband is right, girl,” Father Dougal said, rising to his feet. “We were leaving anyway.”

Throwing Luther a mean look, Ken was the first out of the door, the priest following. Sujit lingered a moment.

“Would you show me the blueprints once you’re done?” he asked.

“But of course! This is going to be your equipment to operate. I won’t even be able to finish the design without your input. Perhaps you and I should go scout the site together soon.”

“Good man! We totally should,” Sujit beamed, and then he was gone too.

“What was that about?” Deirdre asked when the door closed.

“Ah, politics. You don’t want to know.”

“Eew! It surely didn’t take long. You know, a mosquito tried to bite me for the first time today.”

“Well, I would have picked the same delicious target too,” Luther smiled.

“You, bootlicker! I am sure there’s going to be tons of mosquitoes here in the summer.”

“Nope, no more than on the island, honey. The area is hardly waterlogged—no marshes or wetlands of any kind. A few hundred feet from the river, there won’t be any at all. Remember that prospecting trip into the hills I took with Rita last year? I did not have a single bite to show for it.”

“Perhaps you had something else to show?”

“How do you mean?”

“We’ll, you and Rita!”

“Oh, please, honey! There’s only one woman for me. Rita is just a brother-in-arms. I mean, sister. One hell of a sister, but only just that. You can sleep easy, sweetie pie.”

“I know,” Deirdre reached up, kissing him slightly on the lips. “I am just messing with you. Speaking of sleeping…”

***

Luther stopped and pointed his index finger straight down.

“We’ll place the bellows right here, directly under the shaft, on the same level. This way, we won’t need a gearbox or anything.”

“Don’t you think it’s a bit high?” Sujit asked.

“Nope, it’s right on the money. Keep it in mind that the river’s going to rise some six or seven feet, plus the wheel itself will be tall enough. The shaft will be about three feet above the ground.”

Sujit was still skeptical.

“There’s also this load thing. You want a single wheel to power the bellows, and the foundry, and the mill? And the forging hammer too? You sure your calculations are correct?”

“It should be enough. Water is a formidable force… Although you’re right—it may be a bit too much at times. That’s why we are going to disconnect some of those things from the main drive at times and then put them back on whenever needed. We won’t have to stop the wheel for that.”

“I hope the whole thing won’t just fall apart because of the overload. It will all be wood, won’t it? Even the shaft itself and the gears?

“Can you make them out of steel?”

“Are you kidding? Something like that will take months’ worth of our smelting output. And then how do you propose we forge a five-foot gear?”

“Can you make it out of cast iron?”

“Do you know anything about casting?”

“No, not really.”

“Neither do I. Nor does anyone else around here. We struggled to cast even those relatively small anvils, and then it took forever to finish them manually anyway. We are hobbyists, basically. We still have a lot to learn.”

“Indeed we do, and that’s why we are better off with wood.”

“But it’s going to be unreliable…”

“Well, all things break. But even if we have to repair the wheel every week, it will still be worth it. Remember your old forge? Two guys taking turns to pump the bellows and Udur cranking the power hammer? Now imagine them all doing something actually useful. And the wheel won’t be taking any bathroom breaks either.”

“You are preaching to the choir, Luther. I am well aware of the benefits. All right, what about the site itself?”

“What about it?”

“It’s almost half a mile away from the settlement. I think that’s too far.”

“But look at the positive side: folks in town won’t have to breathe the smoke all the time. Back in the old place, the EPA would have been all over you before you could even fire that thing up.”

“Ah, this isn’t the old place. There’s Vuxes now in lieu of the tree huggers. You kicked their butts real hard during this raid of yours, but are you sure this is going to last? And what about the Haitas? Are you going to give them a thrashing too? Or what’s to stop anyone at all from sneaking in at night and sabotaging the entire operation?”

“We could erect a couple of stone towers here and encircle the entire area with a wall. A few guards could easily fend off small attacks, and in case of something serious help will be sent from town.”

“Do you realize how much extra work that’s going to take?”

“Would you rather do without altogether? No? Then I don’t see any other way. It’s doable, if you ask me.”

“Look at that! The little bastard’s eavesdropping!” Sujit suddenly said.

Turning around, Luther saw a large ground squirrel emerging from a barely noticeable hole. Eyes on the people, ears twitching, as serious as a prosecutor at trial, the creature did look as if it had been listening in.

“He’s probably thinking he’d better get the hell out of here before the construction begins,” Luther chuckled.

Behind them, there was suddenly a loud whistle, and turning around Luther saw a teenage boy running towards them.

“Atahualpa is calling for you! It’s urgent!”

“And what’s the urgency?” Sujit asked.

“The Haitas!”


Chapter 16

Fortunately, it was not quite time to go to battle yet. No one had attacked the village, nor were any raxas seen anywhere near. There was, however, a message from Victor Zhou on the other bank saying there had been a raid. Asked who was raided, where and when, the boy couldn’t give a coherent answer, mostly feeding the inquisitors his own conjectures. It appeared no one really told him much.

Atahualpa’s cabin was so small and cramped that all meetings were usually held under a larger canopy outside. By the time Luther and Sujit arrived, eleven men had already assembled there, including the priest and Ken Paisley. That was only about half of the top echelon—the leaders that directed the life of the village, each overseeing his own particular aspect of the community’s daily existence. But quite a few could not be summoned on such a short notice on account of being out of town on some project or other, or hunting, like Max. But a half was enough. They had quorum.

”All right, here’s the gist of it. About thirty minutes ago, fishermen delivered a letter from Victor Zhou—a courier had flagged them down from the other bank. I’ll read it to you now.”

Unrolling a thin, lye-treated scroll of bark, the mayor began reading in a colorless monotone.

“Greetings, Atahualpa! I hope all is well on your side of this great river of ours. Unfortunately, I can’t say the same about us. The Haitas have been seen in the area, and they do not seem to be regular small patrols we’re more or less used to by now. This time it’s a massive force. Currently, they're still far enough up the river, but they are moving our way quickly enough. Refugees are flooding in, sharing tales of the enemy’s brutality. It seems the Haitas have launched a major assault, intending to kill or chase us all out of here. We must come together to halt their advance before they take us out piecemeal, village by village. I have reached out to everyone I know, including you. Everyone should muster as many warriors as they can and rendezvous on the eastern shore of Burnt Lake. Our own contingent will be there by dusk and wait for two more days. Time is of the essence—we cannot afford to drag our feet, and no one will be able to hide or sit it out this time. We must stop that menace and defeat them before they come any closer. Please make haste—your support is crucial”

Rolling the scroll back, Atahualpa sighed and sat down.

“Now you all know as much as I do.”

“Where was that duplicitous bugger when we were under siege by the Haitas back on the island?” Sujit sneered. “Now he wants us to come help him? Yeah, right.”

“Seconded,” Ken Paisley said. “I don’t see why we should get involved at all. Let those folks on the other side fend for themselves for once.”

“In all fairness, Ken, until very recently you have also been part of these ‘folks on the other side’,” Atahualpa chuckled. “And I don’t quite remember you or your men coming to help us either.”

“Impossible, absolutely impossible!” Mr. Gantenbein, the village’s frugal quartermaster, chimed in. “We don’t have enough people or weapons for a sizeable expedition. And don’t even get me started on food supplies and accessories.”

“And who is going to run security here?” asked a man Luther had not even had a chance to meet yet. “And what about the wall and other fortifications that are nowhere near completed? Once the men are gone, this is it. Good luck trying to defend this place without a wall.”

“What do you think the Haitas will do once they’re done scorching the right bank?” asked Rita, the only woman on the council. “If I were in their shoes, I’d immediately cross to the other side to finish off whoever was still there. And the walls won’t be ready by then either.”

“Oh, the walls!” Sujit sighed. “ It looks like we can kiss our water wheel bye-bye now either way. And the new forge too, for that matter, huh, Luther?”

“Would you rather we built it and then they came and wrecked it?”

“That’s a rhetorical question, right?”

“It is,” Luther nodded. “I don’t think we have much of a choice now. The Haitas are coming, and they are not going to stop, Rita’s right about that. If not us, then who? We have the ships, and we have the weapons. Unlike in that old movie, we have soldiers too. Not as many as we would like, but at least some.”

“I am with you on that,” Father Dougal said. “Some of them are indeed lean, mean fighting machines. Had I had a hundred such warriors, I wouldn’t have abandoned my settlement back at the time. Oh, and I think we do have the weapons. Truth be told, the forge has been busy all winter long.”

“I don’t think we could muster a hundred,” Luther sighed. “Out of those who went on the raid against the Vuxes with me, only about three dozen proved to be up to the task. We could add a few hunters here and there, but altogether, I don’t think it’ll be more than fifty. That’s still quite a force though. I only wish they had more experience battling the real enemy. Vuxes were essentially pushovers, at least this time they were.”

“Didn’t most of those folks fight the Haitas during the siege in the fall?” Atahualpa asked.”

“That was manning the walls and such. Battling the Haitas in the field will be very different. Especially if they brought the dead knights with them. Those are like heavy cavalry, for those of you who don’t know. And they are deadly and relentless.”

“Well, if we could come up with fifty fighters, so could Zhou, I am sure,” Sujit said. “And so could everyone else. There are over four thousand earthlings living in the area now. I’d say two to three hundred fighters would be feasible. The real question is how large a force it is the Haitas sent this time.”

“You young types tend to be overly optimistic!” Atahualpa sneered. Most of those folks are more likely to scatter and hide again. But if Zhou matches what we bring, that’ll make for a hundred, and then at least some of those scaredy-cats are bound to show up too. But I wouldn’t put my trust in them much. For all the practical purposes, it’s just going to be us and Zhou’s guys.”

“But don’t they understand it’s for their own good?” Daniel Ochoa, their chief agricultural specialist, asked.

“Yeah, well…” Luther shrugged.

“Let’s cut the discussion short here, shall we?” Atahualpa said. “We all know the facts, now we need to make a decision. Let’s keep it simple, folks: raise your hands if you’re in favor of sending over a contingent of our guys. Okay, one, two, three… Nays? Abstaining? The ayes have it! For what it’s worth, I also say we go. As much as I hate the idea. Now, next question: how many, and who exactly?”

“Well, duh,” Sujit quipped. “Everyone who went on that raid with Luther. Plus myself, Beowulf, Max…”

“Well, no!” Ken went up in flames. “You are talking about throwing our best men into the fray. As it is, we had to do without for two weeks while they went on that crusade of yours, Luther. Who is going to stay here and fight the Haitas if they lay siege again? Just one enemy galley coming up the Crystalline will be enough to finish the rest of us off then.”

“I have to agree with you here, as much as I hate to admit it,” Atahualpa said. “As it is, we’ll have to halt most of our other projects here and concentrate on the walls. What a waste! Damn those Haitas!”

“And what would be the point of sending second best?” Luther said. “We’ll simply lose the men and blow the job too. In this case, we’d be better off not sending anyone at all.”

“But we’ve already agreed that we need to go,” Atahualpa sighed. “I guess you are right and I am wrong here then. You too, Ken.”

Paisley grunted but said nothing. Others just nodded their agreement.

“I am assuming I’ll be the one leading the force?” Luther asked.

“Do you know anyone who is more qualified?”

“No. I wish I did. And don’t even bother asking Deirdre. How about you let me take my pick then? I don’t want to be leading sheep to the slaughter. I don’t want that on my conscience, thank you very much.”

“That’s a fair request, everyone, don’t you think?” Atahualpa grimaced. “Let me guess, that’s most of the guys that went upriver with you, including all of the Arkulians. Plus Udur, Max, Sujit… Max will be your second in command again, right? Shucks!”

“Something like that, yes,” Luther nodded. “But don’t despair just yet. There might not even be a battle. Haitas are quick to attack, but if memory serves me right, they are just as quick to run when hit hard. Suicidal, like the Vuxes, they are definitely not.”

“Your words in God’s ears,” Atahualpa sighed. “All right, if there’s nothing else, I think we all have our marching orders. And don’t you try skimping on anything this time, Gantenbein!”

***

The Yamato gently nudged the sandy bottom. As usual, Udur did a great job finding a convenient approach to the shore. Once again, Luther marveled at how some things could not really be taught—they had to come from some kind of a genetic memory rooted in the experience of multiple generations of one’s kin. Not that Luther believed, of course, that geology could not be taught, but incidentally, his father was a geologist too, and his great grandfather spent half his hardscrabble life prospecting for gold in the West. Indeed, some things just ran in the family—be it a human or a Klot one.

Too bad the Klots were gradually going extinct, Luther thought. Talking to Udur every chance he got, struggling through their helmsman’s preference for silence, language difficulties, and the quirks of Klot psychology, Luther knew that their overall population around the Freona had been dwindling year after year. As it is, having lost his own family in a Vux raid years earlier, Udur had never been able to find another mate, or perhaps he simply did not feel like it, adopting instead the small handful of kinsmen from his old village—the folks he introduced to Luther near the logging camp. Regardless, the Klots were being pushed out of their preferred areal by the more numerous and aggressive Vuxes that also seemed to like their rivers and lakes but apparently never heard of peaceful coexistence. Besides, unlike the one woman-one man Klots, the cannibals seemed to be utterly promiscuous, which, naturally, played a large role in their ever increasing numbers. Klots, on the other hand, usually limited themselves to one or two children per family. In a strangely roundabout way, they were much more like modern humans than the Vuxes who would be closer to them genetically. Unfortunately, unlike the humans or the Vuxes, the Klots were utterly lacking in the aggression department even though they had the size and strength to make them formidable warriors. Nor were they handy with weapons or tools.

The Vuxes, on the other hand, never thought twice about making use of their clubs, axes, and spears, although for some inexplicable reason, they seemed reluctant to use spears in battles with humans. Perhaps they simply considered pikes and shafts hunting weapons, rather than fighting ones, although, according to Udur, they preferred spears of all other things when attacking the Klots. Wherever that particular preference came from, Luther was not going to bother delving deep into the Vux mindset or their doctrine of what weapons to use against different types of opponents. He had his hands, or rather brain hemispheres, busy enough dealing with the Klots.

In addition to their other survival shortcomings, the Klots never came together to form even temporary coalitions against a common enemy. Every separate village or clan, which hardly ever numbered more than fifty individuals in it at any given time, was a fairly isolated, self-centered microcosm that willingly limited its voluntary contacts with the surrounding world to a bare minimum. On a more personal level, however, relationships between individuals in any given village or a number of villages located nearby were exceptionally robust, mostly on account of complex familial bonds between separate clans choosing to live together. Typically, most clans formed something akin to a marital alliance with a dozen or two of other clans. Under that unwritten arrangement, they exchanged grooms and brides, subject to a surprisingly clever rule: if a village gave away men, it received women in return, so that marriages within each small community itself would never happen. However, as much as that wise policy prevented inbreeding and kept the gene pool healthy, there was still not enough procreation going on among the gentle giants to make any meaningful difference in their existential battle against the rapidly multiplying troglodytes.

It was all the more surprising that, despite such close connections, the disparate Klot communities never came to the idea of joining forces. The Vuxes wouldn’t have stood a chance against them in such a case since one Klot was worth a dozen cannibals in terms of sheer power and potential battle worth. Even the remnants of a small tribe that joined the humans did not quite do so on their own initiative or out of the blue. Udur, having lived with the earthlings for over six month, must have inevitably adopted some of their worldview and begun seeing the shortcomings of his kin’s way of life. He then went out, found them, and persuaded the lot to join him and come live among those strange, bare-skinned allies from a different world. Luther had no idea if Udur still continued his diplomatic efforts on the side, talking to other displaced Klots, but so far, no others had come forward and asked to join. Nothing was happening fast in the Klot community, it seemed, although, Luther had to admit, a number of times unfamiliar Klots did in fact come to the new settlement to report Vux sightings. Slowly, things were moving in the right direction. Therefore, Luther wasn’t at all surprised when three adult Klots emerged from the reed thickets, disturbing not a single stalk. Standing in a row, with their usual indifference, they observed the unloading of the ship. No one bothered them: most people couldn’t string two words together in the river giants’ language and were generally afraid or uneasy about approaching them. Although the giants were known to be peaceful and amicably disposed towards the earthlings, no one was taking any unnecessary risks. Size did matter, it seemed.

Luther’s force numbered forty-eight people, making it exactly fifty with him and Deirdre. Once again, he was loath to leave her alone to her unknown fate in the settlement again, although the thought did cross his mind.

“No honey,” the girl told him when he tried bringing the matter up. “We are one. We live and die together. Remember—through thick and thin? In good times and bad?”

So there they were, together again aboard the Yamato, although, of course, he was not bringing Deirdre to the battlefield. Going ashore, he was only taking thirty-five fighters with him. The rest, including Deirdre and Udur, were to stay on board waiting for further instructions. Udur had already informed them about a settlement of his kin hidden in the adjoining wetlands. They kept close watch and wouldn’t let anyone approach unnoticed, whether overland or from the side of the river. Not that such a dreadnought as the Yamato could be easily missed as it was progressing inland up a surprisingly deep channel through the marshes. Still, hidden so far away from the river itself, the ship would be easy enough to defend from any small stray incursions, be they by the Vuxes or the Haitas. In the event of a large force descending, Spood, who was staying behind in command of the smaller contingent, was instructed to make his way back to the deep water and, if need be, fight his way back to the settlement—or go down trying. Having sailed up and down the Freona a number of times, the young man was by now well positioned for the promotion: well-versed in all the aspects of operating a ship and a competent fighter too. It seemed his former experiences in the digital age had been fading away little by little, and he even began to enjoy some of the resoundingly analog activities as a medieval adventurer. After all, wasn’t it all like one continuous, super-realistic game quest?

Two months earlier, Luther had already visited the area while chasing Deirdre’s kidnappers with Eron and Mongu. Now they were with him again, along with three other gladiators (the sixth was left in the settlement, in command of the unfinished fort on top of the cliff). This time, however, the experience was totally different. Where earlier they had trudged through the snow on frozen ground, now grass grew and water squelched underfoot. The air was abuzz with mosquitoes, a blind clap anywhere on the exposed parts of the body squashing several bloodsuckers at once at any given moment. No wonder no one wanted to settle in the marshes or floodplain forest aside from the Klots whose fur cover offered at least a modicum of protection. As a positive, a small settlement could be easily concealed—and lost—in a place like that, and that seemed to matter more than anything else for the peaceful giants.

Max, who was walking side by side with Luther, made use of two green branches at once to show the relentless bloodsuckers the error of their ways.

