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Chapter 1

An anthill can by rights be counted among the most sophisticated engineering structures in the world despite its unprepossessing appearance. Nothing man-made ever came close. Our houses are heated and ventilated artificially. Water, gas, and electricity are delivered through a cumbersome infrastructure, which also removes waste. Supposedly brainless insects manage just fine without any of those, maintaining a constant and comfortable microclimate in their dwellings without having to fret over environmental issues. On the other hand, although humanity is incapable of creating such architectural wonders, it can destroy them with great ease. One can trample the cone with their feet and pour a bucket of boiling water into the disturbed swarm. Or use gasoline and matches instead. Or acid. On the more professional side, there are also flamethrowers, TNT, and even artillery. Better yet, a nuclear bomb would surely destroy all anthills within a considerable area, and a thermonuclear one, and especially a whole bunch of them, could well dispense with the entire biosphere, of which anthills are definitely an integral part.

Over the previous hour, Max had pondered many cruel ways of annihilating ants—unsurprisingly enough. What else could one possibly dream about while lying on an anthill? Frankly, he was already tired of those mental exercises; what he really wanted to do was scream his lungs out until his vocal cords burst. The red insects disapproved of the damage to their architectural marvel and took out all their displeasure on the earthling that had his hands and feet tied and couldn’t move much. Hundreds of little tormentors ran over his body, tasting his skin as they moved around. The prisoner managed to crush a few of them with his lips, never daring to do more as any attempt to move made the six-legged pests much more irritable.

Escaping was not an option—not with a dozen brutes standing around. To add insult to injury, Max could not understand why he was being tortured in the first place. From the moment he fell into the hands of those riders (and like a total doofus, too), they hadn’t asked him anything. They just dragged him to a clearing in the woods, stripped off his clothes, and threw him into the anthill with his hands and feet tied. After that, the buggers seemingly forgot about his existence, and through all that time no one said a word. Clearly under the influence of poisonous formic acid, his—Max’s—brain was now getting progressively more paranoid: were those fellas some kind of an ant worshiper cult? Was he simply being sacrificed to their six-legged god in such a singularly unpleasant way?

There was a reason they sent him, of all others, on that expedition: with a few free O’Shargs in his hunting party, he had picked up some of their language. However, now he was straining his ears in vain since his executioners were not really saying anything interesting. Three of them, sitting in the shade of an oak tree, played a lackluster game resembling dice—out of sheer boredom, it seemed, rather than for money, which would explain their apparent lack of enthusiasm for the exercise. Another bearded brute, the one built like a grandmother’s wardrobe, was leaning against the trunk of a nearby tree carving something from a piece of thick twig—quite possibly, a torture device. Another pair busied themselves with a pot suspended over a small fire. Those, too, showed a notable lack of excitement about the exercise, and the stench wafting over the pot suggested it contained nothing particularly appetizing. On the other side of the clearing, four more individuals of similar persuasion lay on the grass, apparently sleeping, one of them using a saddle in lieu of a pillow. No ants seemed to bother the lucky buggers, all of the former having apparently made Max the focus of their undivided attention.

And then there were the three that patrolled around the modest camp, and it was them who had caught the hunter unawares. There could have been more, of course, but he only saw three before being knocked unconscious with a spear shaft. Those guys knew how to handle their spears, and in that sparse, see-through forest escaping from three riders was just not in the cards. Back in the floodplain mangroves along the Freona, they would have had their work cut out for them and their horses that would have most likely wound up with broken legs quickly enough, but that was not where they were. In this place, he hardly had time enough to take his bow off his shoulder before the damn trio was all over him. Oh, well…

One of the sleepers—the most presentable of the four that now had his head resting on his saddle—stirred and broke wind, waking himself and also prompting Max to crack his eyes open to see what was going on. However, before he could make anything out, said eyes had to be quickly shut close again to prevent ants from taking a taste of his corneas.

“What accursed slop are you loafers cooking there?” a thick baritone bellowed. “It stinks even worse than the lot of you!”

There was really nothing Max could do about the ears, so the sound came through loud and clear.

“Sire, it’s a soup of forest herbs and some horse meat,” a much thinner voice came back. “The horse died at the new moon, and we have no salt, so the meat is a tad past its prime, I am afraid.”

“Past its prime?! Not even the maggots want anything to do with it now! And they don’t have noses, so I guess they don’t mind the stink. Not that the nag was much to look at even when it was still alive. And what about that bastard feeding the ants over there?!”

“Gurk caught him in the forest, sire, as he was sneaking up on our camp. He had a bow and a sword. We think he’s an O'Sharg. We put him there to feed the bugs and chill for a bit while you rested. We thought you’d want to talk to him when you deigned to wake up.”

“All right, let’s check him out now.”

A kick to his side forced Max to open his eyes again.

“Now who would you be?” the bearded brute they called “sire” asked.

“I’d tell you,” Max said, carefully choosing his words, “but I’m afraid I’ll just get a mouthful of ants if I do.”