“I heard that Zhou’s guys had caught a couple of bandits once,” he said, sweating profusely. “So they tied them up and left them naked in the marshes. God knows I have no love for that worthless scum, but no one deserves that kind of cruel and unusual punishment. They’d have been better off dead quickly.”

“I hear you, brother,” Luther said. “I can’t stop wondering why Zhou has even chosen this damn place for a rendezvous.”

“I think it’s because the lake is so far from the riverbank.”

“Have you been there yourself?”

“No.”

“Me neither, but I’ll bet there’s just as many mosquitoes there as here. And ticks too, by the way. The last thing we need now is someone catching Lime disease. Like we don’t have enough on our plate as it is.”

“Well, everybody has been warned, so they’ll steer clear of the bushes.”

“Oh, a lot of good that would do them! Ticks have a mind of their own, and this time of year they’re particularly active.”

“No worries, I've been bitten a few times but never caught anything. It takes up to a full day for the buggers to give you the bacterium, even if they carry it, so if you catch them quickly and pull them out the right way, it’s not a big deal. But say, do you really believe things might in fact go south—like, in a big way?”

“What do you mean?”

“Precisely that. Why else would you bring Deirdre along? She’s definitely not going to fight hand to hand, and she’s not much of an archer either. And this is definitely no pleasure cruise. Why then?”

“To keep an eye on her, I guess,” Luther winked. “Command has its privileges, you know.”

“No, seriously. Do you think this time it’s a really big deal and our entire village could be destroyed?”

“There’s always a chance of that,” Luther nodded. “I’ve been to Haitana and seen what they are capable of. Can you even fathom what a thousand-strong force looks like”

“I’ve always had a vivid imagination,” Max said.

“Well, that may not be enough. You’ haven’t seen the black riders yet.”

“You told us about those.”

“This is precisely the case where it’s better to hear about it a hundred times than meet those things face-to-face once. They are basically self-propelled meat grinders. When I fought with Friar and his men once, only one of those black things got through, and it killed or maimed seven or eight men before being finally put down. I almost got hit myself but had it easy in the end—someone’s severed hand brushed the top of my head as it flew by, so I ducked in time.”

“That sounds brutal. And you think the Haitas brought those with them again?”

“I wouldn’t put it past them.”

“Well, I guess we’ll know soon enough then.”

For a moment, Luther wondered what they would all do if their mission failed and the Haitas did lay waste to the entire region. Surely, some of his warriors would survive, and with the ship out there on the river, they could head south again, to the local civilized lands. In fact, quite a few earthlings had done just that over the previous year, although no one ever heard from them again and it was thus hard to tell how well that particular move had played out. But theirs would be a different case, of course, Luther tried to reassure himself. They were not going to be some destitute refugees fleeing for their lives. He already had some useful contacts in Hamir, and if the crew liked it down there, they could always sell the ship to get the seed money for starting new lives in a new place. Or, if that didn’t work out, rumor had it that there were still other places further south, on the way to the sea, where a few free cities under the local king’s tutelage specifically welcomed foreigners from all around. They’d be all right one way or another, Luther told himself. He had Deirdre right there with him, and that was the only thing that really mattered. But perhaps he was way ahead of himself there. They’d see. They’d play it by ear. As a measure of last resort, and if Mlish was right, Deirdre and him could always sell the remaining magic amulets and enjoy a very comfortable life for the rest of their days without having to engage in any other risky endeavors. Indeed, having a plan B was never a bad thing.

***

The Burnt Lake got its name from a fire that raged on its eastern shore a year earlier. It happened a few days after the disaster struck back in the old world, when barely four dozen of bewildered earthlings came together in the unfamiliar woods. It also happened to be the breeding season for the local tree frogs, which abounded in the floodplain. Smaller than a mouse, the males of the species somehow inflated their cheeks to five times their regular size and made powerful howls that were totally incommensurate with their unimpressive stature and nothing like regular ribbiting. Without a clue as to where they were and not quite knowing what to expect, the bewildered earthlings were picturing scenes from horror B-movies full of shambling corpses, ravenous vampires, huge man-eating beasts, and other such nice characters. The effect was amplified by the fact that the horrendous concerts tended to start in the middle of the night, waking everyone up.

Having no weapons of any kind yet, the earthlings tried defending themselves from the encroaching “demons of the dark” with numerous bonfires. What with a young pine forest surrounding their camp and the weather being bone-dry, it was no surprise that a large forest fire broke out soon. After that, the terrified people simply fled, abandoning the site where they originally intended to build a permanent settlement.

Luther and his men reached the eastern shore just as the sun approached high noon. Plentiful charred tree trunks still stood everywhere around, but the ground was lush and green, with plenty of underbrush reaching upwards. It was hot, and everyone was tired and sweaty, but at least now they’d be able to rest a while and perhaps even take a dip in the shallow lake. However, as they approached a large clearing designated as the rendezvous spot, ablutions were the last thing on Luther’s mind.

“So where’s the army?” he asked the rhetorical question, looking at just over a dozen men on the shore, most of them with fishing rods in their hands.

“Beats me,” Max shrugged. “Do you think they may have left already, and these folks simply missed the boat—and now we did too?”

“I doubt it. Victor Zhou wrote that he would bring his people to the rally point by nightfall. They couldn’t have possibly been so quick, arriving the night before and leaving at daybreak. It doesn’t sound like the Zhou I know at all.”

Seeing a crowd of heavily armed newcomers, one of the fishermen, a short, bearded man with disproportionately wide shoulders, put his rod aside and came over to greet them. Luther, who was constantly on the move, had precious little chance to meet residents from other settlements, but that notable dwarflike figure he knew well.

“Hey there, Whitey!”

“Luther, huh!”

The man whose full name was Jim White made his peace with the nickname he was mostly known by a long time ago.

“Have you guys been here long?”

“Since morning.”

“And where are the others?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen anybody else.”

“What do you mean? Zhou said in that message he would come to the rally point in the evening. Yesterday evening, that is.”

“Ah, the man likes running his mouth for sure. I am telling you, we were the first to arrive. Not even the grass was trampled around here.”

“I see… So who’s in charge then?”

“Nobody.”

“What, you guys are free spirits or something? No authority of any kind?

“Well, I guess Icksy’s in charge if you put it that way, but he’s gone off to find out where the hell Zhou and the rest of them are.”

“How long has he been gone?”

“About three hours at least.”

Luther did some quick calculations in his head. The place was about six miles away from Zhou’s settlement. Icksy should have gotten there already and come back—except he didn’t. Whatever held the man and the rest of the crowd back there, they’d just have to wait for them, Luther reckoned.

“Everyone, stand down and rest,” he told the men. “You can take off your armor, but don’t wander off.”

He turned his attention back to the fishermen.

“If only I knew. I would have brought a fishing line and some hooks too.”

“I have some line to spare, I’ll lend you a piece,” Jim White offered. “But I’ll need it back when you are done. Use a pin for a hook if you have one, or just a thorn from the brush. Local perch are fairly small, they don’t tug hard.”

“It’s all right, man, it’s no big deal,” Luther said. “We have some food with us.”

“Maybe we could swap then?” the “dwarf” proposed. “We give you some fresh fish, you give us some of what you have.”

“Oh, it’s the same fish all around,” Luther sighed. “It’s just that ours is smoked or salted.”

“Damn! I’m sick of it already!” Whitey groaned. “We’ve been eating nothing but fish for months now. With a diet like this, we’ll grow gills soon. I wish there were mushrooms already.”

“We’ve seen a few on the way.”

“Ah, what’s the point? One or two won’t make much of a difference, especially if you have to spend hours looking. And back in the day we used to grumble about MREs, imagine that!”

“Any news about the Haitas?”

“Six refugees came to our place from the north yesterday. They said that Friar’s men had suffered heavy losses, and that he retreated deep into the woods. Now the damn raxas are roaming the place as if they own it. Whatever you want to say about the man, for as long as he was holding them back, none came our way.”

“Do you know how many of them are there?”

“No idea. The messenger who brought the letter from Zhou yesterday said there were about three hundred. Probably BS. No one has seen so many of them together in one place.”

“I have, as a matter of fact… Anyway, go back to your fishing. Catch a big one.”

***

An hour later, eleven more men arrived. Neither Luther nor Whitey knew them—they came from a small settlement in the northeast. They brought no news and were surprised that the expected army wasn’t there, bombarding the earlier arrivals with questions. By that time Luther’s fighters had established a lively trade with the fishermen,—swapping crawfish they caught in the shallows for the fresh line catch. Wrapping a perch or two in burdock leaves, which the men then smeared with clay and baked in coals made for a quick lunch—nowhere near gourmet but filling. In the meantime, those unwilling to venture into chilly waters were building improvised shelters. It looked like they were spending the night at the place, and besides, it was always a good idea to keep men busy, Luther reckoned.

By late afternoon, six additional small units arrived, and then, just as the sun was about to set behind the treetops, Victor Zhou himself finally made his entrance in the company of some fifty warriors. Everyone around immediately jeered and booed, most of all one Ivan Nikitin, a remarkably gaunt and unpleasant man from one of the distant settlements whom Luther had never met before. In the hours since his arrival, not only had the guy become acquainted with everyone, but he had also proven himself a major pain in everybody’s respective behinds. This surprisingly intrusive individual viewed himself as a sort of a field marshal in charge of the impending operation—despite having brought only six men with him. His efforts at giving orders were met with universal disdain, and after Whitey explicitly threatened to rough the jerk up a bit—a sentiment that appeared to be shared by many—Nikitin wisely backed down. Yet now, as if forgetting the earlier lesson, he exploded with full force again.

“Zhou! Where have you been all this time, eh? I’ve been here since morning, and my men haven’t had a crumb to eat! And with night falling, what are we supposed to do? You could have at least prepared some shelters, couldn’t you? Since you called us, how about showing some hospitality?”

Pushing his way through to the newly-returned Icksy, Whitey “accidentally” elbowed the loudmouth in the solar plexus. The man doubled over abruptly, gasping for air. Everyone laughed.

“Forgive me for the delay,” Zhou said, speaking with clarity and authority. “We just couldn’t finish getting ready any earlier. The urgency of our mission did not lessen the challenge of preparing fifty people for the march. Now, let’s settle in for the night. We are not going anywhere in the dark. At this point, I would like the group leaders to assemble, please. We have important things to discuss.”

Luther had only met Zhou on a few brief occasions and was of a mixed opinion about him. However, the village mayor showing up for the fight in person commanded a degree of respect. Rumor had it that Victor Zhou had been an army officer at some point in his past life, although the man himself said on multiple occasions that he had served in the Signal Corps and had nothing to do with combat operations. Still, military was military, and listening to the mayor speak now Luther wondered how he could have missed his self-assured posture and the steely notes in his voice.

As the group leaders proceeded to the edge of the clearing, following Zhou, Whitey turned his attention to Nikitin again.

“Hey, field marshal, fall in line or we’ll start the staff meeting without you,” he sneered. “Oh, and, yeah… That okay if we call you Kitty? You know, you being a formidable warrior and all that?”

Again, everyone cracked a smile—except for the poor Ivan, of course—and the general mood lightened instantly.

As the men sat on the trunk of a fallen tree, the mayor installed himself on another one, facing the audience, and opened up.

“How many people did everyone bring along?” he asked, addressing no one in particular. “Luther, let’s start with you since you probably brought the most.”

“Thirty-five plus myself,” Luther said. He was not going to mention the ship and the small crew left behind on board. That would be his strategic reserve in case things did not quite work out the way he expected.

Zhou nodded and turned to Icksy, preemptively.

“I know already you have seventeen fighters with you, thank you. O’Brien, how many do you have?”

“Fourteen.”

“So few?! I hoped you’d bring at least twenty-five.”

“Where would I even get so many?” the brawny man with a leather patch over his left eye grumbled.

Luther knew that O’Brien was one of the three individuals who had survived a now famous escape from the lands of the Haitas the previous year. Initially, their group comprised over two dozen women, men, and children, but a skirmish with the raxas took a heavy toll on them all. The man himself lost an eye in that fight but managed to lead two wounded comrades to the river, build a raft, and drift down to one of the settlements, bringing along a heap of weapons seized from the bodies of five raxas and trillas. He was now serving as the deputy mayor of their community, which was smaller than that of the former islanders, but just barely, making the village the third largest in the area after Zhou’s and Atahualpa’s.

“Well, if you say so,” Zhou shrugged. “I’ve sent letters to twenty-four settlements, and only nine responded. By my estimates, we should have a total of around six thousand living in the area, yet from what I see here we’ve only managed to put together a force of just over two hundred fighters. Does anyone else see the disconnect here?”

“Why are you looking at me?” O’Brien barked. “Ask Nikitin over there. Their settlement has two hundred people, and he’s only brought six.”

“But we have no weapons to speak of!” the “field marshal” protested immediately. “We barely managed to scrape something together at all.”

“Come on,” the big one-eyed guy smirked. “Look at what the rest of us have. A rawhide cloak for armor and an ax. Most of us anyway. Don’t tell me you guys have no axes—you have taken a truck apart, so you must have plenty of metal. Luther, did they buy any weapons from you?”

“I wouldn’t know for sure,” Luther shrugged, “but I think I’ve seen a truck windshield and a bunch of leaf springs in our storage place.”

“Huh, just like I thought. So, Kitty? You guys all penniless widows and orphans, eh?”

“Oh, knock it off, O’Brien,” Luther said. “Did we come here to squabble? Because if that’s all it’s going to be, I am leaving. Or should we finally get down to business?”

“That’s what I was trying to do,” Victor Zhou sighed. “But what could we possibly do with just a couple of hundred fighters?”

“Plenty,” Luther said. “If it’s just a few dozen raxas and trillas, we’ll make mincemeat out of them all easily. Do you have any hard evidence of how much opposition we are talking about here?”

“Well, the four refugees that arrived yesterday said it’s a huge force, and they have already crossed the Green Creek.”

“What’s Green Creek?” Luther asked. “And please define ‘huge’ too.”

“It’s a river further up north. Very quiet, mostly narrow and overgrown with duckweed, but some sections are wider and definitely deep enough.”

Luther’s memory conveniently served the image of ice beginning to break and a pair of abductors dragging his wife away from him on the other bank while he just stood there and watched, unable to do anything. He winced: it had to be the same river.

In the meanwhile, Zhou continued talking.

“The refugees said the Haitas are in the low hundreds by the look of it. Naturally, they may be exaggerating a bit, but not by a factor of ten, to be sure. Once we cross the Green Creek, there are not going to be any more settlements between the river and us, so the Haitas will be going unimpeded and hit us next. They may actually be somewhere close already.”

“Then we need to send scouts out right away!” O’Brien said. “The Haitas may be sneaking up on us as we speak.”

“Don’t worry,” Zhou said. “I’ve already dispatched four guys. I told them to come right back and report once they made the initial contact. So far, they have not been back, so my guess is we still have a bit of time.”

“Or they might have been slaughtered already,” Icksy muttered.

“I don’t think so. They were two separate pairs taking different routes. What is the likelihood of them all being intercepted?”

“Well, quite high, actually,” Luther began, but Zhou interrupted him.

“Speak of the devil!”

Two men emerged from the woods, heading directly towards the gathering.

“Howdy there. We’ve seen the Haitas,” the older of the two said. “They’re heading towards Scargill.”

Icksy and Nikitin exchanged triumphant looks.

“Serves those buggers right!”

Scargill, named after its founder and mayor, was a large settlement with about three hundred residents. Two small villages nearby formed an alliance with their larger neighbor, so for all intents and purposes they were one large metropolitan area—whatever went for that around those parts. However, they had failed to respond to the call to arms and sent no fighters to the joint force. Now, in a curious case of poetic justice, they would find themselves bearing the brunt of the enemy’s assault.

“Does that place have any walls?” Luther asked.

“Walls?” Icksy scoffed. “They are a joke made of sticks and mud. You could poke through them with a finger! They are more like a fence around a flower bed.”

“Here’s what I think,” Luther said. “There’s no point in moving out tonight. Besides, by morning, those guys will likely be toast already, and if we hurry to their aid we will get squashed like bugs too, most likely.”

“I agree,” Zhou nodded. “Since they decided they can handle their problems on their own, why don’t we let them? I say let the Haitas break their teeth at Scargill, and we’ll strike them when they're weakened.”

“They won’t get weakened there much,” O’Brien grumbled. “They are all damn pussies in Scargill. And I, for one, am not going to rush to their rescue even if you paid me. Nor am I losing any sleep over those arrogant mothers.”

“That makes two of us,” Icksy said. “Let Scargill take the first crack at the Haitas. Even if they only manage to take a dozen of them out, it’s still a dozen less for us to handle. We can start moving that way slowly in the morning and have us a look-see.”

“Why go there at all?” Nikitin woke up again. “We owe them nothing. If they decided to fend for themselves, let them. As far as I know, the Haitas come to take prisoners, right? So let them get their captives and leave. They will actually do us a favor, who needs that kind of neighbors anyway?”

“Yeah, right! They’ll just pack up and leave like that, sure!” O’Brien retorted. “They’ll lace their shoes, say their prayers, and be off! You’re a fool, Ivan, if you really think that! If they don’t run into any serious resistance, they’ll just keep moving forward. Why would they want to go back yet? They’ve only just got here and whetted their appetites.”

“I’ve seen ten trillas and a couple of raxas escort over a hundred captives,” Luther said. “And no one escaped on the way. Well, we did, but that was from a fortress later. I also think the Haitas will continue to loot until they get tired or someone stops them.”

“So I take it no one’s eager to set out immediately?” Zhou asked.

No one responded—the question was clearly rhetorical. Besides, there was no easy way to reach Scargill, which meant everyone would have to trek there through the marshy forest at night. And the Haitas had significantly better night vision than humans, so bumping into them accidentally in the dark would immediately put the humans at a disadvantage.

“Have you seen any black riders?” Luther asked the scout.

“You mean those things mounted on a cross between a horse and a turtle? Yes.”

“How many?”

“Eight or ten.”

“That’s bad news.”

“And why’s that?” Zhou asked.

“They are nothing but trouble, that’s why. If you have to engage them hand-to-hand, you’ve already lost. The only way to deal with them is to shoot them from a distance.”

“Never a dull moment,” Zhou sighed. “All right, let’s not lose heart before we know more. Next question: who’s going to lead the joint force?”

***

As soon as Luther settled by the fire, Rita handed him a roasted fish on a burdock leaf.

“We’ll be heading towards Scargill at dawn,” he said with his mouth full. “They may have already come under attack.”

“Oh, they’ll be all wiped out by the time we get there.” Max said. “The Haitas love fighting at night.”