“Sire, maybe we should knock his teeth out so he can’t talk smart?” the thin voice suggested, looking back from the fire.

“No need yet, he’s making sense. Put him against the tree but don’t untie him yet. I’ll go down to the stream quickly.”

The cooks obeyed, picking Max up off the anthill and putting him under the oak, next to the players. Naturally, no one bothered brushing ants off of him, but at least now he had the freedom to wiggle and did so, vigorously, crushing and shaking off those godawful pests by the dozen. In the meantime, the bearded top dog came back, checked the foul-smelling pot in passing, and installed himself in the same saddle across from Max, this time upright.

“Now start talking while you still have teeth,” he said.

“My name is Max.”

“And who do you answer to, Max?”

“I don’t answer to anybody. I’m my own man.”

“Your own? Big talk from someone who owns nothing but the dust on his feet and his calluses. Well, if you’re nobody’s, you’re just the guy I need. Are there many of you O’Shargs around here?”

Max knew the grim reality of the local law full well: O’Shargs were not deemed persons but rather unclaimed property, seeing how most of them were renegades that had escaped from their masters. Even when caught by what passed for law enforcement around those parts, they were not treated any differently or allowed any leniency or benefit of the doubt. But Max knew that keeping his silence would not be his best course of action.

“I’m no O’Sharg,” he said with a note of defiance in his voice. “I’ve come from far away. I struggle with your language because it’s so damn foreign to me. O’Shargs have no such problem, don’t you think?”

The red-bearded man smirked, a thoughtful glint in his eye. “You look handsome enough too, I’ll give you that, but a bit too somber for my taste. I am sure you’ll get more cheerful if we cut your ears off.”

“Right you are, sire,” another voice chimed in. “And maybe those could add some flavor to our stew as well.”

“I’m not an O’Sharg, I am telling you. There are many others like me living on the banks of the Freona these days. I don’t even look like a local.”

“So you’ve come here all the way from the Freona? Whatever the hell made you wander all the way up here?

“Business,” Max shrugged.

“It seems like the ants are taking it easy on you today. Well then, let me lay it out for you: I’m heading towards the Freona myself. And I think you’re lying through your teeth, and I don’t appreciate that. We have a long journey ahead, and our provisions are sparse. If you and your kin would share your supplies, we’d go on our way without causing you any more trouble. Or we could just squeeze you harder, find out where your village is, and go raid it. We’ll take what we need, burn the rest, and kill anyone we catch. How about it?”

Max clenched his teeth, his frustration building.

“How the hell am I supposed to prove it to you? There is no village—I have indeed come all the way from the Freona! I’m telling the truth! If anyone’s lying, it’s you since in all the time I spent here I had never seen any of your kind venturing here. No one comes to these parts but the O’Shargs.”

“Waddaya know, you might actually be telling the truth. You’re right there, our folks usually have no business in these woods. But I do. And since you’re saying you are from those parts, we’ll take you with us to show us the way. If you lead us into a swamp or some other dead end, we’ll know you’re a liar. And since by that time we’ll all be starving, you’ll end up right in the pot.”

“I don’t have the time to go anywhere with you. I’m here on business, and my friends are waiting for me. They’ll start worrying soon and come looking.”

“What friends?” the red-bearded man perked up.

“Good ones. There are as many of them as you, and each has a bow or crossbow. They’re not far from here, and chances are they have already seen the smoke from your fire.”

The grandee immediately got jittery.

“Rizz, Garonna, get your bows ready. Hey, you loafers, wake up and get your armor on! And dress me! Uri, call Gurk back! It looks like there’s an entire swarm of these damn O’Shargs nearby… or maybe not. Listen, boy, if you’re lying, you’ll die a slow and miserable death, rotting away inch by inch!”

“Listen, sire, or whatever your title is! Untie me already! I don’t know who you are, but there’s no reason for us to be enemies. We don’t need an unnecessary skirmish any more than you do. Whoever prevails in it will probably not have many left standing. If it’s you, you’ll never reach the Freona. If it’s us, we’ll not be able to accomplish what we have been sent here to do. So why bother with this nonsense?”

The red-bearded man thought for a few seconds and shoved aside the cooks who were fastening his armor.

“So tell me, since you’re so friendly and clever, what plague drove you to these godforsaken lands? What’s this business you are referring to?”

“Nothing of any particular import. We have plenty of people living near the Freona, but not enough livestock. We came here looking for horses and cows.”

“So you’re cattle thieves?”

“No, we’re not thieves. We can pay for what we need.”

Noticing a glint of venal thought flicker in the nobleman’s eyes, Max quickly added,

“If you think robbing my men of their money and goods is a great idea, think again. We won’t go down without a fight, and we will kill most of you even if you manage to kill all of us. But we’ve already covered that part, haven’t we?”

The noble hesitated a moment and finally made up his mind.

“Untie him, you loafers. And then let us go pay these mysterious people a visit. Have us a proper palaver, like civilized folks do.”

* * *

Sir Boem ate as if it were his last meal or perhaps a great famine loomed on the horizon. Not bothering even with the barest minimum of etiquette, he slurped his soup loudly, devoured a couple of forest pigeons whole, bones and all, and scooped up lumps of pea porridge with yesterday’s flatbread instead of a spoon. Having apparently grown tired of peas quickly, he topped the same unfinished flatbread with a whole smoked bream fish, bit off half of that makeshift sandwich, and crunched on the fish head with gusto, spitting out scales and bones. None of which, as it turned out, stood in the way of his regaling Max and his companions with the tale of his misfortunes.

“Well, I didn’t bother sorting things out when they woke me up. Still half asleep, I ordered both of those oafs to be hanged on the gate, grabbed the bitch by her left tit, and went back to sleep. And my idiots just did as they were told, imagine that! They didn’t even flay those jokers first! And what do you know, one of the two turned out to be a real bastard’s bastard. No, he died just fine, the way they all do in a noose—twitched a bit, farted, and pissed himself in the end, the usual business. But his father wasn’t really his father, as it happened, and therein lay the rub.”

“Come again?” Max asked.

“Are you a total idiot? Or so green in the ways of the world you’re still wetting your diapers? All right, I’ll spoon feed it to you. His mother was a famous beauty, but their lineage had dwindled to the point where her father himself wasn’t above working the plow. So they married her off to a fart so old that the Grim Reaper himself looked like an eligible young bachelor in comparison. And the local duke somehow ended up as one of the guests at the wedding. I don’t know what plague drove him to attend and whether or not he’d had an ulterior motive from the start. But be it as it may, the bride took his fancy quite a bit, and a duke is no mere baron. Soon enough, his grace started visiting the castle with suspicious regularity, and within a year, the young lady of the castle gave birth to a boy, even though her lawfully wedded husband didn’t even know where his beautiful wife’s bedroom was. He hadn’t had any interest in such matters for a long time, in fact. Well, I have a short memory, and the duke’s was apparently much longer, and he sat on the royal council too, as it turned out. So before I knew it, my castle was surrounded by the king’s troops. By the time my orderlies finished dressing me, the walls had already started burning and the trebuchets on the other side were blasting rocks straight into the courtyard, maiming my pigs and servants. I looked out the window and saw the duke waiting for me on the nearby hill, sitting on a black horse, an old poplar right next to him and a noose already hanging from a branch.”

Boem cast a searching glance around him, and, finding no more flatbreads, grabbed another fish. Biting off the head, he continued.

“Well, I took a good look at that noose, an itch crept up my neck, and I suddenly recollected all the rumors. Thankfully, my grandfather was a shrewd man who could roll thirteens with a pair of dice. He had prepared well for just such an occasion building a secret tunnel underneath the castle. So I decided the time was good for using it. I sent my fools to man the walls and distract the duke’s troops while I and a few others made our escape. At first I intended to appeal to the king, to ask why they would dishonorably hang a knight over some bastard’s plight, but then I changed my mind. Our king, for all his greatness and fairness, is as old as that bastard’s alleged father and has but one thought plaguing him, which concerns his impending demise. The royal council does all the thinking for his majesty, and that council is dominated by that accursed duke. So I listened to the grapevine carefully and discovered that he wasn’t really after me. He had much bigger plans than just hanging some poor knight, as it turned out. Much bigger plans indeed!”

With a knowing wink at Max, Sir Boem threw a disappointed look at the almost-bare tablecloth, stuffed a handful of wild onions into his mouth, and bit into a piece of hardtack.

“And those plans concern you and your folks directly. The land is abuzz with rumors, you see, and we’ve heard that it’s not just a bunch of Vuxes anymore dwelling upstream of the rapids on the Freona. And they say those are no mere O’Shargs, but, like, a whole new people. How they manage to survive living right next to Haitana is a mystery, yet they somehow do. Moreover, they apparently thrive. Their ships sail downriver by the hundred carrying fine goods—even gold from the Freona’s left bank, which has piqued no small amount of interest. And the Freona isn’t exactly that far from us. The duke has mobilized the royal troops for a mission, as if to discipline the local gadflies, hang me on a poplar, and give the O’Shargs in the woods a good scare. But in fact, it’s gold and all those other goodies he is after. And make no mistake, the duke will be ruthless. He will burn your villages and cities, slaughter the people, and enslave everyone he captures for hard labor. If he finds gold, he’ll certainly take that too. He’s not above grabbing anything that isn’t nailed down. So I decided to go check the place out first. Coming to you in peace and good faith, you know. Having Sir Boem, a brave knight, by your side in such turbulent times could be invaluable. And maybe, after we hang the duke from that poplar, you’ll remember to give me some land too. I’m growing tired of this place—next time, it might take more than an underground tunnel for me to escape trouble.”

“So what’s that red-haired whale mumbling about?” O’Brien, unable to endure the glutton’s endless monologue any longer, asked the question that was on everyone’s mind.