“Uh-huh,” Luther nodded. “But the consensus is what’s fair is fair. Scargill never sent any fighters, so we owe them nothing. Same goes for all the others that decided to stay away.”

“Do you think we stand a chance of throwing the Haitas back?” Rita asked.

“I try not to ask myself that kind of questions. What’s the point? You just do what you can and hope for the best. What really worries me here is those ten black riders.”

“Never a dull moment,” Max grumbled.

“And we now have us a new supremo—Zhou,” Luther said, chewing.

“Wouldn’t that only be fair?” Rita asked. “After all, he has the most people, and it was his idea in the first place.”

“Well, yeah, that’s true,” Luther nodded. “But we are talking about leading men in battle. He hasn’t quite been known as a proficient general—or a swordsman, for that matter. All of the Vux attacks on his own village were repelled with his security chief giving orders. And now the man suddenly wants to be a new Patton.”

“Why didn’t you tell him that then?” Max asked.

“What for? It’s the lesser evil. Better him than complete anarchy. At least he’s got a grip on things.”

“You would have handled this role better,” Rita said. “You’re not short on experience.”

“Perhaps,” Luther agreed. “But I’ve never commanded such a large force before either. I am no master tactician. Besides, no one offered me the job, as you may have guessed. All those folks would rather go home than have an islander leading them.”

Indeed, the islanders had a fairly controversial reputation among other earthlings. On one hand, they were respected for their considerable strength, selfless aid to neighbors in hard times, the spectacular victory over the Haitas the previous fall, and the recent raid on the Vuxes. But on the other, many envied them their very success, and the fact that the island settlement had always stood distinctly apart from the “community” only made hating “those smug bastards” so much easier. Besides, the island’s dominant position in the salt and iron trade and Atahualpa’s never-ending efforts to recruit top talent anywhere it could be found gave the haters yet another reason to hate. In a way, it was not unlike back on Earth where people from all corners of the world would give an arm and a leg to be able to come live in the United States, yet everyone everywhere (oh, okay, not everyone and not everywhere, Luther had to admit) would chant “Death to America until their throats got sore. Some things about the humans never changed no matter what world they found themselves in.

“Eew, politics,” Max spat in disgust. “They all want what we have, but no one is prepared to do what it takes.”

“And therein, my friends, lies the rub,” Luther nodded.

Rita said nothing. There was really nothing left to say.


Chapter 17

The small army halted less than a mile away from Scargill. Proceeding further without reconnaissance was deemed too risky as thick plumes of smoke rising into the sky indicated it was not just the regular stoves or hearths burning. Something was indeed rotten in the state of Denmark. Zhou sent several scouts ahead, ordered double security posted, and told the rest of his troops to rest—without making any fires or laying down weapons.

The nine-mile trek exposed all the weaknesses of the makeshift army. The advance guard moved too eagerly forward, almost getting lost in the expanse of the forest. At some point, messengers had to be sent after them, calling out loud and thus revealing the column’s existence and location. Costello—the leader of a twelve-person squad from a village of two hundred and fifty—never stopped complaining, demanding breaks every five minutes or so. In the end, he let his squad lag behind, ending up in the rear, and then tried “getting lost”. Luckily, the defection attempt was promptly noticed, and an argument ensued. The faint-hearted commander denied any wrongdoing but was ultimately forced to take his people back to the middle of the column and resume their assigned spot. However, Nikitin and his pitiful six hacks took advantage of the commotion and disappeared successfully. Curses were hurled, but no pursuit was launched: the unit was too small and, apparently, too disheartened. They’d be better off without those girlie men, everyone agreed. This was, after all, a voluntary effort.

All that wasted time and frequent stops meant that a two-hour trek took five. Along the way, morale, which was not particularly high to begin with, worsened still. All of a sudden, no one believed any more they could win or at least make any difference of any kind. Luther had no doubts that if they didn’t engage in battle by evening, half the troops would desert at night—and that would still be the best-case scenario. He was already having second thoughts about getting involved in that sorry affair at all. He’d be happy to take just fifty of Friar’s hardened soldiers in lieu of all that disparate rubble—except where was Friar when someone needed him?

An hour later, the scouts returned.

“Scargill’s been razed,” one of them yelled right away. The Haitas are heading our way, and there are tons of them there. We have to retreat!”

The troops were sitting smack in the middle of a major forest road—or an animal trail, really, which, after much use by the humans, became a kind of an established dirt track. Narrower side trails branched off of it here and there, leading to different villages in the area, which, basically told the Haitas where everyone was. All they needed to do was follow the main road until coming across the next “tributary” and making the turn to raise yet another settlement.

“So the village is burning—that’s what the smoke is all about, right?” Zhou asked.

“Yes, and the Haitas have an entire column of prisoners with them. Many have burns and injuries.”

“Were a lot of Haitas killed in the attack?”

“I don’t know, but I did not see any wounded among them. And there’s still one hell of a lot of them.”

Zhou paused for a moment, clearly unsure what to do next.

“There’s no way around it, I guess,” he finally said. “We’ll take our stand right here then. We’ll block the road and attack when they get close.”

“Oh, they’ll just roll over us,” O’Brien sneered. “I say we retreat to Cream Creek instead. “The opposite bank is fairly high there. We’ll be able to hit the Haitas from above when they try crossing.”

“Yep,” Icksy chimed in. “Those black riders of theirs are bound to get stuck in the mud, so at the very least they won’t be able to charge us in force. And we’ll be able to hurl rocks at them from a distance too.”

“Well, yeah, they will take more losses this way, but in the end they will rout us all the same,” Luther said. “We just can’t take them on head on, it’s not even worth trying. I, for one, am not suicidal. What I suggest we do instead is take to the woods and follow the column as they move along. Once they make camp for the night, we pounce. Guerrilla tactics, you know. Asymmetrical warfare.

“Except they’ll still wreak a lot of havoc before they stop for the night,” Zhou sighed.

“Yes, they will, but if we’re defeated, which we will be, they’ll wreak even more. At the moment, there’s still time to warn all the settlements on the way and tell them to scatter into the woods.”

“Oh, you think you are smarter than the rest of us?” Costello grumbled. “Sure, people will scatter, and then the Haitas will come and burn all those places to the ground.”

“Homes can be rebuilt,” Luther shrugged.

“Enough talk already!” Zhou said. “I’ve made my decision. We will retreat to the stream and take our stand on the high bank.”

“You are the boss,” Luther shrugged.

This time no one asked for a break, all the more so since the small waterway was just about a mile back. The Freona’s floodplain dipped deep inland there, and water began sloshing underfoot even before the troops reached the waterway itself. Like most other floodplain streams, the Cream Creek had no clear channel, seeping through in multiple tiny rivulets along a strip of swampland at least a few dozen feet wide and dotted with shallow pools of standing water. The place was known to be favorite spawning grounds for pike, and the little ponds were teeming with small fry and fingerlings this time of year.

The path crossed the stream at its driest section, with multiple logs—which now had to be removed as the last of the men passed—bridging the flooded parts. Once the swamp ended, the terrain rose dramatically, forming a fairly high bank of rock and sediment. Everyone in Luther’s group—even the Arkulians who were melee fighters rather than shooters— had a bow or crossbow, and the high ground would make a convenient position for picking the approaching Haitas off with arrows and bolts. However, the rest of their “army” barely had three dozen shooters among them, and, to add insult to injury, their arrowheads were mostly bone or copper. Iron was too scarce and required a well-developed blacksmithing capacity, which by far not everyone had. Now those arrows would be bouncing off the raxas’ wooden chest plates, let alone the proper armor of the black knights and their weird mounts.

Zhou quickly assigned units to their positions, arranging the troops in a single line, unit by unit. A dedicated mixed contingent of men with spears dug in in the center, blocking the path as it emerged from the swamp. Those were going to be the crack troops meeting the black riders if the latter attacked first. Luther and his men who had no spears found themselves on the right flank, with Costello’s pitiful dirty dozen closing up the position on their right and Icksy’s men on the left.

As everyone was getting ready, checking their weapons and accessories, Jim White went back down the path and then sideways a bit, prodding the streambed with a stick. Preparing for the battle, the shorty donned highly unusual homemade armor of thick tire rubber and put on a wooden helmet with a cross of the same material on top and a visor that in its old life had been a part of a radiator grille. But the really distinctive part was a large, skillfully made patch on the back of his deerskin cloak—in the form of a human hand flipping the bird.

“Hey Jim!” Icksy cackled from above. “That’s a nice piece of art you have on your back! When the Haitas start chasing you, they’ll know right away they’re screwed!”

“Look at your own, you damn stoner,” Whitey yelled back.

Icksy smiled and said nothing: his own cloak had a huge leaf of Indian hemp on the back—painted in enough details to suggest intimate familiarity with the subject.

“Morons,” someone else on the line spoke up. “About to get chopped into pieces and still cracking jokes. Hey, Jim, what are you measuring there? Or are you looking for a spot deep enough to drown yourself?”

“You couldn’t drown in this place even if you wanted to,” Whitey grumbled. “I have bad news for you, folks: the bottom’s rock solid, there’s hardly any mud there. A few inches, tops. No one’s going to get stuck in this puddle.”

“Well, yeah, that’s really good news! Get back up here! Stop scaring the frogs already!”

Since Luther’s men had no pikes or spears, there was no point in even trying to form a tight phalanx, all the more so since the men had never fought that way for real, only trying it on the training grounds a couple of times. Rather than tighten the ranks, Luther opted to spread his forces wider and more freely in loose staggered rows—the tactic they had used fighting the Vuxes. Such a setup allowed for better maneuverability, giving pairs and trios the freedom to respond swiftly to the changing situation on the battlefield. Besides, this way their dedicated shooters would still be able to continue using their bows and crossbows. Luther himself stood smack in the middle of that checkered arrangement.

“I wish we had a couple of hours before the Haitas showed up here,” he sighed.

“Why?” Max asked.

“We could make wooden stakes and plant them all across the stream.”

“They’d just walk around them,” Rita shrugged. “The water isn’t deep enough to conceal anything.”

“Nah, from what I’ve seen earlier, the Haitas usually charge straight ahead, no fancy feints or anything. Not until they suffer losses on account of any traps. Then they stop and start putting two and two together. But if the black riders charged first, the stakes could take one or two of their mounts out, and the rest would stop, thinking about what to do next. Then we could use that hiccup to pelt them with arrows, bolts, and stones. But the issue is moot, of course. There are no stakes, and there’s no extra time to prepare.”

He grunted and turned to Icksy.

“Hey, general! If the riders charge at you, scatter in all directions. There’s no point in even trying to take them on without good, long spears. They’ll just break through your line and turn around to mop you up from behind.”

“Thanks, I’ll keep that in mind!”

“I don’t know how this is going to turn out,” Luther turned back to his own troops, “but in any case, shoot faster than you’ve ever done it before. Bows and crossbows are our only hope. Forget about hand-to-hand combat with the riders. And even with the raxas, we have no numerical superiority, so they’ll route us. If things really turn sour, don’t you dare run back. There’s a pine forest there, very sparse and clean, so the riders will have free rein there. Run to the right, along the stream bed, into all that thick brush by the water’s edge. If anyone gets lost or separated from the rest of the force, we will regroup a mile further upstream. There’s a small lake there, that’s your tell. Any questions?”

Folks left and right of him began nodding and murmuring.

“Don’t lose heart!” Luther spoke up again. “It ain’t over until it’s over. Perhaps the Haitas will see all you brave warriors standing tall and change their minds. Anything’s possible. Good luck, everyone!”

***

But of course the damn gorillas and hell riders didn’t change their minds. They just took their time, because over an hour passed, and everyone got tired of waiting, but the enemy still wasn’t there. Speculations abounded about how the Haitas may have caught wind of the roadblock ahead or decided to take a different route, or even headed back north to pillage two other villages up there. And then it all changed in an instant. First, a group of five trillas appeared on the trail. The lanky dart-throwers moved at a fast trot, their egg-shaped heads awkwardly bobbing. Upon seeing the irregular ranks of armed humans on the high bank up ahead, they stopped, and two of them went back immediately. The remaining three just stood there, calmly observing the unexpected ragtag army of three different creeds. Indeed, though most of the soldiers were earthlings, there were also Luther’s Arkulians and a few free O’Shargs that had moved closer to Zhou’s village earlier, seeking safety in numbers. Though still living separately, they enjoyed tacit protection afforded them by the strange newcomers, and when Zhou sent a call to arms out, the O’Shargs sent four fighters, all of them skilled with the hunting bow. The Haitas were now facing a true international coalition fighting for their freedom and very survival.

Luther knew that most O’Shargs were exceptional archers, and the four now standing shoulder to shoulder with them were no different. One of them, a stocky, long-armed young man in his late teens spat in front of him and carefully observed the trajectory of his spit to gauge the side wind strength. Then he brought his bow up and released an arrow. The hunting broadhead sped off like a missile off the rails, and a moment later one of the trillas screamed, flailing its thin arms. The palm of one of them was conspicuously missing, the stump spraying blood into the air. The other two trillas took their cues immediately and disappeared into the brush on the side of the road. Another ten tense minutes passed before a rapidly moving mixed crowd of Haitas appeared. Fifteen or sixteen trillas led the element, ready to begin throwing their deadly darts. A squad of raxas followed closely behind, their weapons and wood armor clanking in unison, announcing the contingent’s arrival. And then Luther could see even more gorillas emerging from under the trees—so many, in fact, that they clogged the entire stretch of the road leading to the crossing.

As anxious murmuring rose above the thin line of the earthlings, the advancing dart-throwers reached the stream and began spreading out, their wide feet making a distinct clapping sound as they sloshed through the water.

“Fire!” hysterical Zhou yelled from somewhere to Luther’s left.

“Belay that!” Luther countermanded the order. “Archers, you may start picking them off. Crossbowmen, wait for my command!”

“What are you doing?!” Max whispered in his ear. “The buggers are right in front of us!”

“Calm down! Look, the raxas are moving to the shoulders to clear the path. I think the frackas are going to charge first, and they will be moving fast. They are the ones we need to be shooting, and the crossbowmen simply won’t have time to reload.”

As he pulled the string of his own bow, Luther could feel the muscles in his back tensing. Then the bowstring snapped against the leather bracer, and his hand reached over his shoulder for another arrow. By that time, it was a pure reflex with him that did not require any conscious decision. And no, he was not going to bother with trillas that were still too far away for a well-aimed throw. Arrows, on the other hand, could travel much further and stay accurate longer. Even from a distance of fifty yards, they would easily penetrate the raxas’ wooden or bronze breastplates and thick leather skirts. Naturally, until the enemy came closer, the shooters would all be using narrow armor-piercing arrowheads, saving the massive triangular ones, made from hard, tempered steel, for when penetration required less force and the amount of damage inflicted took precedence.

As bowstrings left and right of him began slapping sharply—Rita, Max, a dozen of others—Luther kept sending arrow after arrow downrange without bothering to check if he hit anything. There were so many raxas out there, on the sides of the road, that it was like shooting fish in a barrel.

“We are killing them good!” triumphant Max yelled.

And then, before Luther could tell him he was going to jinx it, the first of the black riders appeared on the road and a mighty roar went up among the enemy ranks, welcoming the cavalry. Apparently, the raxas did not quite enjoy being killed good. Whatever the logic of keeping the riders in the back of the column while on the march, the cavalry didn’t take long to move to the fore.

“Crossbowmen, wait until the black riders begin crossing the creak, and then fire at will. Archers too. Leave the raxas alone for now!” Luther yelled.

Just as expected, the riders did not spread out into a line and continued to follow the path, aiming for the center of the humans’ position. That made no difference for the shooters who only needed to swing sideways a bit to get an unimpeded view of the long column of frackas following in each other’s steps. In fact, having to slow down for the crossing, they now presented an excellent target even for the crossbows, of which the accuracy remained a weak point, along with the long reloading time.

The second rider in the sequence began staggering immediately and was quickly pushed into the swamp to make room for those behind it. A minute or two later, the first of the riders reached the other bank and the center of the earthlings’ defensive position. From behind the backs of his comrades who had now all swung to the left to continue shooting, Luther could not see what was happening there, but the screams of terror and pain that rose over the place spoke volumes. Since he couldn’t see much looking that way, he quickly shifted his focus to the infantry that had come to the distance of about a hundred and fifty feet now, rolling in on the heels of the black riders. Some of the trillas were even closer, and the first darts whooshed through the air.

“Shields!!!” Luther roared. “For God’s sake, wake up, people!!!”

The shooters in the front row slung their crossbows over their backs and raised broad wooden shields to protect their comrades from the darts. They didn’t provide full protection though, and someone to the left of him yelped and cursed in pain.

“Who’s wounded?” Luther yelled.

“Brewster! A dart grazed my cheek! Bastards!!!”

Just as they suspected, running across the muddy streambed wasn’t easy, and immediately in front of them the raxas had to navigate around a couple of sizable, stagnant pools overgrown with duckweed. One of the gorillas was foolish enough to charge straight through, immediately sinking up to its neck, with only the howling head remaining above the surface. But not for long: someone drove a bolt through the bugger’s gaping mouth, shutting it down for good. No other attacker wanted to go swimming, it seemed, since the rest of them swung sideways sharply to circumvent the obstacle, their feet squelching loudly in the mud.

Amid the chorus of screams and the clanging of weapons coming from the left, Costello’s shrill voice came through loud and clear.

“Let’s scram!!! Everybody’s running!!!”

Luther turned to see that Costello was indeed fleeing, with his entire unit following.

“Hold your ground, bastards!!!” Luther yelled after the man. “I’ll kill you myself!”

But Costello just flinched, tucked his head into his shoulders, and ran faster, zigzagging like a rabbit, clearly expecting an arrow in his back.

“Forget him!” Max tugged at his commander’s sleeve. “Look, they are all running!”

Indeed, the entire center of their defense folded, unable to withstand so much as a minute of direct combat. The frackas broke through the formation in several places, and all of them were still up and running. Of the original nine, by Luther’s count, two were downed while crossing the creek, but the rest were still swinging more or less intact, wreaking havoc among the dislodged and scattering spearmen. At the same time, panic radiated like a wave from the collapsing center. In some places, it seemed, the defenders were not running haphazardly but retreated in a relatively organized fashion under orders from their commanders, but the effect was essentially the same. The battle was lost irretrievably to the seven black riders before the infantry could even engage.

Luther had no desire to die a hero, and he was also responsible for the people that looked up to him. There was no point in having them perish when the battle was lost.

“We’re leaving!!!” he yelled. “Everyone, disengage!!! Run to the right—not back!!!”

Setting an example for the others, he was the first to leave his position. Oddly, some of his shooters seemed confused for a moment. Unlike the swordsmen and axmen who were still waiting to engage, all the archers saw was the raxas in front of them struggling through the mud and couldn’t quite understand what the calamity was. But once everyone started running, it all fell into place.

As the wall of shields went down, darts began hitting the men’s flimsy armor, occasionally finding unprotected flesh. But at least the bank to the right of them was even and clear, posing no obstacles. In no more than twenty second, most of Luther’s fighters were out of reach. Behind them, the raxas that were still stuck in the mud roared in frustration, watching their targets disappear into the brush essentially unharmed. Struggling to make his way through the thick bushes, his hands up to cover his face, Luther suddenly felt the bow on his back snag on something. There was no time to lose to clear the weapon of whatever it was that was holding it back, and he was definitely not leaving it behind. Pulling out his knife, Luther slashed at the bowstring and immediately came free. It was a small price to pay, he told himself pushing forward. He had a spare in his pocket. If only their problems ended with that! But at least losing a battle did not necessarily mean losing the war: the sound and vibrations of a herd of elephants making their way through the thicket behind him clearly suggested that most of his men, perhaps all, were still following his lead to safety. They survived to fight another day and on their own terms. At the moment, that was all that mattered.


Chapter 18

Upon reaching the lake, Luther collapsed onto his back and just gazed at the sky for a few moments. Running a mile through thick underbrush, clad in metal armor and weighed down with weapons, was not exactly the same as covering that distance on the track. And ordinarily, those engaged in athletic endeavors did not have a superior enemy breathing down their necks. Ah, anyway… Luther got back up and began counting. One, two, three… thirty… No, wait—thirty-two of his men had now emerged into the open, huffing and puffing, some preferring to catch their breath lying down, just like he did. That meant that only three were missing. The rest were there and still moving under their own power. It surely could have been worse, all things considered. However, upon closer inspection, he noticed someone who did not quite belong.

“Whitey! How did you end up here?” Luther raised his eyebrows.

The shorty spat in frustration, wiping the lingering viscous saliva from his lower lip with the sleeve of his cloak.

“You said run to the right, so that’s what I did.”

“But don’t you have your own leader?”

“Icksy? Pfft! I couldn’t care less about that schmuck,” Jim sneered. “He only smoked dope, he didn’t lead for shit. The asshole was gone once he had just one glimpse of those turtle jockeys. Ran like a rabbit, as if a gator had just taken a bite out of his ass. What was I supposed to do, follow him?”

“No, you did the right thing, man. I mistook you for one of my own guys though…”

“Well, I am one now, I guess,” Jim muttered.

“What can I say?” Luther smiled. “Welcome to the family—does that sound about right?”

“It does, thanks! You won’t regret it, I’m a handy fella, and hell, I am not running no more. Something is telling me you’ll be raising another army to give those hairy freaks a thrashing. I’d rather be with you, you know. I got me a taste, and I want more.”

As if to illustrate the point, Jim brought his battle ax up, blood still dripping from it.

“Did you cut yourself shaving?” Luther grinned.

“It was more like I was the barber,” the man returned the joke. “It wasn’t my own face.”

“Well, perhaps you are right and we should just open a barbershop,” Luther nodded. “Fall in, Whitey.”

Before the man could respond, Luther’s eyes were scanning the crowd again. No, still thirty-two. Four men lost, damn it!

“Is anyone wounded?” he called out.

The fighters began to stir, mumbling and cursing, checking themselves and each other. Quite a few had cuts from the trillas’ darts, with one having suffered a serious gash on his shoulder. Having lost quite a bit of blood, he looked pale and a little unsteady on his feet, but thankfully, Mick, the hunters’ designated hack known for his no-nonsense approach and minimal skills, was already patching the guy up.

While everyone was putting themselves in order, Luther sent a pair of scouts back along the route of their retreat to see if perhaps there were some stragglers following.

“A mile, no more,” he told the men. “Three quarters even. Do not come into the open on the other side. And come right back then.”

His first instinct was to return to the ship and get the hell out of there, but upon some reflection, he dismissed the idea. As large as the raiding force was, there were still not enough warriors in it to cover both banks of the river effectively, especially if they didn’t know where to look. Of course, there was always a chance that what they saw was just a vanguard, with another wave on the way, but that chance was small at best. Why would the Haitas need a larger contingent if their storm troopers already on the ground had routed everyone in their way without suffering any serious losses and had their pick of prisoners? After all, there were only that many of them the damn slave drivers could expect to bring back alive. The islanders, or rather former islanders, could definitely extricate themselves from that morass right there and then, Luther reckoned. The small force was still relatively intact and could swing around the Haitas easily to find their way back to the ship unimpeded. But why, really? They had only just got there, and most of the men were still itching to fight. Besides, chances were that the surrounding forests were full of other survivors, some of whom felt the same way. And with multiple villages in the area destroyed, even those who didn’t would have nowhere to go back to. They were all stuck. They simply had to start hitting back or die trying.

Luther stood up to address his troops.

“Folks, there’s not much more we can do other than follow the Haitas. It’s either that or go back home and wait for our turn to be attacked. I don’t think I like the sound of that. But we can’t afford another battle in the field, as I am sure you all realize. So we’ll stay on their trail and use every chance to strike at them and then disappear again. Anyone heard of death by a thousand cuts? Well, we are officially guerrillas now. We’ll do the cutting.”

“Freedom fighters, no shit,” someone among the men chuckled.

“Yeah, that,” Luther grinned. “Viva la revolución!”

“How do you propose we keep going when our arrows and bolts are running low, Che?” Rita asked. “Me, I barely have half a quiver left.”

“How about we head back to the battlefield and gather more?” Max suggested. “It’s not like the Haitas are going to linger at that place.”

“That makes sense,” Luther agreed, “but we’ll need to send out scouts first to see what’s happening there. In the meantime, let’s cross to the other side of the stream. We’ll have a better view from there.”

As expected, the scouts reported the battlefield quiet—deadly quiet, in fact. The Haitas moved on immediately upon unblocking the way forward, it seemed. Cautiously emerging from the brush, Luther and his men were met with a grim scene of broken twigs, trampled grass, and pools of murky water in the streambed, quite a few of them colored dull red. For some reason, the Haitas seemed to be in a hurry to move on since multiple bodies of raxas and trillas were left behind to rot unburied in the swamp and the close approaches to it. The high eastern bank, on the others hand, was littered with dead earthlings. Luther immediately sent most of his fighters out to collect arrows and search for the bodies of their fallen comrades. He himself stayed on high ground to do the math. The numbers of enemy dead were not particularly impressive: two black riders, fourteen raxas, and twelve trillas. But the Haitas would likely have many wounded as well, he reassured himself, which would slow down their forward progress and make the column constricted by the woods on both sides of the narrow road even more unwieldy.

Before long, the search yielded a result: the badly mangled body of Lenny Kaminsky—a baker in his past civilian life and a construction worker in the new one. The man seemed to have sustained multiple wounds, but what finally killed him was a dart that went right through the leather helmet he was wearing. They quickly buried the body in a shallow grave—sorry, bud, no shovels, better luck in your next life—and kept looking. However, the other three of their comrades were still missing without a trace, which left some room for hope. They could have gotten lost during the general route and might still turn up later. In any case, they all knew where the ship was and how to get to it. The rest of the human dead—over fifty of them by a quick count—had to be abandoned to the wildlife and the elements. Hopefully, once the civilian survivors that had scattered in the woods learned about the battle, they’d come in quietly and give their fallen friends and fellow villagers a more respectable burial.

Yet another piece of bad news was that they found few reusable arrows. The ones that missed and lodged themselves in the ground were still there for the taking, but almost all of those that found their targets were irreparably damaged, with the shafts often broken in half. Luther was not surprised, actually: hit and knocked down, the raxas would often roll on the ground, their large, heavy bodies trampling upon everything in their way. The shorter, all-metal crossbow bolts did much better, and the shooters collected quite a few of them. It was still better than nothing. It also stood to reason that the Haitas themselves may have taken some of the projectiles, seeing how they stripped their dead of all weapons and armor, often to the point of outright indecency. A couple of trillas even had their skirts removed. Apparently, the Haitas were not sentimental.

Finding the enemy force was not going to be difficult, Luther reckoned, since they still seemed to follow the same well-traveled trail in the most unsophisticated manner possible. The humans would follow at a respectable distance, harassing the stragglers if there were any, until a better opportunity presented itself. However, that plan went kaput even before they could start acting on it. Mongu, sent forward to scout the way, quickly came back.

“Haitas ahead!” he said in his usual laconic manner.

“How far?”

“Five arrow flights.”

“About half a mile…” Luther mused. “Ahem, I thought they would have gone much further by now.”

“Mongu know not. Mongu run back after seeing the rear guard.”

“They posted a rear guard?”

“Yes. And there’s the sound of battle coming from further ahead.”

“Whitey!” Luther called out.

“Right here, no need to yell.”

“Do you know this area well?”

“Down to the last bush.”

“What’s a mile ahead from here as the crow flies?”

“Nothing much. The same kind of woods and a small satellite settlement some Scargill folks built. No more than a few dozen souls altogether. They sent no fighters of their own. They probably don’t have any.”

“Surprise, surprise!” Luther nodded. “Mongu, take Jim with you and go back. See what the Haitas are doing and how many of them there are in that rear patrol. Maybe we could have an easy go at them without causing much ruckus.”

“The patrol is right on the road. Four trillas. We can take them all down easily.”

“That would be a pinprick they may not even notice. Find me something more substantial.”

They badly needed a win, Luther thought, watching the scouts disappear around the small bend in the trail. The morale, surprisingly high at the beginning, was slowly sagging. Most of the men now seemed to be eagerly waiting for their commander to stop fooling around and return to the ship. Their own settlement might not be easily defendable yet, but as some said, even walls helped at home—purportedly, even the kind of baby walls they never had a chance to finish. Perhaps the best course of action now would be taking out the trillas and melting away into the woods again. But then the scouts returned.

“The bastards are burning the village, hunting people down,” Whitey said. They kill the elderly outright and herd women and children together. We could attack the guards easily.”

“They search all the prisoners too,” Mongu added.

“Hmmm,” Luther muttered. “I don’t remember them searching us when they took us in. Do you, Mongu?”

“No,” the big Arkulian said. “But I saw what I saw. And there are all those prisoners they have taken earlier, and only a small squad is guarding those. We could try setting all those people free.”

“How small is ‘small’?” Luther asked.

“A dozen raxas and maybe two dozen trillas.”

“And how many prisoners?”

“Two to three hundred.”

“How do they keep them from running away then?” Max asked.

“They’ve herded everyone into a clearing, and the trillas patrol around them all the time. The raxas are positioned in twos and threes at the edges.”

“If the entire crowd makes a run for it, most of them will be able to escape,” Whitey said. “There’s only that many darts the trillas can throw before they are overrun.”

“Let me guess, there’s mostly women and children there,” Rita said. “I don’t think they will do much of anything unless someone helps them.”

“That’s right,” Jim said. “There are a few men there, but they are not worth much. They are all from Scargill, what would you expect?”

“All right, we’ll try helping them,” Luther nodded. “Quick in, quick out. No unnecessary risks. Because if the main force gets a whiff of it, it’s game over for all of us.”

***

The four trillas on the road died first. Never standing still, they fidgeted, pacing a length of the hard dirt back and forth, not unlike ants or flies trying to run in all directions at once. Half a dozen shooters snuck up on them through the woods and took all four out in a single salvo. Not that it mattered much though since trillas could not speak, by all accounts, communicating mostly through gestures. As the little things fell, Jim White eagerly gathered all their darts, smiling happily. The others let him: they all had bows, the man had nothing. Afterwards, they dragged the bodies into the bushes and moved further, ready to dive back into the woods at the first sign of trouble. The rest of Luther’s men followed, maintaining a distance of about a hundred feet or so.

The scouts were not wrong: indeed, a large clearing opened up ahead, although with hundreds of prisoners crowded into it the place looked much smaller. Barely thirty feet away, a pair of raxas were standing with their backs turned on the encroaching humans, and everyone had to duck and stay down for a few moments to see if the duo had heard any noise. Upon closer inspection, Luther could see pads of moss and grass on their bodies here and there, secured with crude leather straps. If that was the Haitas’ idea of bandages, their combat medicine must have really sucked, put bluntly, but at least the strange dressings explained why that particular pair found themselves in the back, guarding hapless civilians, rather than on the front lines, wreaking more havoc. Apparently, Haita commanders considered the rear an easier, safer station for the wounded. It was time to prove them wrong.

Pulling at the fresh new bowstring he had put on in lieu of the one he had to cut during the mad rush through the bushes, Luther sent the first arrow down, striking the nearest raxa between the shoulder blades, piercing its spine. The injury would be mortal—but not immediately so, it seemed. Arrows, even well placed, were notorious for low stopping power, especially when dealing with such large and bulky opponents. The stricken bruiser jumped in place, roared, and spun around, frantically trying to locate the source of the attack before collapsing to the side and moving no more. Its companion fell silently as a heavy, blunt-nosed bolt crushed through its skull. More human fighters emerged from the brush around the edge of the clearing, launching a coordinated attack from different places. Caught off guard, the raxas could not offer much resistance before coming down with multiple projectiles in their bodies, and the trillas just stopped their frenetic patrolling around the perimeter and froze, sheer terror in their eyes. The next volley took most of them out and, unlike in the case of their gorilla comrades, a successful hit meant a sure kill for the most part. As Luther had plenty of chances to discover earlier, the little things lacked the resilience necessary for hand-to-hand combat—or much of anything else for that matter, except hurling darts. One trilla, not quite twenty feet away from Luther, had caught an arrow in its arm and was writhing on the ground in severe pain shock even from such a seemingly trivial injury. The rest of them were not doing much better, either dead already or halfway there.

“Make sure you get all of them!” he yelled. “The last thing we want is one or two escaping and bringing reinforcements back with them.”

As if taking heed from his words, two trillas at the far edge of the clearing turned around and fled, but before they could reach the cover of the woods, a ripple went through the previously docile mass of prisoners, which quickly became a mini tsunami. From behind that wave of humanity Luther could not quite see what was happening, but the yells and rhythmic thuds coming from that direction told him all he needed to know.

“Luther!!!” came a desperate shout from among the prisoner mass.

Luther had no idea who the man—and it was definitely a male voice—was, but at the moment it didn’t matter. “Run this way!” he yelled back. “Hurry! We are leaving!”

By that time, the prisoners were already running every which way—some even further up the road where they would most likely be recaptured, and soon. But there was nothing the attackers could do about that. Good luck reigning in a panic-stricken crowd, high on adrenaline and running just for the sake of running.

“Everybody, pull back!” Luther yelled. “We are retreating!”

“Are you serious? We have only just started!”

Luther threw a quick glance sideways: it was Max, and he was clearly disappointed.

“There are still a few raxas standing in the far end, and I have just seen trillas running away,” the hunter grumbled.

“Let them,” Luther said, turning around. “The key in this guerrilla business is to know when to run for the exits—preferably on our own terms. Back into the woods, everyone! Now!”

The rally point about half a mile back had been set way before the attack started, and everyone would be better off making their way towards it on their own. The woods, especially the kind of dense, low-rise aspen and hazel tree thickets that lined the sides of the road were not particularly conducive to goose-stepping in formation. Running through the brush, Luther felt the nasty aftertaste of an adrenaline spike in his mouth and nagging dissatisfaction in his heart. He had never even unsheathed his sword or seen the enemy’s blood. All that happened was a few snaps of the bowstring against his wrist guard, momentary confusion, and a hasty retreat—while what he really felt like doing was unleashing a nuke on those murderous buggers. But he knew that was just his emotions talking, and as a field commander responsible for the lives of three dozen of others he did not have the luxury of giving in to those. He would get his chance, and soon. In the meantime, they had in fact won their first victory.

***

At the rally point—a small clearing like a million others, of which the only distinction was the small stream that ran through it—Luther once again thought that he was indeed growing older, what with getting so much out of breath after a short run. Then again, it was probably just all that extra weight on him that made the effort so excruciatingly difficult. But at least he did not have to pay for a gym subscription now or seek cheap thrills playing video games.

Next to him, Max was apparently thinking along the very same lines.

“Another run like that,” he said, breathing heavily, “and we won’t even need the Haitas to finish us off. Rita, would you miss me?”

The warrior woman was never one to mince words.

“If you think I’ll come cry on your grave and bring flowers, think again. At most, I might come to spit on it once in a while.”

“Well, that’s still better than outright indifference,” Max grinned. “Thank you, beloved!”

Since late last year, the village’s chief hunter had been vying for the heart and body of their chief amazon. However, the cruel lady rebuffed all attempts at rapprochement—and not just from Max, but from numerous other suitors as well. As an excuse, when she even bothered offering one, she said she still hoped to reunite with a husband she had gotten separated from during the disaster. However, she had confided in Luther that she had no desire to take up with her ex again even if he had somehow miraculously materialized right in front of her. It was all over well before the errant space rock hit their city, and the split was not altogether amicable. Luther did not pry any further. Rita loathed discussing her past life. Whatever had happened to her in the old world, at the moment she was simply not interested in a romantic relationship of any kind, and that was all there was to it. Luther respected that. The two of them had plenty in common and worked well together, but some things were just none of his business. That said, he had to admit, Max and her would still make a great couple in more ways than one. Perhaps one day, Luther sighed.

“You two, kiss and make up or just stop bickering. I’ll be happy to offer my services as a couples counsellor when we get back, but not right now. We still have a war to win.”

“Counselling, pfft!” Rita sneered. “I don’t need no counselling to tell Max to… Oh, never mind. Stay frosty, Max!”

“Yes, ma’am,” the man beamed.

A few minutes later, a brief roll call revealed that everyone was accounted for and no one was wounded or lost. Moreover, they now had seventeen more newcomers among them as some of the escaping prisoners decided to rejoin the fight. Amazingly, two of them—Icksy and O'Brien—had been squad leaders themselves, although, as the most recent events proved it, not particularly successful ones. They told Luther that most of their fighters had been captured by the Haitas who did not kill surrendering enemies but rather disarmed them and treated defeated fighters as any other prisoner they took. When the skirmish broke out in the clearing and everyone ran for it, only O’Brien kept his cool and directed a group of men around him to follow the retreating attackers. The one-eyed old hand also said there were many more people in the prisoner convoy initially, but quite a few escaped on the way, apparently heading back to their villages.