“In short, he’s a petty feudal lord—a local knight of some kind. In case of war, he’s required to provide a contingent of armed warriors for the army. He’s allowed a bunch of peasants to work on his land for this purpose, and he maintains order in the territory entrusted to him.”

“Never mind the history lecture,” O’Brien grumbled. “What does the dude want?”

“I’m explaining it as best I can!” Max retorted. “Well, he had a fairly unusual idea of what keeping order involves, for his hobby was stealing other people’s women. Apparently, he abducted and raped his neighbor’s wife, and when the husband came to confront him about it, he had his flunkies hang the poor bastard. But the husband, insignificant that he seemed to be, was an illegitimate son of a powerful duke. That’s a much bigger feudal lord, for those of you who don’t know. So that duke burned down his castle, and Boem fled, taking his warriors with him. And he says the duke seems intent on reaching the lands by the Freona to check where all those yummy goodies are coming from to the eastern lands. His men won’t behave any better than the Haitas.”

“Well, that much is obvious,” O’Brien nodded. “But why is he serenading us like a nightingale? What’s in it for him?”

“He wants to move to our lands. He’s ready to help us in exchange for some land. His historical homeland feels, ahem, how should I put it, unwelcoming right now—there’s a noose on a poplar waiting for him there.”

“Max, ask him how many men the duke has!”

Boem answered in quite some detail without really saying much.

“Well, the main troop is the royal militia. Half of them are mercenaries, and the rest are various bastards like the duke’s offspring. They’re fine soldiers by any account, and they’re reasonably well-equipped. For loyal service, they’re promised land or even a title, so they do their best. He has about a hundred of those.”

“Well, that’s not so many,” Max shrugged. “We recently turned back a Haita raid, and there were way more of them.”

“Oh, yeah, a hundred is nothing,” Boem agreed. “But the local riffraff will definitely tag along once the duke makes his move. There’s been the plague spreading in the far east—it hasn’t reached us yet, but the folks are already getting scared. So the idea of running to the Freona will appeal to many. He could gather quite a few more bastards—of various local barons, perhaps. I don’t even know how many of those there are out there. And they’ll bring their peasants since they won’t work themselves, and those serfs can do other things than pitch tents or plough fields. Such as wield axes, say. It doesn’t really take much brains to swing an axe. And if a knight is wealthier, he’ll give his people leather armor, helmets, and ironclad shields. If a crowd of five hundred people emerges from the forest all of a sudden and attacks, you’ll get overwhelmed. That’s the real danger.”

“So are they already heading our way?” Max asked.

“For now, they are not, it seems. The duke is still shaking down the local vassals. But that won’t take long—a week or two at most. Then they’ll move out, I suppose. They’ll be slow though. There are no roads, and nobody knows which way to go. You folks are more seasoned—you could easily outpace them even if you walked backwards. Or maybe they won’t make the move before winter comes—anything’s possible. Come to think of it, they might not head your way at all and go north instead. There’s been rumors of another campaign against the Haitas this year. I am just a simple knight, I don’t know everything.”

“Ahem… Boem. We were sent here for horses and cows. It would be embarrassing to go back empty-handed…”

“I’ve got twelve horses left, but I won’t sell them—we’re short ourselves.”

“That’s hardly enough for us. We need dozens at least.”

Boem whistled.

“And you are paying in gold? That famous gold from the Freona?”

“Well, that’s mostly rumors. We don’t have as much of it as you people think. But we brought a lot of salt with us.”

“That works too,” the knight nodded. “Ever since the O’Shargs burned down the Maturian salt works again, wealthier folks have been trading salt for gold, and the rest make do with plain ash. If all those bags you have there are filled with salt, that’d be enough for a hundred horses… if you take lame mares, that is. But where would you find so many in this region? Nobody’s selling anything—even stealing doesn’t pay anymore for there’s nothing to steal. Folks simply aren’t that wealthy around here. The vassals have turned savage, ready to strip the last shirt off a corpse along with the skin. And then, the duke will strip them, and he’ll take the flesh off the bones too.”

Max clapped the brute on the shoulder.

“Boem, you’re a local. Think of something! We can’t go back without horses, and a few cows wouldn’t hurt either. I’m not a nobody. When we return to where we came from, I promise they will treat you with all the respect you deserve. Just don’t make passes at any women there without asking, and no one will hang you.”

Boem froze, his eyes betraying intense thought. Max could tell the good feudal lord was not particularly in the habit of thinking things through.

“I might have an idea,” he finally said, overcoming his own reluctance.

“All right, tell us.”