Unfortunately, the new men had no weapons and thus could not be of much use as full-fledged fighters. A few battle axes recovered from the bodies of dead raxas and a handful of darts did precious little to change that, so, as was the case on numerous other such occasions in the past, the new guys would have to settle for clubs and crude pikes crafted from small trees. Making those would take time, but for once they were in no particular hurry to be anywhere. After the brazen attack, the Haitas were bound to send scouts out to look for the perpetrators, and there was no point in getting in their way. They would stay low for a while, Luther reckoned, and hit again when the Haitas least expected it. They earned their little respite.

***

Luther spotted the trillas as soon as they emerged from around the bend in the path, about a hundred yards away from the ambush site. His legs were beginning to grow numb from having to sit still for so long. Having made a considerable detour through the forest, the humans reached the trunk road over an hour before and stayed low, waiting for their prey. They were early, having outpaced the enemy somewhere along the way: like all large armies, the Haitas hardly moved fast.

Many of the seventeen local fighters that joined them were hunters and knew the local forests well. With their help, choosing the exact spot for where to take a stand was so much easier. Five archers crouched with Luther on the side of the road, the rest of the force positioned further away in the woods and waiting for the enemy to bite. Luther had no doubts that the Haitas would play into their hands and fall into the simple trap. So far, everything was going according to the plan.

As before, an advance patrol of four trillas was the first to appear. Luther was once again surprised by the enemy’s carelessness. The Haitas had already engaged in skirmishes with the humans twice and should have been able to understand that it was too dangerous to operate in small groups. Yet here they were, doing the same tired old thing over and over again. Or perhaps the miniature dart throwers were nothing but expendable cannon fodder and nobody loved them. He-he.

Meanwhile, the trillas scurried towards the ambush site, their heads rotating almost 180 degrees, their slanted eyes meticulously scanning their surroundings. However, there was no chance in hell they could see the main detachment hidden deep in the woods and waiting. The deciduous forest in the summer was nowhere near like in March or April. One could become almost invisible just crouching behind a thick bush. And the combined force lying in ambush did much better than that.

Luther patiently waited for the trillas to come closer and then sprang to his feet, raising his bow. The lead trilla jerked back, instinctively trying to retreat to a safe distance, from which it could throw darts without fearing return fire, but it was too late: an arrow sent from close range pierced its chest, killing the thing immediately. More bowstrings snapped left and right, and two more trillas fell. The last one turned around and ran—which was precisely the eventuality Rita was waiting for, the string of her bow drawn and ready to go. The arrow hit the fleeing survivor under the ribs, from where it would, hopefully, be much easier to recover. Unfortunately, the damn thing surprised them all by not dying right away and rolling on the ground long enough to break the shaft. And Rita was too squeamish to mess with the dead body for the arrowhead alone. Luther proved to be luckier, retrieving his own arrow intact. Hastily wiping it on some leaves, he put it back into the quiver and helped his comrades drag the bodies out of sight.

“Get ready, guys, the main course is about to be served.”

The head of the enemy column appeared five minutes later. As before, the trillas came first, advancing in short sprints, pausing, looking around, and then darting forward again. Behind them, a horde of raxas could be seen, rumbling down the trail in a dense avalanche. Luther waited until the first of the trillas were less than a hundred feet away and gave the order to fire. As before, the trillas froze in confusion for a moment but recovered quickly and charged, pulling darts from their long quivers as they ran.

“Fall back!” Luther yelled, releasing his second arrow.

Waiting until all the fighters left their position, he ran after them, making sure no one was left behind. But they couldn’t run too fast, Luther reminded himself. The last thing he wanted was for the trillas to lose sight of their prey. Thankfully, the lanky dart-throwers made it easy enough to gauge the tempo, rumbling through the dense underbrush like a herd of elephants. Once again Luther wondered how those creatures were only good at one thing—throwing darts—and sucked doing anything else. It was as if they were indeed created for a single, narrowly defined purpose. Which, hopefully, the closely-spaced trees and bushes would prevent them for fulfilling.

Suddenly, Luther heard a distinct sound of hooves behind.

“Run! Faster!” he yelled, picking up speed. “The black riders are coming!”

The fighters were already pushing their limits, but now they surged forward as if someone had lashed them with a whip. The forest around them was gradually thinning out, and the frackas would have no problem galloping right through it. Compared to them, the trillas were mere snails, and having to fight the formidable cavalry while on the run was not part of the plan. Luckily, the shooters that served as bait had almost reached the river at that point. Barely a few dozen feet wide at that section, it was still fairly deep down the middle and required swimming, rather than just wading across. What was even worse, Luther knew, was that he’d have only one hand available since the other one would be holding his bow up above the water to keep the string dry. But no one said any of it was going to be a walk in the park.

By the time he felt the bottom under his feet, the main force positioned and waiting on the opposite bank was already shooting. Climbing out into the shallows, Luther turned to see who or what they were firing at, and his heart sank: a black rider had just plunged into the water and was mere yards away from him, bringing up his nightmarish pike with a long curved tip. However, once the scaly mount hit the deep mid-channel, the tables quickly turned, the fracka, a merciless killing machine on land, becoming a helpless, flailing infant. The next moment, dozens of arrows and bolts hit the floundering black figure, and the rider died before ever reaching the opposite bank. The animal struggled for a while longer, trying to reach solid ground, but also succumbed to its injuries quickly.

As more riders emerged from the woods, arrows kept flying but the frackas had taken their cues from their unfortunate comrade, it seemed. Rather than charge straight across, they turned and disappeared in the green again. Instead, a bunch of unloved, expendable trillas surged forward. Most of them died right there, but not before launching their darts. Luther thought he heard a few screams on the line up ahead, but perhaps his ears were simply playing tricks on him in the din of the battle.

“That’s it! Fall back!” he yelled, quickly grabbing his other weapons and things he had stashed on the other bank beforehand to avoid having to carry them back and forth across the river.

“Oh, there we go again!” Max grumbled. “You never let us finish the job!”

“I am trying not to let you get finished yourself. The riders are looking for a ford now. They’ll be here, on this bank, before you know it.”

Indeed, the small unit had suffered enough damage for one engagement for Luther’s comfort. Three or four men had cuts of different length and severity, and one had to be helped along, hopping on one leg, having caught a dart in his left buttock. But at this point, the men knew how to retreat in an orderly fashion and were going through the motions without any further orders. Now all they needed to learn was going on the attack successfully.

A mile and a half away from the site of the ambush, Luther changed course, leading his troops on an outflanking maneuver. Knowing the Haitas, they would continue moving along the trail, razing additional villages on their way with methodical doggedness. In the meantime, after a quick break, the humans would pick up speed and get ahead of the main column again. Hopefully, before the sun set and everyone stopped for the night, they could hit the column again. Maybe at some point the enemy would grow tired of mounting losses and just go home. As it is, the body count for one day so far stood at almost three dozen raxas and trillas and one black rider. If they could add even half as many to the grand total before nightfall, maybe the enemy would finally get the hint. Or at least one could always hope.


Chapter 19

Max and Whitey returned from their recon mission around midnight, finding Luther by one of the fires.

“What took you guys so long?” Luther grumbled. “I was beginning to worry.”

“We found their camp,” Max said.

“No kidding! How far is it?”

“A stone’s throw away—we got back in an hour. They’ve settled in a captured village that they didn’t burn. They’re sleeping right in the huts.”

“And the prisoners are also there?”

“Yes. The defensive palisade mostly survived intact. They’ve only breached it in a few places during the assault. So now it’s keeping folks in rather than intruders out.”

“Too bad we don’t have any tar for our arrows to set the place on fire ourselves.”

“Oh, we could get that, easily,” Whitey said. “There’s a tar kiln right outside the walls. I don’t think they’ve taken much of that stuff with them when they ran off. The villagers, I mean.”

“That’s handy,” Luther nodded. “How close can we get to that palisade?”

“There’s trillas patrolling it, but not too many,” Max said.

“Well, even one would be enough to spot us messing with that tar place and raise the alarm. They may be lousy fighters, but there’s nothing wrong with their eyes and ears. That’s for sure.”

“I think you are right about that,” Max agreed. “Unlike the raxas, which are clearly nearsighted, the little guys can see in the dark.”

“Curious fellows, them,” Jim chuckled. “They also seem to have bees up their ass because they hardly ever sit or stand still. Always on the move, always jittery.”

“Long story short, I don’t think we’ll be able to sneak up on them unnoticed,” Luther summarized the discussion. “Where does that leave us?”

“We could try distracting them,” said Rita who until then kept her silence.

“That’s what I’ve been thinking too,” Luther nodded, “How about we send in a few guys to feign an attack from the opposite side? And when the guards all rush to investigate, we’ll strike. Hopefully, we could free the prisoners too.”

“All right then,” Max said. “When do you want to go?”

“We’ll give it a couple of hours. You guys need to rest a while. Let them all fall asleep first too. They shouldn’t be all that different from us. They’ll be at their sleepiest before dawn.”

“But didn’t you say they don’t sleep?” Max asked.

“I was talking about the trillas. The raxas sleep like babies. Very ugly babies. You should hear them snore…”

“That loud?”

“Like a dozen chainsaws. You could go deaf standing three steps away. All right, get some rest.”

***

The sky in the east was already beginning to turn a lighter shade of grey when the main force reached their starting position. By that time O’Brien had already taken the new guys around to stage a diversion. Fortunately, the forest near the palisades had been sufficiently thinned out by the villagers harvesting firewood and allowed for relatively unimpeded, quiet passage. Waiting for O’Brien to begin making noise in the wrong place, Luther found himself pondering how quickly humans dispensed with the wilderness around where they chose to settle. With no machines or beasts of burden available, bringing timber from elsewhere was indeed a big deal, so every settlement tried to make the most of their local resources. In some places, the forest around that particular village was already cleared altogether, with even the stumps uprooted to be used for making tar. Then the land would be ready for planting crops, and some parcels had already been sown with seeds procured from free O’Shargs or other villages that already had a leg up on their agricultural efforts. Give it a year or two, and bread and potatoes would become common staples everywhere, just like they were on Earth. Except, of course, that presumed there would still be humans living in the area in two years’ time. Which again brought Luther back to the task at hand. Oh, those damn Haitas!

Then an unexpected thought struck him.

“Hey, Rita,” he whispered.

“Huh?”

“I think I know where to get the seeds from Earth for our own fields.”

“What are you talking about?” the young woman whispered back.

“Look, these folks have already planted some of their own crops here. You need seeds for that, right?”

“Oh, that…”

“Remember I told you about the epicenter where the space rock hit? It’s the train station. Well, what’s left of it.”

“So?”

“I saw quite a few rail cars there, and not just the passenger kind. Plenty of freight too, including those metal hopper cars.

“And?”

“But don’t you see? It all figures. The disaster struck in the fall, and the fall is also the time when they harvest the fields. I am sure some of those hoppers have grain in them. Or sugar, perhaps, which wouldn’t be a bad thing either.

“A lot of good those would do us! It’s been almost a year. Surely it’s all gotten wet and rotten by now, or pilfered by rodents.”

“Some of it, maybe, but those were all covered hoppers, quite a few of them with their roofs and hatches intact. I am sure a lot of that stuff inside is still as good as new. Even if we find a single intact car, that’s fifty tons of grain, easy. That’s more than we’ll ever need to start our own production. Heck, there’s even going to be some left over to bake a loaf or two.”

“All right, consider me convinced.”

“We should organize an expedition immediately to recover as much stuff from that place as we can. It may even take more than one run with all of our three ships.”

“Well, if you need my approval, you got it,” Rita smiled in the dark. “It’s just that there’s still the small matter of winning this damn war. And even assuming we do, something’s telling me we are going to have a lot fewer mouths to feed, or warm bodies to man those ships, for that matter.”

“Yeah, there’s that, of course,” Luther sighed. “But I never really thought of any of it before, and now it seems like the most obvious thing in the world.”

“Are you guys done talking?” Max whispered, irritation in his voice almost palpable. “Because you know, there’s trillas out there. And they are listening.”

Luther ate his next sentence. The man was right, of course. They were no more than a hundred feet away from the palisade, and in that pre-dawn hour nothing moved or stirred around. Even birds seemed to be asleep. A frog or two were still ribbiting halfheartedly at a distant pond somewhere, but that was no more than a background for the profound silence. Everything stood still—except for the damn restless trillas, of course, which kept patrolling outside the palisade in both directions in their quirky, robot-like manner. By the look of it, the village ahead of them had not suffered much damage during the assault. The raxas just hacked through the palisade in several places and smashed the flimsy gate—at which point the residents, a hundred or so of them, likely surrendered. Everyone knew the Haitas would rather take you prisoner than kill you, so for most of the civilians there was no real incentive to fight. Uncertain future in captivity was still better than immediate death right there and then, unless you were a free spirit and a warrior, of which there were precious few among the general population. All in all, Luther reckoned, there had to be hundreds of individuals crammed into that fairly small defensive perimeter, humans and Haitas alike. Once the brouhaha started, panic was guaranteed to ensue, with the inevitable deadly stampede to follow. Innocent people would die, to be sure, but it would still be better to lose a few rather than have the entire cohort vanish into the unexplored depths of Haitana. Or would it? As if that existential angst in his soul was not enough, the damn O’Brien was late. In another half hour, the dark of the night would vanish completely, shutting their window of opportunity firmly closed and making all of his Dostoyevskian issues moot. The raxas would wake up, and quickly wolf their lumps of mixed feed down, and be on their way. Who knew where they would be spending their next night up? But then sudden distant shouts finally came through—as if a dozen or so men were yelling their hoorays embarking on a suicidal banzai attack. Except in that particular case, Luther would bet his own daily ration of proto-MRE from Haitana Government Industries that there was no “as if” about the yells. The diversionary attack had finally started. They were on.

The trilla patrol in front of them stopped for a moment, proving the detractors who claimed the poor little things could never stand still wrong. But the moment was brief: as if on cue, all of the dart throwers turned towards the source of the noise and briskly headed in that direction.

“I hope O’Brien doesn’t do anything foolish,” Luther sighed.

“Like getting into a fight?” Max asked.

“Yes. He’s been bitter ever since the Haitas kicked our butts. He’s itching to start hitting back in earnest.”

“Oh, the guy is a hothead all right.”

“Wouldn’t you be? The problem is they have no weapons to speak of.”

“But it’s just the trillas, they won’t need much.”

“Sure they won’t—after the trillas take them all out with their darts without ever closing the distance.”

“Oh, let O’Brien worry about it. It’s his show. We have our own.”

Luther nodded.

“We do indeed. Everybody, off we go.”

Sparks flew everywhere as flints struck, quickly becoming small fires. The two buckets of tar they had claimed from the abandoned small kiln on the edge of the woods earlier would be more than enough for both arrows and torches. Additionally, there was a substantial stash of highly flammable dry birch bark there, which also came in handy.

Once the first volume of rapidly growing fireflies took off in the direction of the palisade and the ramshackle village behind it, Luther brought his own lighter to the thin tube of bark on a stick. The mix of rough hemp fiber and tar inside of it caught on fire immediately, as if also itching to go to war.

Don’t stand still!” Luther yelled. “We are lit like Christmas trees now! If you get separated, head back to the rally point on your own. Good luck, people, and make it count. Go! Go! Go!”

Surging forward, Luther could hear the crackling of brush behind him as the entire small force rose to follow their leader. As always in such moments of stress and adrenaline rush, he felt like flying—it was as if the ground itself was moving under the feet he could not even feel now. But he would be lying if he said he didn’t relish such moments. The surge of the fight or flight hormone, the mad pounding of his heart, the stomping of dozens of feet behind him—all of it made Luther feel as alive as never before, and at such moments he knew he could move mountains. The measly hundred feet separating them from the sparse stockade of thin trees flew by in what seemed like a split second, as if they were not even there. Taking a swing, he threw the heavy torch onto the roof towering over the palisade from the other side. The dry reeds splashed with a fountain of burning tar droplets ignited immediately with a slight whoosh, becoming a blazing bonfire within seconds. Left and right of him, flames and columns of smoke were rising into the sky that was rapidly purging the last remnants of darkness.

“Follow me!” he shouted, dashing towards the nearby breach in the palisade, contemplating between sword and bow. Quickly enough, the question resolved itself as a burly raxa rose in front of him, squinting, as if trying to ascertain if he had already seen the brazen human somewhere. Before the hulk could make up his mind one way or the other, Luther’s twenty-inch blade found its way into the gap between the chest armor plates, going deep. Luther yanked the sword sideways a couple of times to make the wound larger and deadlier and then, in a single swift motion, pulled the weapon out. The Haita roared and slapped him across the cheek with an open palm—hard enough to make the much smaller man stagger and crash onto his side. Hitting the ground, he rolled, carried by sheer momentum and unable to stop at once. His feet caught on a ladder leaned against the wall, breaking the lowest rung, and then his head bumped into something hard, probably the wall itself. Getting up on his trembling legs, Luther quickly turned around, the sword still in his hand, but the raxa was no longer a threat: two of Luther’s men following closely behind were literally hacking it into pieces.

“That’s enough, guys,” Luther rasped. “Let’s go find another one.”

As he led the two men deeper into the village, it suddenly dawned upon him: the place was empty! Shucks! They had been duped!

“Hey, anyone alive there?” he yelled. “Come on out, you’re free!”

For a few moments, nothing happened, but then three enraged raxas burst out from behind a hut. Snorting and howling, they charged at the earthlings who, in a counterintuitive twist, welcomed such a turn of events that meant some certainty at last. Dozens of bows and crossbows hit the trio immediately, which was too much even for the hardy raxas. All three died within seconds, and once again the place grew silent, save for the crackling of multiple fires.

Having no formal military training, Luther had no idea as to what would be considered a proper response for when the battle was canceled due to the enemy failing to show up. Were they supposed to declare victory and live happily ever after or what?

“We’ll probe a little further,” he finally said. “Keep your bows and crossbows ready to fire. Follow me!”

Whatever the rest of the men might have been thinking, no one questioned the move.

“You heard the man!” Max barked behind him. “Move! My guess is the Haitas are all chasing after O’Brien's guys, black riders and all. There’s just gotta be some more raxas lumbering at the back of the column. We’ll get us a few and call it a night then.”

“And where have all the prisoners gone?” someone asked as they all broke into a trot.

“How would I know? That’s what we are trying to find out.”

They caught up with the tail of the enemy column on the other side of the village. In all likelihood, the Haitas somehow knew the assault was coming and for some reason or another decided to move on rather than take their stand in the village or mount a counterstrike. Furthermore, they must have been hours ahead of the earthlings on that and begun moving hours earlier, leaving a small rear guard behind, perhaps. Otherwise, how could they have possibly evacuated such a large number of fighters and civilian prisoners out of the area so quickly and secretly? Be it as it may, when Luther caught sight of the disappearing formation, they were all raxas, with faster moving trillas and black riders apparently further ahead already. Whether the burly gorillas—about two dozen of them at a quick count—were the rear guard or simply stragglers trying to catch up with the main force, upon taking notice of the humans behind them, they all turned as one and formed a defensive line, presenting their round shields covered in sheet bronze. It was as if they were not quite sure of how to react to the sudden threat from behind. Regardless, whatever they might have been thinking, Luther was not about to charge a determined enemy head on. He had already had a taste of conventional battle in the open field and cared not to repeat the experience.

“Halt!” he barked. “Archers and crossbows, step forward! Fire at will!”

Arrows thudding against their armor and shields seemed to wake the enemy up, bringing the raxas out of their momentary stupor. Throwing caution to the winds, they lifted their shields—immediately losing two of their number—and charged.

“Form a line,” Luther yelled again. “Everyone, stand your ground!”

As the mass of growling hairy bodies approached, Eron the Arkulian stepped out of the line, brandishing his long halberd—a weapon that required plenty of room for maneuver to be used effectively. Bellowing the first line of the horrendously off-key gladiator battle hymn, the man made the first move, thrusting his blade on a stick into the eye of one raxa and then immediately taking a swing at another. Luther was next to take a leap forward at the approaching enemy, followed by Mongu and two more Arkulians and then by the rest of the men. His sword sliced through a massive forearm, and the already-raised ax fell from the raxa’s unclenched fingers. Recovering from the lunge, Luther managed to slash at the enemy’s unprotected neck with the very tip of his sword, and a fountain of blood gushed out of the wound immediately, splattering him and the ground around. Yet the big bruiser refused to go into the night gently. Mortally wounded and losing blood by the pint, it charged at the attacker, lifting its good arm for a monster swat. But Luther had already been there and did not want to go back. In fact, his right cheek still burned where the first raxa had slapped him earlier. Taking a step back, he stuck his sword out, making it so much easier for the enraged raxa to impale itself. This time the opponent obliged, froze for a moment, and began leaning forward, almost crushing Luther, sword and all, under its not inconsiderable weight. But again, the human was half a second ahead and took a quick step back. The next moment, someone else’s battle axe crushed the big creature’s skull from behind. That closed the matter.

Strangely enough, the skirmish ended almost as soon as it began. Most of the raxas fell victim to arrows and bolts before they could even reach the attackers, and those who did were mopped up quickly and with extreme prejudice. However, this time the engagement was not without cost for the human team: one of their number caught an ax blow to the head and was now missing a fairly large chunk of it.

“Any more dead?” Luther asked, standing over the body of the fallen comrade.

“No,” a ragged chorus came back.

“There’s the good news,” “Luther sighed. “Pick him up, we’ll give him a proper burial. Max, make sure we collect all the enemy weapons. O’Brien’s guys sure could use them. If there’s any of them left, that is.”

Minutes later, the platoon-sized group was back under the cover of ample foliage, heading to the designated rally point. Despite the loss of a comrade, the mood was nothing short of jubilant. They did it again, having now won a substantial victory over something much larger and deadlier than those measly trillas. And this time they were actually on the attack, rather than merely shooting the Haitas from a carefully prepared ambush. And they were the ones left standing too, without having to scramble and get the hell out of there before the bewildered enemy could regain their bearings. It was indeed a very big deal.

At the rally point, only fourteen people were waiting for them, including O'Brien who seemed even more grim than usual.

“Where are the rest of your men?” Luther asked.

“They were too slow to run,” the one-eyed squad leader grumbled.

“Oh. We lost a man too.

“Was it worth it?”

“Well, we killed two dozen raxas.”

“Not bad,” O’Brien nodded. “I lost four men with not much to show for it. You guys are way ahead of us again.”

“There’s bad news too: all the prisoners disappeared somehow before we even got there.”

“How’s that possible?” asked Icksy, coming closer.

“You tell me. We set the village on fire and then discovered there was no one there. We only caught up with some raxas on the other side as they were on their way out. It looked like everyone else was chasing you.”

“Yeah, they gave us a run for our money all right,” O’Brien said. “Frankly, I thought that was going to be the end of us. Those damn mounties were breathing right down our necks.”

“Let me guess, you guys overstayed your welcome trying to pick on some trillas, didn’t you?”

“There was a bit of that, yes,” Icksy said. “We wanted them darts and daggers. Some of the buggers even had small axes, and we don’t have nothing. Talk about fair!”

“Uh-huh, and instead you just lost men.”

“They might still be alive, wandering out there.”

“Could be. We’ll wait a bit longer for them then. We have a guy to bury anyway.”

“Don’t you want to, like, rest a while?” O’Brien asked.

“No time for that now. We need to find those prisoners before the Haitas spirit them away and out of reach. Send three of your guys back out to scout. Let them follow the Haita trail and see if the prisoner column is still with them. Oh, and we have plenty of weapons for you now.”

“How will they find us afterwards?”

“Well, set a few rendezvous points for us along the way. This is your backyard, you should know what’ll work best.”

“Do you think the Haitas may have taken the prisoners back up the road?” Rita asked.

“Well, if they are not with the main column, that is definitely a possibility.”

“Then what’s the point of scouting further ahead and following the main Haita force?”

Luther thought for a moment.

“Do you think the men will be thrilled to just go back to free someone else’s kin and leave the Haitas alone to kill and pillage as they see fit?” he asked. “Maybe we’ll do more good preventing them from capturing even more people, rather than setting those they already have free?”

“Maybe you are right, or maybe you are not,” Rita shrugged. “I was just saying.”

“All the more reason to send those scouts out after the main force,” Luther nodded.

“And then what?” wary O’Brien asked.

“Same tactics. We’ll keep nibbling at them, piece by piece, until they get tired and go home. Or until there’s none of them left.”

“But it’s going to be so much harder now.”

“Why is that?”

“Without prisoners, they’ll move so much faster. And the men will need to sleep sooner or later, you know.”

“Well, I guess we could take a couple of hours before following the Haitas after all. We’ll catch up with them later today.”

“When they are setting up camp, perhaps? I don’t think they’ll just vanish into thin air, as a matter of fact. Although that wouldn’t be such a bad thing,” Rita said.

“No, it wouldn’t,” Luther sighed. “Keep dreaming, girl.”

***

When they caught up with the Haitas, what was left of the latter were laying siege to Victor Zhou’s village. Historically, the place had been, and still remained, the largest human settlement in the area. The islanders were technically a close second, and much better off to boot, but somehow the general consensus still was that the Zhou City was the trend-setter and the place to be. That it was also extremely overcrowded and had an insufficient food supply only became apparent after one moved there and stayed at the place for a while, especially over the winter. Yet, despite the dwindling numbers of fish in the badly overfished surrounding lakes, the settlement somehow held together and even cleaned up its act substantially from the early days. They now had a decent sanitation system and a hugely successful pottery shop, of which the products were much sought after all over the region. Atahualpa, for one, never managed to have his own efforts in that area produce earthenware of comparable quality. Unsurprisingly, the City tried to take the fullest advantage of that particular strength of theirs. In exchange for their pottery, they received iron from the islanders, copper from the north, and honey and hides from its other neighbors. People in the City could not be said to be rich by any measure, but they were definitely not poor. Overall, it was a fairly desirable place to be, compared to most other places around, although some found local laws to be too lax since they did not allow for the expulsion of drug addicts and other rabble. That, however, was a matter of opinion that largely depended on who one asked. Detractors routinely called Zhou City Junk City, on account of widespread use by the residents of not just the relatively benign marihuana, but also of the local variety of poppies that turned out to be abundant in the surrounding meadows. Rumor had it that not even Zhou was averse to the temptation, and in all likelihood, he also sold the latex to other settlements to the east, which in turn traded it further out to Free O’Shargs.

As the settlement grew and matured, they also began paying proper attention to security and defense. Long gone were the days of a single policeman with an empty sidearm and a flimsy palisade that could barely hold the Vuxes at bay. These days the City was surrounded by a fifteen-feet-high log wall with three towers, each of them sporting a lightweight catapult that Zhou had commissioned from the islanders during the winter after much haggling and bickering. Those three deadly contraptions were now busily hurling boulders at the Haitas, inflicting substantial losses. Regardless, there were still quite a few of them left as far as Luther could tell. That said, the enemy clearly seemed to be unable to take the City in one fell swoop, without resorting to a protracted and costly siege. As if to corroborate that particular assumption of his, a group of five hittas—dark-skinned dwarves with the gnarled faces of thousand-year-old mummies—were huddled together nearby, apparently holding a war council. According to Mlish, those unassuming creatures, which Luther had not yet seen since the Haita offensive started, could make a real nuisance of themselves, casting spells and creating illusions. Luckily, their treacherous skills only worked well in the dark, making the well-weathered squirts more of a liability that needed to be cared for and protected come morning.

In any case, Luther reckoned, the Haitas were unlikely to linger for long. Even though the surrounding woods were full of escaped villagers, catching them in sufficient numbers would be a daunting task. On prior occasions, the Haitas either retreated at the first sign of resistance or went back to their own lands after capturing a certain number of prisoners. Perhaps what they were trying to do now, laying siege to the City, was top off the quota in a single large operation before heading back. Those hiding in the woods were essentially in the clear already. The defenders of Zhou’s bailiwick were not. As the raxas launched another assault, Luther noticed an unusual creature he had never seen before, not even in Haitana as such during his days as a prisoner. Not unlike a beer barrel on stout short legs, the thing had an enormous flat head with plenty of huge warts and tufts of bristle, sitting directly atop its shoulders, skipping any pretense at a neck. Its arms were disproportionately large and seemed very strong. Upon getting closer to the wall, the big bruiser began hacking at it with a monster ax while a closely spaced squad of raxas around it provided security. The outer ring of some two dozen trillas played air defense, keeping the defenders up top at bay. A similar whacking sound from a bit further away suggested at least one more additional “lumberjack” was hard at work. Worse yet, both of them were likely in blind spots and thus out of reach of the defenders’ artillery.

“Nah, it’s not going to work,” Max next to him mumbled. “Tough luck, suckers!”

“What are you talking about?” Luther asked.

“The wall. As soon as that thing breaks through it, they’ll spear it from the inside. Surely, they have a good idea of what’s coming.”

“Well, the Haitas are not so stupid. I am sure those raxas will have something to say about it first.”

“Yo, Luther!” Icksy said coming closer from behind. “I just saw Zhou on the wall.”

“What do you know, the Generalissimo has escaped from that ordeal earlier,” Max sneered.

“Which is probably more than you could say about most of the men,” Icksy agreed. “And the bugger had the nerve to try and teach me how to be an upstanding citizen!”

In the meantime, Luther called for O’Brien.

“Listen,” he said, “while the infantry is busy with the assault, how about we try taking the black riders out?”

“I’d rather have a tonsillectomy through my ass,” O’Brien grumbled. “It’ll be less painful.”

“Yeah, I think you are just getting cocky, Luther,” Max added. “No offense.”

“But they are not immortal,” Luther shrugged. “We have already killed three, what’s another six?”

“We were just lucky, is all,” Rita offered. “It’ll definitely take a hell of a lot of arrows, and we have few left as it is.”

“That’s true,” Max seconded his flame. “So how do you propose we take on all six at once?”

“Cunning, my friend, sheer cunning,” Luther grinned. “We’ll set up another ambush.”

“There are no rivers anywhere near,” Icksy said. “Just lakes. Good luck shooting over those.”

“I have an idea,” Luther said with a conspiratorial wink. “Remember that coil of steel cable Whitey found at the tar kiln?”

“Yep,” Max nodded. “He’s been dragging it with him ever since. The guy’s a hoarder. He will grab anything that isn’t nailed down. Maybe the man plans on opening a flea market when this is over.”

“And what would you need that cable for?” O’Brien asked.

“Weren’t you the one who suggested hanging ourselves?”

***

Luther clapped Max on the shoulder.

“It’s time.”

The hunter sighed, grimacing.

“Listen, why don’t we simply have someone else do it? You’re in command, after all, and I am your XO. We don’t really have to jump every bullet ourselves, do we?”

“First among equals, remember? Equals being the operative word. Do as I do and not as I say—that kind of thing. Besides, you volunteered, and you’re a damn good runner. Come on, let’s get this show started.”

“You think I run fast? That’s comforting,” Max chuckled. “The bear will get you first, he-he.”

“We’ll see about that,” Luther grinned. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

Only a thin line of brambles kept the two of them out of sight of the six frackas standing some two hundred feet away, observing the battle. The riders seemed fused with their mounts, as if they were some kind of alien centaurs, and indeed, Luther told himself, he had never seen the two parts separately.

“Ready?” he whispered to his companion.

“When you are!”

“On the count of ‘three’. One… two… three!”

Their bows snapped in unison, and a moment later, they heard a sharp clang—someone’s arrow struck armor. The frackas jerked—all of them, as if they were part of the same organism—immediately turning their horses and pulling spears from saddle nests. The bowstrings slapped the forearm guards again, and one of the riders swayed, dropping its weapon. Hit in the shoulder, the thing pointed its good arm at the bushes where the two brazen humans were hiding and let out a muffled bellow from under its pot-like helmet.

“Let’s get out of here!” Luther yelled, throwing his bow over his shoulder.

Max didn’t need to be asked twice—he was already running, getting a hefty head start on his commander. Hearing the hooves beating behind them, Luther felt his heart in his throat—the frackas were moving fast, way too fast for comfort. And unlike raxas and trillas, the black riders didn’t bother taking any captives. As he ran, Luther quickly said a Hail Mary in his mind, and then another one—something he hadn’t done since middle school. To add insult to injury, the terrain was the worst possible place to try and evade a bunch of merciless cavalrymen—a sparse, light pine forest with no undergrowth or deadwood on the ground. To be sure, the riders could not gallop at full speed, but they were still way faster than the two human runners.

Then the pine forest ended abruptly, replaced by a dense deciduous growth that would be a challenge for all the parties involved to get through. But now the men would have an advantage over their pursuers. Before long, Luther caught sight of a strip of fabric tied to a tree branch as a marker.

“Get ready to jump over it, Max!”

The hunter didn’t respond, but jump he did. The steel wire stretched at a height of about twelve inches above the ground was easy enough to step over—as long as one knew it was there. Luther negotiated the trap just as easily, but that was where his luck ended. Landing after his jump, he tripped and lost his balance, going down and sprawling on the ground. There was no point rolling or trying to get up: the nearest fracka was literally breathing down his neck—or perhaps it was the strange scaly Rocinante. Instead, Luther crawled on all fours, trying to get at least a few extra feet between himself and the trap. His heart really sank now: if the wire failed to stop the rider, he would be as good as done.

But the wire held, thank God for small favors. As all hell broke loose behind him, Luther turned and had a quick chance to see that the rider was indeed distinctly separate from its “horse”. As the animal hit the invisible obstacle at high speed and tumbled, the humanoid figure on top of it got catapulted right out of its saddle. A few yards to the side, another murderous combo was hitting the ground that very moment, and the distinct crackle of snapping bones came through as music to Luther’s ears. The third fracka, following a few steps behind, tried stopping its mount, pulling on the reins, but it was too late: the beast hit the wire and went down nonetheless, crushing the rider under its enormous weight. The other three riders did manage to stop—immediately becoming the targets of multiple arrows and bolts shot from a point blank range by over two dozen humans hidden in the thick brush. And then, just like that, all the formidable foes, the stuff of legends and myths, were down. It was almost too easy, Luther told himself, finally getting up. Mopping up did not take long. One of the riders that managed to stop in time was probing the wire with its pike, showing its steed the way, when a steel bolt went straight into the animal’s ear. The thing dropped with a hiss, not unlike that of an incensed cat, crushing the rider’s leg under its thrashing body. Luther rushed forward and drove his sword straight down through the narrow visor of the rider’s helmet. O’Brien’s men, having expended all of their darts, also emerged into the open, descending on the fallen frackas with their clubs and captured raxa axes. The creatures died quickly enough, but the enraged foot soldiers kept hacking and hacking, avenging the death of their comrades and venting pent-up frustration over that murderous, wasteful war that kept everyone away from more productive endeavors.

Luther almost got caught up in the general frenzy but managed to restrain himself quickly enough. He was the person in charge. He simply could not afford to let his emotions get the better of him.

“Enough!!!” he yelled. “They’re all dead! Enough!”

Gradually, the people calmed down, leaving the torn bodies alone. Some walked away breathing heavily, a few doubled over and vomited. It wasn’t a pretty sight.

“Collect the arrows and weapons, and let’s get the hell out of here!” Luther barked. “There may be raxas following behind. I don’t want to have to deal with those right now.”

Approaching one of the fallen frackas, Luther crouched next to the body to examine the armor. His initial impression happened to be correct, he noted: the plates around the rider’s waist were rigid and plugged into the receiving grooves in the saddle. Thus, the rider could not turn around or wiggle much, creating the illusion of a single organism with the animal. On the positive side, the arrangement offered an almost fail-safe protection to the warrior’s back, allowing him to focus his undivided attention on the threats ahead of him. It was unusual, but it made sense. Well, kind of, because the armor plating around the shoulders seemed fairly thin and flimsy. Perhaps all the important parts were in the lower back and butt, Luther thought and smiled involuntarily, trying to imagine that particular anatomical twist. Then it was the turn of the head, and he used his ax to relieve the dead fracka of its helmet. The pot came off easily enough, revealing a fairly gruesome picture. Looking at the deadly pale skin that had most likely never seen any sunlight, Luther winced in disgust. The dead warrior’s face immediately evoked worms and slugs in his mind, and seeing the bluish veins and knots of tendons, clearly visible amidst the semi-transparent tissue, immediately brought him to the verge of throwing up. Suppressing the sudden heave, Luther barely registered the sight of pale pink blood oozing from numerous abrasions, the gelatinous mass leaking from a crushed eye socket, and the gaping hole where the teeth must have been. He turned away in disgust. He had seen enough.

“Hey, boss,” Max said, coming close. “We’ve taken stock of our ammo, and the news is not good.”

“How bad?” Luther asked as he straightened up.

”Five or six bolts per crossbow, three to four arrows per bow.”

“That’s after you collected everything salvageable?”

“Afraid so.”

“That doesn’t leave us much room for maneuver if we want to help Zhou.”