“There’s this other knight around here… Well, honestly, he’s more of a cowherd than a knight. He’s never held a spear and always carries a quill. Now tell me, why would a warrior need to know the letters? I, for one, can’t read, but a scribe taught me to sign my name, and that’s all I’ll ever need. Yet this one, he’s always got ink stains on his cuffs and his nose in some pile of parchments or another. He’s always busy buying land here, selling there, lending money at usurious interest at one place and borrowing more of it elsewhere. If you have it, he’ll trade you for it. I reckon he’s sold and pawned his own honor and his wife’s more times than I can count. All the neighbors disdain him—he shames the very essence of true knighthood. Yet he ignores it all, brazenly. I must admit though, many secretly envy him. Just think: he’s built himself a second castle, grander and stronger than the first. All stone—you couldn’t set it ablaze if you tried. He has servants aplenty—they’re like ants around his place. I think if you talked to him, he’d buy your salt. It’s a trifle to him, but he’d want to make your acquaintance not to miss out on any future profits. I bet he’ll find what you ask for. I am sure he’s already heard those tales of Freona gold, whether they are real or not.”

Max shuddered involuntarily at the mere mention of ants and turned to his comrades.

“To give you the gist of it, Boem here suggests we visit a local tycoon. He says it’ll be tough to find so many horses to buy around here otherwise. This is a poor place, and people are bitter and suspicious, especially of strangers. I think we need to buy what we can quickly and get out of here quicker still. Everyone here is convinced that back on the banks of the Freona we’re shoveling gold straight into the holds of our ships by the ton.”

“I don’t get it,” O’Brien interjected. “What about the duke? Shouldn’t we head back quickly to warn our people?”

“The duke won’t arrive anytime soon for he can’t move through these forests as fast as we can. There’s no one but O’Shargs roaming these parts, and they are definitely not going to show him the way. So, we’ll have time to sort this thing out. For now, we need to get those damn horses.”

“Do you think we can trust this Boem fella?”

“Of course not. But he’s no genius—he’s unlikely to pull off some elaborate scheme or whatever. He’ll do just fine. We just need to keep our eyes on him.”

* * *

The Vuxes were hardly refined creatures, inside or out, and this one was no exception. He looked crude and gnarled, as if a drunk carpenter had haphazardly hacked him out of a solid log with a blunt axe and couldn’t be bothered to smooth the outer edges out. The brute clearly wasn’t meant to play the piano, albeit the thick, sausagey fingers seemed quite suitable for cracking coconuts or plumbing the abysmal depths of his nostrils—a pastime he was currently engaged in.

As another booger saw daylight and underwent close inspection, Beowulf hissed, losing his patience,

“If he eats that one too, I’m going to puke all over him!”

However, upon scrutinizing his find, the Vux decided it wasn’t up to his gastronomical standards and just wiped his finger on the bristly hair covering his thigh.

“There’s plenty here,” he resumed his speech. “Land, water, stones, food. We should take it all. You and us, take it all. You get plenty-plenty, we only get plenty. You are many, we are few. Even a little will be enough for us if you don’t give us plenty. Anyone who comes to take our food, we kill them together. A good life for all.”

“What’s he rambling about?” Jim snapped.

Luther struggled with the troglodyte’s speech—a bizarre mix of Arlan and some unknown vernacular—but he grasped the main idea.

“He’s proposing an alliance. Says all they need is a little land. They’ll help defend this territory with us.”

Beowulf grunted, expressing his skepticism. Jim White was a bit more outspoken.

“Cool,” he chuckled. “This reminds me of that joke about a child molester applying for a job at a kindergarten.”

“These aren’t the Vuxes we’ve been clashing with earlier,” Luther shook his head. “They came from the south, and they’re seemingly more civilized.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Essentially none. After our campaign, few of their kind have survived in these parts, and those who have moved east. Bit these guys are getting thrashed by the southerners downriver, so they’ve decided to move to new lands. If we were weak, they’d start attacking us, but they seem to be smart enough to know they’d do better allying themselves with strong neighbors.”

“I don’t know…” Jim frowned. “That ape looks at me like I’m a roasted piglet.”

Understanding nothing of what the earthlings were saying but clearly catching on to their tone and gestures, the Vux was quick to speak again.

“You and us, we never fought. We weren’t enemies, and we will become friends. One is little. Two is more. Together, all the food will be ours. We’ll steal food from everyone around us. We will live well—you and us. This I say: Mur Gurlix, Devourer of Heads.”

Diplomatically, Luther decided not to translate the negotiator’s name for his friends. He also chose his words carefully when he spoke back.

“I understand you. But we are very different. My friends, for instance, are not fond of your habit of eating people.”

“My kin wouldn’t just eat anyone!” Mur Gurlix countered. “We are not like those filthy stinking scavengers that dwell in caves. We only occasionally feast on the livers and hearts of formidable foes because the great spirits of the sky demand we do so. But if your spirits, which are undoubtedly stronger than ours, disapprove, then we will abstain. And surely such a trifle shouldn’t cloud our grand friendship? For a friend, we would spare nothing: you may even take our women. We are friends, after all.”

“What now?” Whitey couldn’t hold back. “What’s he mumbling?”

“He says they’re not really cannibals. Just a little bit, is all. Only on every odd Saturday… And he already thinks we’re the best of buddies… and even offering his women to us.”

“Great, I’m so thrilled,” Beowulf grumbled. “I’ll take two.”

“Me too,” Whitey agreed. “If you washed these creatures for a week and then shaved them, maybe then you could figure out which of them are actually females. And no, I wouldn’t call them women.”

“And where are your people?” Luther asked the savage, turning towards him once more.

The Vux gestured vaguely behind him.

“My best warriors are over there. Just a few of them. Further out, beyond the river—that’s where all my people are. I came to talk with you. We couldn’t talk to those on the big boat—they don’t talk, they shoot arrows. We followed your tracks here.”

“Let’s go see your warriors then.”

Luther turned to his companions.

“Mur brought a few Vux warriors. We should take a look. Maybe they are just a bunch of cripples, and he’s just messing with our heads.”

“Or maybe we slit his throat first, then take a look?” Whitey suggested.

“We can always do that later. This guy looks like a regular Vux, but he seems so much smarter and civilized. Hey, he even knows how to talk properly. Anyhow, the banks of the Nara are now as good as deserted. It wouldn’t be too bad to have them resettled by allies, even if it’s allies such as these. Heaven knows, we have enough enemies already.”

With enviable agility, Mur led his new friends up the slope. Luther and his crew followed, with Whitey and Beowulf keeping their loaded crossbows at the ready. Luther himself was skeptical about the Vux’s sincerity but doubted they were being led into a trap. A plan like that required a certain degree of cunning, which these savages, ‘civilized’ or not, were not yet likely to possess. Gurlix had deliberately lit a bonfire on top of the hill to attract attention and then beckoned the humans to come close, demonstrating his hands that held no weapons. If the ‘new’ Vuxes did want to attack, they would have most likely opted for a nighttime ambush.

The cataclysm that had inexplicably transplanted the earthlings to the new world also wreaked havoc on the local terrain. The end of a massive fault line marred the base of the hill, making the ascent challenging, although apparently not for their Vux guide. Gurlix hopped from stone to stone with the ease of a mountain goat, expertly picking the more stable ones. Reaching the summit, he pointed down the other slope.

“There. There are my warriors. The best ones.”

Luther looked down and froze. His comrades, too, lowered their crossbows in unison but said nothing, too dumbstruck to speak.

Misinterpreting their reaction, Gurlix hurried to offer an explanation.

“They look bedraggled because we’ve been traveling many, many days to get here. We almost ran out of food, so we ate little. And we didn’t want to take any of your food without asking. We intended to come as friends, not thieves. But if you feed them well, they’ll become very, very strong. Almost as strong as you. Then we can defeat everyone and steal… well, defeat and take everything from them. Sorry, friend, I know there are so few of us.”

“No, Gurlix… there’s enough,” Luther exhaled. “I think we really can become friends.”

Several hundred Vuxes stood in dense lines at the base of the hill. They were all tall and bulky, had bone and reed armor on, and wielded long spears. The previous year, their distant cousins managed to field about a hundred warriors trying to intercept the Argo on the river. It turned out to be one hell of a fight too. Now, these guys were a few times as many, better equipped and, presumably, better led.

Beowulf summed up everyone’s sentiment quickly.

“It was a good thing we decided against slitting his throat.”

* * *

The sentry began shouting from his post on the roof of the rail car before they had even approached.

“So what’s happening down there?! Who lit that fire?!”

“The Vuxes!” Luther yelled back.

“How many are there?!”

“Some,” Luther shrugged, skipping any further details. There was all of forty of them in the camp, and he saw no need to stir panic among the cohort. The empty box car they all slept in was now surrounded with barricades of debris but at the end of the day it would make no difference. Unless, that is, they quickly acquired—and kept—new friends. Hundreds of them, actually. Otherwise, their long-planned foray back to the epicenter of the disaster to recover its plentiful treasures would have been mounted in vain and produced no results, other than losing the entire expeditionary corps.

“What’s going on? We’ve been waiting for you for two whole hours! Everyone’s brains are glitching already.”

Spood, left in charge in Luther’s absence, was standing on the top of a barricade, looking apparently relieved.

“Your brain’s always glitching,” Luther retorted. “Did you dig out those rail cars yet?”

“We did, but it’s no good. One is empty, the other’s loaded with pipes. But we’ve found a van full of working hardware. There are even a few laptops with batteries. I turned one on, and it works. If we manage to get a couple more up and running, we could set up a nice little LAN back home.”

“A lot of good that would do us!” Whitey scoffed. “Don’t forget to invite the Haitas to one of your LAN parties. You should have dug up some saltpeter instead.”

“There’s plenty of that too, but it’ll take us a year to move it all to the river without some kind of transport! We need a team of mechanics here. Maybe they could get a truck going.”