“Can we afford not to?”

“Nope.”

“Oh well, at least swords and axes are reusable every time.”

“They are indeed. Let’s get closer and see what’s happening there. Oh, and Max…”

“Yes, boss?”

“Keep an eye on the men, will you? I am afraid some of them are two pumped up after that glorious victory of ours. What did that banker dude call it—irrational exuberance? We don’t want any of that, especially when we have no ammo to speak of.”

“Will do, boss, no sweat. How do you even know all those fancy things?”

“I took an economics class in college.”

“Oh, that. I am surprised you still remember any of it.”

At the edge of the woods, Luther told the men to wait and covered the last few yards to the clearing alone. Then, from his best seat in the house, he watched the barrel-shaped Haita relentlessly hacking at the wall, apparently oblivious to the hefty logs and stones the defenders kept dropping on it from above. The last of the logs—a massive affair that God only knew how the villagers even managed to haul all the way up—wreaked unmitigated havoc on the Haitas. The raxas that stood in a tight protective circle around their fellow lumberjack were caught unawares and suffered mightily, with many of them crushed and killed or severely maimed. For a moment, Luther thought he heard the sound of bones breaking, but it may have been simply his imagination playing tricks on him. The barrel boy, too, having caught the main brunt of it, was finally no longer chopping. Instead, apparently paralyzed from the waist down, it was writhing on the ground helplessly, trying to get up and failing. The ax knocked out of its hand was some twenty yards away on the ground and out of the thing’s reach. Up above, Zhou’s soldiers were throwing stones at the prostrate giant, cheering and laughing, and pointing their fingers. A few archers among them were mopping up the surviving raxas that seemed to be too dumbfounded to offer any resistance or flee. The trillas were no longer there.

Captivated by the successful maneuver of the besieged, Luther almost missed a crucial new development: a large group of Haitas had been heading their way, a couple of dwarf magicians leading the rest of the party. Luther could bet they were all looking for the frackas that had gone on a joy ride in the woods and vanished. With no further delays, Luther spun around and headed back to rejoin the rest of his men.

“Get ready!” he told them. “The Haitas are coming. Fifteen trillas, ten raxas, and two of those little magic tricksters, whatever they do. They don’t know we’re here. We’ll ambush them as they enter the forest.”

As an afterthought, watching the men perk up, he added,

“No shouting! We need to surprise them.”

“Are the rest of them far from here?” Rita asked.

“Half a mile or so, I’d say,” Luther nodded. “They have their hands full attacking the city and will be none the wiser if we keep it quiet enough here. Oh, and mind you, we’ll only have time for one volley. The rest will need to be done the old fashioned way.”

“Good,” said Jim White, pulling his ax from his waist and twirling it in his hand. “My hands have been itching for quite a while now.”

They had no time to form a proper line, nor would it make any sense in the dense forest. Guerrilla fighting had its own rules and tactics. As the first of the trillas broke through the foliage, Luther loosed an arrow at the slender figure. The trilla dropped, and then a raxa cried out in pain somewhere in the brush: the rest of the force had begun shooting too. Dropping the bow, Luther unsheathed his sword and lunged forward, to where the leaves were rustling a few yards ahead.

Everywhere around him, the humans charged—in pairs, trios or single numbers, the latter being the preferred MO of O’Brian’s men. Max covered his own right, and Rita was on the left. They had done it that way on multiple other occasions before and knew how to play their roles well without getting into each other’s way. This time, the familiar tactic proved to be quite effective again. Acting together—Luther in the van, Max and Rita executing wide flanking maneuvers a step behind—the three of them quickly dispatched a bewildered raxa, striking it from three sides. Without further ado, the trio stepped up to help O’Brien who was grappling with another raxa all by his lonely self. Along the way, Luther also slashed at a dazed trilla, almost chopping the little bugger in half. Other dart-throwers around, seemingly no longer able to use their main weapon in such tight quarters yet reluctant to flee for some reason, had their ridiculous hatchets and daggers out, not quite sure what to do next. Well, good luck with those toothpicks, suckers, Luther thought, swinging his sword at another slim figure.

As they moved to quickly finish off the raxa that was giving one of O’Brian’s guys a run for his money, the man screamed wildly, pointing at something behind their backs. Turning quickly, Luther recoiled at the sight of a nightmarish beast—a seven-foot lizard covered in pointy barbs, standing tall on its hefty hind legs. The head of the apparition had a number of sharp horns on it, with long, spiky fangs protruding from its scowling mouth. Acting on pure instinct, Luther pulled a small hatchet from his waist and threw it at the beast, aiming at the ugly head. As luck would have, it the tomahawk hit the creature squarely on the nose but, instead of embedding itself in the flesh and cartilage or bouncing off, passed right through, as if the beast were a hologram, disappearing into the bushes behind it. Making a quick mental note of where the weapon had gone, Luther switched to his sword again, ready for further action. However, the creature just stood there, shrieking, yet making no threatening moves. The situation seemed to have reached an impasse, but then Mongu dashed behind that lizard from hell and swung his battle axe horizontally, about two feet above the ground, aiming to cut the creature’s legs from under it. Instead, something totally unexpected happened: the roaring reptile simply vanished into thin air, as if at a turn of a switch, and a dead hitta dwarf hit the ground, its head slashed clean off by Mongu’s weapon. It was only then that Luther recalled Mlish’s tales of the grotesque battlefield illusions the wicked dwarves were known to create. He had also been told that during the previous fall’s siege of the island the Haitas used the dwarves to darken the night to conceal their efforts to build a berm around the fortress. Still, that was camouflage, and this was bringing imaginable monsters to life. Luther considered himself duly impressed. The little hitta buggers could easily have thriving careers in Hollywood or at animation studios in the Philippines. In all likelihood, they would also be paid better.

By that point, the battle was drawing to a close. Enraged men were still hacking at writhing bodies here and there, but none of the enemies appeared to be standing. The humans won yet another victory, although that time costs were higher too: several men were killed or wounded. Leaving Mick the Medical Butcher to tend to those who could still be helped, Luther led his troops towards the City to help relieve the pressure on the defendants. However, much had changed there during the brief skirmish in the nearby woods. Having lost their “lumberjack” and its entourage, the Haitas abandoned that part of the front, concentrating instead on the opposite side of the village. The destructive work continued there, the defenders being unable to replicate their successful trick. Thus, when Luther and his men emerged from the forest, they found the area deserted, with only the detritus of the recent battle scattered around and the unbreached wall no one cared to contest any longer.

Making no attempt to hide, Luther’s force quickly circumvented the village, soon reaching the side adjacent to the lake. It was only there that the Haitas’ original plan became apparent. Once the second barrel-shaped “lumberjack” made a small hole in the wall, the raxas used it to push through a long and sturdy metal beam with a ring in the middle, to which a massive chain was attached. Now some fifty raxas were pulling on it, trying to dislodge a much larger section of the palisade, of which most logs had already been partially sawn trough or chipped at and were slowly yielding. The barrel boy who had caught a metal bolt in his shoulder in the process was now screaming in pain, forgotten and neglected, but the rest of the Haitas didn’t seem to care, now that it had served its purpose and they were about to get their wish. Recognizing they had mere moments before the wall was breached, the defenders surged to the top of it, unleashing a barrage of arrows, bolts, and stones on the raxas that were playing tug of war down below.

“Fire!” Luther ordered his troops. “Don’t spare your arrows! Give ’em all you’ve got!”

He himself only had three arrows left—two armor-piercing ones and a single bodkin. But what was he going to do—take them with him when they went home?

Caught off guard by the unexpected assault from the back, the Haitas faltered, breaking their formation, but regained their composure quickly. While most of the trillas remained by the wall, the rest, accompanied by some three dozen raxas, pivoted to confront the new threat. Now it was the defenders who were shooting them all in the back. As before, Luther noted, the enemy lacked any visible overall leadership and seemed to operate on some kind of murmuration alone, like a flock of birds moving in unison. But whatever their guiding principle was, it worked, and worked well. The number of raxas and trillas turning around to face a new threat was more than adequate, considering the size of the attacking force, and they all seemed focused enough and full of resolve. Now that the humans were flat out of arrows, fighting the Haitas off or at least stopping them where they were seemed like an impossible proposition. With a heavy heart, Luther was about to order the retreat, but then Victor Zhou and his troops stepped in. The gate of the fortress swung open, letting a large crowd of fighting villagers out. Quite a few of them seemed to be regular civilians that did not ordinarily spend their lives wielding a weapon, but now that the situation was critical everyone threw their hat in the ring—from bare-faced teens to grey-haired old men, to women. Overall, there were easily hundreds of humans spilling out through the sudden opening in the wall, most of them armed with regular axes and crude wooden spikes. If there was ever a true popular front anywhere, that had to be it.

The enemy faltered. The group facing Luther’s weary fighters made another U-turn and rushed to rejoin their main force. Quickly forming a tight defensive rectangle, they just stood there, waiting for the humans to make the first move. A peculiar stalemate ensued on the battlefield, with a hundred or so Haitas facing many more human irregulars, most of them bedraggled and poorly armed, yet ready and willing to take their stand. For the first time in their brief campaign, or perhaps ever, the formidable Haitas were on the defense. For a few moments, the warring parties just stood there, facing each other, neither of them particularly anxious to engage in that mother of all battles. Then, in another first, the Haitas quickly regrouped again, forming a much longer, thinner rectangle, and headed back to the woods and the main road going through them. After the protracted din of the battle, silence finally fell over the village.

“Luther, what's happening here?” Rita whispered.

“I don’t know. It looks like they chickened out.”

“Or perhaps used their heads,” Max said. “Whatever these things are, they are professionals. They know when things are turning against them. It’s nothing personal for these guys. Strictly business.”

By then Zhou himself was running towards them across the wide strip of grassland.

“Did you see it?” he asked, gasping for breath.

“Sure did,” Luther nodded.

“Could it be they did not want to engage in the field without their black knights?”

“Maybe.”

“And what happened to those? They are nowhere to be seen.”

“Let’s just say they won’t be coming back,” Luther said and gave the man an unreserved, broad a smile.


Chapter 20

Taking another step, Luther felt his foot plunging all the way down into the cold muck that quickly reached his knee. As his boot filled with water, making a squelching sound, he dropped an F-bomb—something he did not do often or willingly. But navigating the damn swamp after a long day of running and fighting was no one’s idea of good times—and much less so at dusk. If they didn’t find the ship in the next thirty minutes, before night fell in earnest, they’d be facing a much bigger problem than just wet feet.

“Hey, are you getting that smell too?” Max asked.

“Which one? This place reeks of many things, most of them foul in the extreme.”

“Not that, no… Laugh all you want, but I think I can smell fried potatoes,” Max said.

“No kidding? Why not bacon? Or barbecue? Oh, shit!”

Taking an instinctive step back, Luther reached for his sword but quickly abandoned the effort. The giant figure that appeared in front of him was a Klot—not Udur, but a Klot nonetheless—and by that time everyone knew they had nothing to fear from those. Yet Luther marveled at how stealthily the big guy moved; indeed, not a twig creaked, and no water sloshed. The unfamiliar Klot turned around without saying a word and began walking away, following a barely visible offshoot of the main trail. Realizing he was being beckoned to follow, Luther accepted immediately, and little by little, all of his men fell in behind him in a long single file column. Remarkably, despite the waterlogged surroundings, the path turned out to be dry and easy to walk on. Within minutes, as the sun finally dipped below the horizon, Luther could see the top of a ship’s mast rising above the trees. A minute or two later, they arrived at a secluded bend in the channel where the Yamato lay anchored. Over the three days that had elapsed, the crew built several reed huts and a large canopy onshore, next to which a camp fire was burning. The rapidly congealing darkness didn’t prevent Luther from noticing a slender figure bustling about the fire and the large pot hanging over it. Smiling, he sneaked up on the woman who had her back turned to them, wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her neck.

“Gotcha!”

Deirdre squealed, spun around, slipping from his grasp, and smacked Luther on the forehead with a hefty wooden ladle she held in her hand.

“Damn it, you did it again!” Luther yelped, cradling his throbbing forehead.

“Oh!” the woman gasped. “I’m sorry! I didn’t know it was you!”

“Who did you think it was? You suddenly have more huggers here?”

“No, silly! You guys are back already!”

“What, too soon?”

“Oh, you idiot! Come here, let me kiss your boo-boo. How was I supposed to know who it was?”

“Some mother you would make! Anyway, did you miss me?”

In the meantime, the entire crew happily reunited under the canopy.

“Hey, Spood!” Luther called out to the former tech. “What kind of ship have you been running here in my absence?”

“A tight one?”

“I don’t know about that. How come we’ve been able to get all the way here without ever being challenged?”

“Spontaneous teleporting, I guess. Can’t guard against that one.”

“Isn’t that so!”

“Listen, there’s only one path leading here across the swamp. That’s the one you took on the way out. There are two guards posted there at all times, 24/7. Shift after shift. I know it for a fact you have not come that way.”

“Indeed, we took a different path.”

“But there is no other path,” Spood protested. “It’s a swamp. There’s nothing but water around here. And not even a rabbit could pass through that wall of reeds without us knowing about it.”

“Yet, we did. I guess we just walked on water then, huh?”

“No one’s done that since that Mexican guy two thousand years ago.”

“Mexican?”

“Well, duh, Jesus is a Mexican name. I should know, I had a buddy called Jesus back in school.”

“How about you run that by Father Dougal?” Luther chuckled. “In the meantime, you are officially relieved of command. Without prejudice, I guess.”

“Whatever that means,” Spood shrugged. “Welcome back, Luther.”

But Luther had already turned back to Deirdre.

“So, preacher’s daughter, what’s cooking?”

“Not daughter, a niece.”

“I don’t care, as long as you feed us.”

“Oh, local Klots brought us some fresh tubers. I’m pan frying them, and they are good boiled too. They are just like regular potatoes, only a little sweeter.”

“Huh, Max was right then. It was in fact fried potatoes he was smelling!”

Dinner took a while to prepare since with that many mouths to feed all of a sudden Deirdre had to cook two additional batches. Waiting to sit down and eat, Luther used the time to take care of a number of administrative matters, including a detailed roll call and taking stock of weapons and supplies left. Unfortunately, none of the fighters lost during the disastrous first battle showed up at the ship as he hoped they would. Thus, out of the thirty-five people that had set foot onshore with him he brought back twenty-nine, two of whom were seriously wounded. Sad as it was, it could have definitely been worse. On the positive side, when everyone went their separate ways after the jointly won victory, Jim White requested to join them on a permanent basis. No one was waiting for him in his own village, he told them, and the occasional paramour he had there would easily find herself another man.

“Oh, you’ll get a quick replacement yourself, hot stuff,” Rita grinned, and everyone laughed. They all like Whitey just fine.

***

Dinner was a blast—everyone was sick and tired of the smoked and dried fish in their rations, and fresh, hot food came as a welcome change. In fact, vegetables of any kind had always been in short supply, and now the men were savoring them as much as candy and ultra-processed junk that went for food back in most of the civilized old world. Once everyone had their fill and was leisurely sipping bitter, hot ersatz coffee of local provenance around the camp fire, it was time for Luther to regale the ship’s crew with the stories of their exploits onshore and answer questions.

“So in the end they just left? Is that what you are saying?” Deirdre asked, skepticism in her voice clear enough.

“Yes,” Luther nodded. “At first, we thought it was some kind of a trick on their part, a regrouping maneuver, but then the scouts reported the Haitas were heading straight to the river. I think this is it. We did it.”

“So we are going home in the morning then?” Spood asked.

“Yes and no: we need to check further upstream first.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s where the Haitas were heading. By my estimates, they should have at least two hundred prisoners with them—all those folks from the villages they ransacked first, before attacking Zhou.”

“So you want to attack them yourself and set those people free?” Deirdre asked.

“No, we don’t have enough men for that. We’ll just try and make sure they are indeed leaving.”

“It would be good to pluck some more feathers though,” Rita sighed. “And free the prisoners. I mean, we still have plenty of arrows on board, don’t we? It’s totally doable if we play our cards right.”

“I don’t know about that,” Luther sighed. “Arrows and bolts alone won’t do the job, and we can’t rely on anyone but ourselves. Smaller villages are as good as gone now, and Zhou won’t spare any men since they have so many dead and wounded. They’ve had enough of war for a while.”

“Haven’t we all?” Max reasoned. “But I say we might as well finish what we started. I really, really hate the idea of having to do it all over again a year from now or something.”

“We’ll see,” Luther said, getting up. “How about we sleep on it? Good night, everyone.”

***

The Yamato was making good progress, carried by a favorable southwesterly wind. With every new cable length, the multiple smoke columns rising above the reeds further upstream seemed larger, and now Luther could even smell them. With the sail on and Udur at the helm, the rest of the crew had little to do. Watching their trusted rudder man working his little miracles, Luther was thinking that they could definitely use more Klots in their midst. And not just because they were so good on the river—properly attired and trained, a hundred or two of Klot warriors would make for an unstoppable force that could easily take the Haitas on, and on their own terms to boot. Except how did one even find that many and persuaded them to venture deeper inland?

A chain of sandy islets stretching far into the river from a narrow promontory was getting visibly close, but Luther remained unfazed: Udur knew his business and didn’t need anyone to tell him what to do. Indeed, passing the bank, they had not scrapped the bottom—not even slightly, not even once. The smoke columns now looked like he could reach out and touch them, Luther chuckled. From his observation post on the bow, he was closely watching a small cape surrounded with what looked like an impenetrable wall of reeds, the fires burning right inside the circle.

“What do you see?” he asked Deirdre standing next to him.

“Nothing,” the girl sighed. “I can’t see through the reeds at all. Do you want me to go up the mast for a better look?”

“The mast?” Luther chuckled. “The wind will blow you right off. But no matter, I think I have a pretty good idea of who’s playing with fire there.”

“You think it’s the Haitas?”

“Who else could it be? No one builds permanent settlements in the floodplain, and all the fishermen must have fled from the invasion. That only leaves one plausible option.”

Indeed, soon enough the prison camp opened up in all its crowded glory on the elevated grassy bank of a small inlet. Surrounded by water on three sides, the place was perfect for a large holding pen. Some three dozen trillas, restless as they were, loitered across the narrow isthmus that led further inland, blocking the only way out. On the main riverbank a bit further behind, what looked like three to four dozen raxas were sitting around a number of smoke columns. The area inside the protective ring of reeds the crew had been watching on approach—the entire eighth of an acre of it—was literally crawling with a small sea of humanity huddled around their own bonfires. All in all, the amount of smoke wafting over the camp was above and beyond what might be required for cooking or keeping warm, seeing that the sun was already high and warm enough. The Haitas clearly intended to signal someone.

But of course, now was not the time to ponder who or what that might be.

“Battle stations!” Luther yelled loudly. “Get your bows and crossbows ready!”

Anticipating the order, the men rose as one—all clad in armor, weapons in their hands. The Haitas, on the other hand, appeared utterly unconcerned, which suggested they had not expected any visitors and were yet to notice the approaching ship. An argument could be made that the enemy remained altogether unaware that their human opponents even had any ships at all. Indeed, all the way through the short but intense hostile action of the past few days, the Yamato remained securely hidden, and the force that assaulted the island the previous fall had been wiped out altogether and thus unable to come back to the hinterland and give the rest of the Haitas the bad news. Now it was up to the small band of earthlings to deliver the message. Bow in hand, Luther took a brisk stroll to the stern.

“Can we get closer to the shore?” he asked Udur.

“We can. But we’ll run aground.”

“No, that won’t do. Stick to deep waters then, we need to be able to maneuver… Just in case.”

“We keep moving, yes,” Udur agreed. “Losing speed no good. Water very bad today.”

“How so?”

“Too many oars in it.”

Luther moved on to give the ballista crews their final instructions—and it was then that the Haitas finally noticed the ship. The trillas froze for a moment, taking in the sight of a majestic vessel coming into full view, and then resumed their frenetic Brownian motion with renewed vigor. The area where they were loitering was still no less than three hundred feet away—a challenging distance for accurate shooting even on solid ground, let alone from the heaving deck of a ship—but Rita was already drawing the string of her bow. Naturally, he was not going to be upstaged by a lady, no matter how skillful or beautiful, Luther told himself and brought his own bow up.

His first and second arrows missed their mark, hitting the water and vanishing. The third found the neck of a trilla. Other archers quickly joined the action, and soon the thud of crossbows followed. As the screams of anguish and pain from the raxas began filling the air, the bow ballista fired, sending a wave of vibration throughout the ship. The Yamato pivoted slightly, aligning itself with the riverbank, and then the machine on the stern fired too. Two huge darts with crescent blades swept through the “gorilla” crowd, severing limbs and ripping bodies open. Caught off guard, the raxas never bothered dispersing and were now paying the price for the oversight. But the confusion only lasted a moment. Finally awake, the “gorillas” were now hastily forming a sparse line on the main bank, and the trillas quickly moved to take their positions on the flanks. None of that made any sense since the action essentially left the prisoners on the promontory to their own devices. Perhaps the Haitas had never been attacked from the water, Luther reckoned, and simply had no established algorithm for how to respond.

As bows and crossbows kept sending their deadly projectiles to the not so distant shore, the ballistae fired again—now loaded with improved firepots of tar and turpentine. Quite a few Haitas on the bank were splashed with liquid flames, and a couple became live torches.

“It’s working!” jubilant Max yelled.

“Hey, leave me a piece!” Jim White yelled back, swinging his axe.

Apparently desperate, the trillas began throwing their darts, but two hundred feet was too far for their weapons, and only a couple struck the ship’s hull at the end of their downward-bound trajectory. Some of the trillas tried using a contraption not unlike a crude sling to increase the range, but it didn’t work any better. Most of the human non-shooters gathered at the starboard side were already celebrating their bloodless victory, absorbed in the action onshore—and then all of that changed in a jiffy.

“A ship!” Deirdre, who, prudently enough, was not part of the celebration, yelled.

Indeed, a familiar-looking flat-bottomed galley was emerging from behind a larger island further upriver.

“Shucks!” Luther cursed under his breath. “Udur, put us on a collision course with that thing!”

The Klot reacted immediately, making the ship turn on a dime and catch the tailwind again. The crew of the bow ballista suddenly stood still, their perplexed faces looking back at Luther and their target that was quickly disappearing behind. Unlike its predecessor on the Argo, the larger, more powerful piece on the bow of the Yamato had no turntable and thus could only throw its projectiles forward. The archers, too, quickly found themselves at a distinct disadvantage as their angle of attack changed. Little by little, the hectic action on deck stopped.

“Archers to the bow, crossbowmen stay put on the starboard side!” Luther barked the order. “We’ll have us a quick pass for a full broadside. Watch out for darts, it’ll be close!”

The enemy ship was about a third of a mile away, which, with the tailwind still going strong, was a fairly negligible distance. The Yamato would be close enough for the first volley in a matter of minutes.

“Udur, can you get us within a few feet of their starboard side?” Luther asked. “I mean, really close, but without scraping the gunwales?”

“Udur can.”

“Watch out, they might try turning at the last moment.”

“No matter. They slow. Their ship poor as Klot village.”

“Oh, so you are finally getting the knack of metaphors! Good! I’m counting on you, Udur.”

The bow ballista fired, sending a projectile into the water not quite a few yards away from the enemy ship’s bow. Naturally, the flammable liquid inside failed to ignite as the pot went under.

“Check your aim, fellas,” Luther yelled and rushed to the port side to scoop Deirdre up.

“Get below decks,” he blurted out, dragging her towards the open hatch to the hold. “Stay down there until I call you!”

“But I can shoot too, Luther!”

“Please, honey. Let’s not go there again. I don’t have the time to tie you up this time.”

“Fine. Just be careful, okay?”

“Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Luther smiled. “We’ve dealt with three of those ships in the fall, and now there’s only one. It’s like riding a bicycle now.”

Back on the bow, he tapped Max on the shoulder.

“Now we know why the Haitas were burning those bonfires.”

“They were expecting the ship, right?”

“It looks that way. We barely made it in time to mess up their plans.”

“How did they expect to fit all those people into a single ship?” Rita asked. “We have one of those, and if you ask me, it’s not all that large.”

“Packing them in tight,” Luther shrugged. “Like sardines. All right, ballista crew! Launch a fire pot!”

A smoking ball flew past the mast of the enemy ship and landed in the water again—this time a dozen yards behind the stern.

“Over the target, arrrgh!” Luther mumbled. “Archers, what are you waiting for?!”
 

However, by that moment the first arrows began hitting the enemy ship already, and a few trillas fell, lined up as they were on the bow, darts at the ready. The Yamato was significantly taller, offering a clear view of the approaching galley’s deck. Now the crossbowmen, too, were already preparing to make use of that distinctive advantage, lining along the starboard side with their shorter range weapons. As the two ships rapidly closed the distance, moving on what surely looked like a collision course, a few borderline panicked yells came from among the troops. Luther paid them no heed. He trusted Udur. The whole point was to come as close to the enemy ship as possible, without quite knocking themselves out or letting the raxas jump over the gap.

The enemy helmsman faltered first. When there were barely a couple of dozen yards left between the combatants, the galley began veering off to port with the grace of a heavy truck trying to find its way through a narrow street. But it was too late—the collision seemed inevitable. The trillas, forgetting their darts, scurried back to the stern, anxious to get as far as possible from the looming hulk of the Yamato. The ballista crew cursed furiously as the target entered their weapon’s dead zone. Luther himself recoiled instinctively, holding on to the mast stay and bracing for impact. Except nothing disastrous happened, at least not to the humans: the Yamato passed within mere feet of the enemy ship. Had the latter been using a sail, they would have come out of that close encounter unscathed as well, but they were not, and the massive hulk of the Yamato broke every damn oar on their starboard side with much crackling of wood and water splashing. A chorus of muffled cries rose from the galley’s row deck as the out of control stumps and handles wreaked havoc among the invisible oarsmen. The Yamato went through a series of violent jolts as the long shafts kept breaking, but otherwise there was no damage, outside of a few men losing their balance and tumbling over.

“Udur! Circle around it!” Luther yelled. “Everyone, get ready to fire!”

The last command was unnecessary—the crew was already shooting non-stop. Arrows and bolts peppered the enemy ship’s deck, and most of the trillas were already down. The rest forgot all about their darts, concentrating instead on putting out a number of small fires started by incendiary projectiles.

At first Luther intended to simply burn the ship, but now that he saw there weren’t really all that many Haitas left on board, he changed his mind.

“Prepare to board!” Luther barked the command. “Spood, get the corvus ready! We are taking this baby intact!”

Most of the fighters got busy, feverishly preparing for hand-to-hand combat across the deck. The winch creaked, lifting the narrow gangway, opposite which the boarding party with spears, halberds, and swords stood waiting. In the meantime, archers continued to send arrows down at point blank range, thinning the hostile crowd out before the chopping and hacking started. To be sure, it was no longer like shooting fish in a barrel since what targets there were left now used whatever they could for cover and perhaps were even hiding below decks. Catching a side wind, the Yamato made a sharp turn, aiming for the galley’s stern. At the last moment before the collision, Udur made a slight course adjustment, and then the hammer struck the stopper, releasing the corvus—a narrow boarding bridge that would now connect the two ships. The other end of the contraption crashed onto the galley’s gunwale as intended, splintering it and pinning a raxa hiding behind it to the deck with its spikes. With a mighty roar, the boarding party charged across, only to find the deck mostly empty. Just as Luther expected, most of the surviving crew were hiding below decks to avoid making acquaintance with the humans’ murderous arrows.

As the boarding party was mopping up a few trillas that were still up top, more crossbowmen rushed across the bridge, taking positions next to the two hatches leading to the rowing deck below. It was just as well since the hatches flew open producing two howling raxas, both of which were immediately shot dead.

“Don’t fire all at once!” Luther yelled. “Take turns and aim for the heads! One shot—one kill!”

In the end, not one hairy bruiser made it onto the deck: bolts took at least half a dozen of them out before the supply of eager beavers dried out. Yet Luther knew there were still quite a few enemies left in the hold. A stalemate thus ensued: the Haitas were no longer willing to sacrifice themselves trying to get out while the battle-weary humans did not quite itch to venture into the parts unknown down below. That standoff might have continued indefinitely or at least until the men figured out how to smoke the remaining Haitas out with no risk to themselves, but at that moment Udur, who would ordinarily keep silent even if you paid him not to, bellowed, pointing upstream.

“Seriously?” Luther sighed. “That’s just not fair!”

Another ship was approaching the scene of the battle, and there was no doubt in Luther’s mind who it belonged to. The alien angular lines were by now a familiar sight and hardly deserved any special attention. It was the size of the vessel that left him—and, most likely, everyone else on board—baffled. None of them had seen river cruisers of such magnitude yet this side of the mysterious wormhole that brought them all there. Even the big war galleys Luther saw in the south seemed modest in comparison. Suffice it to say that the oars that propelled the behemoth were arranged in three rows. The deck was so high it was essentially impossible to see what was happening on it. The bow and stern seemed to have real turrets with some kind of fancy machinery in each of them. Additional ballistae and catapults were installed on the sides.

“W-what is that?” gasped one of the men.

“We need to get out of here,” Luther said. “My guess is this is the main prisoner transport. This one here is no more than a scout, it looks like. Everyone, back to the ship! Now! Bring a couple of fire pots over. We’ll drop them down the hatches and make ourselves scarce.”

“So, we’re not taking over this galley after all?” Max asked.

“No, I think those guys over there would have something to say about it. The real trick is to know when to cut your losses and run.”

The crew, buoyed by the near victory, still hadn’t grasped the gravity of the situation. The enemy trireme, despite its enormous size, was awfully fast. A favorable wind could definitely help the humans get a leg up on it, but the steady breeze that only recently made coming so far upriver a piece of cake was now working against them. Not even their new, much improved sail setup made much of a difference. They had to get out of there, and fast, abandoning what everyone was already thinking of as “their” new ship. Tossing a couple of lit pots into the hold, they crossed back to the Yamato with a heavy heart. The bridge itself, which seemed solidly stuck in the deck of the enemy ship, had to be cut and abandoned too.

Once everyone was back on board, Luther ordered the full complement of oarsmen to the rowing deck. Udur, never in need of orders much, was already turning the Yamato around. Still, the ship was slow to gather speed, and soon enough the trireme closed the distance to within a third of a mile. A puff of white smoke billowed from the front turret, and Luther watched in amazement as an elongated projectile, leaving a smoky trail behind it, darted in their direction. It moved much faster than could be expected of anything ballista-launched. Luther knew he would be happy to give a thumb for a pair of binoculars at that moment to be able to get a better look at the strange round and the machine that launched it. However, there were no spare optical instruments anywhere around and thus no takers.

The projectile whistled over the Yamato’s mast, landing about seven hundred feet dead ahead.

“Holy smokes!” Max exclaimed. “What’s that they are shooting at us, cruise missiles? Our ballista rounds don’t even have half the range!”

“Ah, what does it matter?” Luther shrugged. “Udur, do you remember that passage between the islands? The one up ahead, the one we passed through on the way to the Haita camp?”

“Yes. Passage. I remember.”

“Can you take us through it again?”

“I can.”

“And their ship? Will it make it through?”

“No. Too heavy. Passage too shallow.”

“That’s exactly what we need! Our only hope is they run aground and get stuck. If they catch up with us, we’re done for. There’s tons of them there. I’d say just moving that thing takes a hundred rowers.”

“I take us through,” Udur promised.

Luther ducked instinctively as another projectile whistled overhead. Fortunately, now that she ship was under oars, the sails had been lowered and the low-flying shell passed unimpeded. The splash it made when hitting the water produced no explosion, but neither did their own fire pots unless they hit something hard. But boy, did the thing move fast! Even if it was just an inert armor-piercing round with no explosives inside, the kinetic energy alone would let the thing pierce the Yamato through and through, from one end to the other. The wooden hull of the river vessel was just not designed to withstand that kind of impact.

“Fire back at them,” Luther told the stern ballista crew.

“Sorry, not enough range,” one of the gunners said.

“Launch a spear then.”

“It won’t do much to them, and it will most likely fall short too.”

“Do it anyway. I want to put them on notice. Cool them off a bit.”

At that moment Spood emerged from the hold, looking agitated and unhappy.

“Luther, we’ve got a leak down there. Towards the front, near the bow!”

“There wasn’t any this morning, right?”

“Some planks may have come loose when we crushed those oars.”

“Damn it! If we survive, we’ll need to line the entire front with metal, if only just thin copper sheets. Is the water coming in fast?”

“It’s not too bad yet, but we’ll need to start bailing soon, and we don’t even have a pump.”

“Okay, keep an eye on it. For now, this is not our main problem. We’ll most likely get chopped into pieces before we sink and drown.”

“Jeez, ain’t you an optimist!” Spood grinned. “What are those things they are shooting at us, do you know?”

“Not a clue, and I wish I never had to find out. Now, don’t just stand here, go back into the hold!”

Now the enemy ship was barely a thousand feet behind them. And they had already bracketed the Yamato with the rocket launching device of theirs. The next one would be right on, and the race would come to an end, Luther thought. No, their immediate future did not look too promising.

“It’s a good thing they don’t have such launchers on their smaller ships,” Rita said. “If they did, they would have made short work of us last fall when they besieged the island. Now we had us an extra year to live. Anyway, you shouldn’t have brought Deirdre along.”

“Don’t write us off just yet,” Luther said “We’re entering the shallows now. Let’s see what those buggers say when they run aground.”

“I don’t think they’re that foolish,” Rita frowned. “They will most likely go around all these islets. Even if it slows them down, they can easily catch up with us later.”

“Maybe so, but in that case, we’ll have time to dock at the shore a safe distance away from their camp. We’ll abandon the ship and scatter, and they won’t be able to find us in the swamp. But I hope it won’t come to that.”

“We’ll see,” Rita shrugged.

As the Yamato entered the channel, Luther’s heart pounded so hard he thought it might start knocking against his armor. The slightest mistake from Udur, and they'd run aground themselves in full view of the enemy ship. Then it would truly be over. But despite everyone’s fears, Udur once again proved his worth as a master mariner, taking the Yamato right through. All that time, although his heart kept racing, Luther’s eyes remained glued to the trireme that was looming large over their own ship that seemed an insignificant water bug in comparison. Would they or would they not?

True to their stubborn selves, the Haitas never wavered, maintaining their original course. They were the masters of the local universe, and no laws of physics applied to them, right? Well, wrong, suckers, Luther thought. Think again! All the Yamato’s crew needed was just a little bit more time, and then they’d be in the clear. Another projectile launched with a puff of smoke, this time splashing right near the starboard side, barely a few feet away. Luther estimated the reloading time to be two minutes or so, and the big ship was about to hit the sand bank any moment now. And it did, although from the distance of six hundred feet the event did not look overly dramatic. The big galley just stopped in its tracks, tilting slightly to the port side. There was no cracking of breaking wood or any other noise, and no one got thrown overboard. The bottom was all sand, which kind of implied a soft landing. Rocks would have been a completely different story, but getting off that sandbank, too, would now keep the Haitas busy for quite a while. In the meantime, their prey would be long gone. With a sigh of relief, Luther turned to his crew.

“That’s it, guys, we are home free! Consider it a victory.”

The deck erupted in a roar of jubilant cries, the sudden commotion sending flocks of startled birds into the air above the marshes. Happy Mongu, in his regular fashion, flashed his bare butt at the enemy, undeterred by Rita’s presence. Even Deirdre finally came up from the hold, correctly assuming those were cries of joy she heard. Luther, however, took no part in the ad hoc celebration. From his regular perch at the stern, he kept watching the now harmless trireme, which was rapidly growing smaller and more distant. Just as expected, the Haitas were probably too busy now to launch any more missiles, and anyway, the Yamato was out of range altogether now. The smaller galley they had set on fire earlier was still blazing, slowly drifting down the river, and smoke still wafted over the ravaged enemy camp on the riverbank. The raxas and trillas in it, whatever was left of them, were probably chasing their prisoners that seemed to have scattered the moment the Yamato engaged the scout ship. Sure thing, some of the escapees were bound to be caught again, but most would just disappear into the surrounding wetlands and escape. The Yamato, too, would be on its way. Even if the Haitas decided to continue their pursuit downriver once they pulled their dreadnaught off the sandbank, the humans would be safely back home by then, with their ship tucked away up the Crystalline, far beyond the enemy’s reach. For a while, things would be quiet—the humans continuing to build their new city up, the Haitas licking their wounds and getting ready for a new raid. And then the vicious cycle would repeat itself, only the next time Team Earth would be much better prepared, hit harder, and inflict way more damage on the brazen invaders. And then do it again and again, until the no longer invincible Haitas got the point: they were not the top dogs around anymore. If not left alone, the resilient earthlings would keep fighting, and they would prevail, however long that might take.

They were the new sheriff in town. They were the winning team.
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