Transportation was indeed a pressing issue. Dozens of rail cars remained at the impact point, pulled from a major regional freight station—along with the station itself. Virtually everything found on site could be put to good use, and some of the things were truly invaluable: clothes and utensils from the surrounding stores and homes, vehicles, tools, and all that other small stuff that made modern life so enjoyable. The abundance of iron and non-ferrous metals alone could last them a year without having to smelt a fresh batch of ore. And most of the hopper cars, whatever riches those contained, still sat unexplored. The place was a veritable Eldorado—except all that stuff would have to be transported manually to the river, about twenty-five miles away if following the old road. Going as the crow flies would be much shorter—but hauling that heavy load across uncharted hilly terrain? Luther did not think so. And then, of course, there would still be the river leg of the voyage aboard ships. Truly, they had their work cut out for them.

Horses or other beasts of burden could make all the difference, of course. The day before the expedition sailed, Atahualpa tried to convince Luther to delay it a bit longer: he had just sent a mission south hoping to barter for horses at the border of the civilized local lands. But Luther was adamant about launching an immediate exploratory mission. He was eager to see what the impact site held; the first time around, he barely caught a glimpse of the place. Besides, a few horses would hardly change anything: they needed dozens.

“Luther, we’ve dug up a bunch of CDs with lots of useful data and software,” Spood continued. “There’s plenty of music and movies too. I say we take those, along with at least a couple of laptops. We can easily rig up a generator from what we found here to power them.”

“You can drag them along yourself if you want,” Whitey suggested. “In addition to your regular load, that is. Or you could just smash those computers against a wall so that the enemy wouldn’t get access to your precious data and software.”

“I’d rather smash your empty head,” Spood snapped back. “So that the sheer idiocy in it doesn’t infect others. Anyway, what’s the situation with those Vuxes?”

Luther ignored the question, asking one of his own instead.

“Spood, how much stuff have we set aside to be taken back by subsequent expeditions?”

“A megaton. There’s about a hundred and eighty tons of saltpeter alone, plus an equal amount of grain, if not more. Most of it seems perfectly serviceable. There was only one car that had its top hatch cover smashed open, so some of the grain inside got wet. But if you ask me, clothing, some of the quality steel, and gadgets should come first. Conservatively, I’d say it’s five to ten tons. However, what we could carry with us now is just over a ton. Plus a few laptops, of course.”

“And how much can a single Vux carry, in your opinion?” Luther asked with a smile.

“A Vux? Why, they are mastodons! I’d say two hundred pounds each. Maybe a bit less.”

“That means five hundred Vuxes should be able to easily handle your ten tons, right?”

“Huh? What are you even talking about?”

“What he is saying, my dear hacker friend,” said Beowulf, “is that you now need to get those ten tons ready.”

“And who’s going to carry them all? You planning to call in five hundred Vuxes?”

“How on earth did you guess?”


Chapter 2

Max found the castle rather underwhelming. Truth be told, it was the first such noble abode he was seeing in person, but movies had set his expectations for them quite a bit higher. What he had pictured in his mind was a towering cliff with a serpentine road leading up to a small citadel that challenged the sky with its sharp spires of towering granite. There’d be dozens of embrasures with a shooter in each of them and figures of warriors in polished armor standing frozen between the merlons. A moat with crocodiles stretching under the walls wouldn’t have been out of place either, although it was hard to imagine how one could be constructed atop a cliff or where the reptilians would have come from.

In all fairness though, there was indeed a moat—a shallow, narrow trench encircling the hill, which at the moment seemed to be almost dry except for a few puddles. Instead of conspicuously absent crocodiles, there were ample frogs. The stench coming from the trench suggested it was more of a sewer than a defensive barrier. The hill itself hardly matched the grandeur of a cliff—it seemed more like a scone dropped in the woods by a careless giant. The towers, two of them, were indeed made of stone, yet there was no hint of granite anywhere—just roughly-hewn blocks of gray local limestone. The walls were modest, barely twenty feet high, with a couple of figures visible up on the battlement. Instead of shining, romantic armor, they were all clad in fairly pedestrian leather. The gate was set high up, with the road ending abruptly at a man-made embankment leading up to it. A lowered log drawbridge spanned the wide gap between the latter and the gate, suggesting that, if the gangplank were raised, the gate would be fairly safe from any hostile battering rams, Trojan horses, and other such devious contraptions designed to make honest knights depressed and miserable. Above the walls rose the roof of a massive stone house, with dark, small gun ports beneath the eaves. Overall, there was nothing Gothic or majestic about that largely utilitarian place—the castle was more like a barracks behind a stone wall.

The earthlings were expected. As soon as they emerged from the forest, a couple of figures appeared on the bridge. One was Sir Boem who had gone in first all by himself, the other a stranger. But since the knight wasn’t shackled or hanging from the gate, it seemed trade negotiations hadn’t yet failed.

O’Brien patted Max on the shoulder.

“Well, buddy, you go ahead, and I’ll head back.”

“All right. Stay sharp out there… you never know.”

“We’ll remain vigilant, but it won’t do you much good either way, I am afraid. There are sixteen of us plus not quite a dozen of Boem’s guys, and I reckon there are at least as many in that barn. If they raise the bridge, there’s not much we are going to be able to do.”

“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come down to a fight or anything.”

The area around the castle had been completely cleared of vegetation for some five or six hundred yards out. No trees or shrubs remained, and even the grass was grazed away by goats and sheep. Max shivered as he emerged from the forest, keenly aware he was being watched from the other side, and not necessarily with friendly eyes. All of a sudden, he did not think coming there was such a great idea, but it was already too late to turn back. He picked up pace and approached the bridge quickly, nodding at the stranger.

“Greetings, sir. My name is Max. I’ve come all the way from the Freona.”

The gaunt old man whose beak-like nose made him resemble a worn-out vulture bowed slightly in response.

“I am Akho, a faithful servant of Sir Shiffcoe. I apologize for his absence. Urgent matters forced Sir Shiffcoe to leave the castle yesterday before he could be made aware of your visit.”

Max tried to suppress a frown, but not before the oldster could notice his disappointment.

“Sir Boem has briefed me about the business that brings you here,” Akho said. “It’s unfortunate that Sir Shiffcoe cannot assist you personally due to his absence, but it’s not a major issue. If you’re in no rush, you could station your people under our castle walls, and you and Sir Boem can stay as our guests. Hopefully, Sir Shiffcoe will return in a day or two.”

“Unfortunately, we don’t have much time. Didn’t Boem tell you?”

“Sir Boem did mention it, but I hoped you could wait a day or two. But if you are in a hurry, I could assist you with your issue, for Sir Shiffcoe fully trusts me with all managerial matters. It’s just unfortunate that he won’t be here to meet you personally. Let’s go inside, shall we? Discussing the matter with a glass of wine in hand might be easier than when standing out here in the wind.”

As they passed under the ominously looming portcullis, Akho kicked one of the pigs that happened to run by the gate and hospitably gestured toward the main building.

“Let’s proceed to the smaller hall. Don’t take it as a lack of respect—the larger hall is currently under renovation.”

“It’s a familiar issue,” Boem nodded. “In my castle, guests frequently fell through the floor as manure fumes corrode the boards quite fast.”

“No,” Akho countered, “in our Ydingain, the privy pit is in the corner, and it doesn’t need emptying: rainwater from the roof drains right through it, flushing its contents away and into the moat.”

“That’s clever,” Boem said, the envy in his voice obvious.

“It is indeed. I oversaw the construction myself after learning the trade at the royal university where Sir Shiffcoe sent me nearly forty years ago. That was the senior Sir Shiffcoe. Nowadays I serve his son, Sir Shiffcoe Junior.”

“So what happened with the floors then?” Max asked.

“Nothing in particular. We simply decided to replace the wood with stone tiles.”

Boem kept quiet this time, but his sour face said it all. Max, too, was fairly disappointed. Why were they bothering with the castle’s interior when one could hardly find a place in that yard to set foot without stepping into the dung left by pigs, horses, and goats or free from debris, carts or lean-tos lining the walls? There was also plenty of smoke from open-air hearths, unkempt peasant women cursing, semi-feral dogs barking, and half-naked children trying to outyell them. To add insult to injury, the air trapped inside the walls felt stale and unventilated, nipping any idyllic dreams of courtly glamour in the bud. Nor did their hosts trust them, Max noted, as the procession headed by Akho was followed by a pair of guards. However, Boem seemed unfazed by their presence, and Max tried taking it as a sign that this was common procedure in the local noble circles. What did he know about such matters?

A narrow ironclad door swung open, and Max hurried after their steward, barely making out his silhouette in the dim light. It very much felt like entering a cellar, with a smell to match. The so-called “small hall” turned out to be a decently-sized room, dimly lit by the light from three narrow windows. There was a massive fireplace in the wall and an equally large table in the middle, bare of any cloth, with several wooden chairs around it. One wall featured a tasteless mosaic depicting a knight slaying some frog-like creature. The wall above the fireplace was adorned with a pair of crossed spears and a round shield. There were no other decorations. It was also unclear how the room was illuminated after dark.

Akho personally pulled back a couple of chairs, inviting the guests to sit down. The guards remained by the door but kept drilling the visitors with their eyes from afar, apparently curious. Akho took a seat across from them. Soon thereafter, a stocky figure in a greasy apron appeared with a tray, removed a small clay pitcher from it, filled three dirty-green glass goblets, and then retreated. Max expected some sort of a toast and hesitated to touch his goblet. However, local customs must have been quite different from what took place on Earth because Boem downed his drink in one gulp, grunting his immediate approval.

“Arkulian mead, and nicely chilled, too.”

Akho grinned back.

“Yes, we still have quite a supply of it. But what the future holds, I do not know. The war has cut off all trade from the south, and merchants can no longer pass through. No one knows when this calamity will be over.”

“Well, if we hire a good band of sturdy fellows, they’ll pass through as easily as a pig’s hoof through a cow pat. It’s not the warring troops that wreak havoc, it’s the bandits, and those are always easier to deal with.”

“The difference between them is just in the name, and any gang needs to be fed. And that gets expensive, you know. A goblet of Arkulian might soon cost as much as three barrels of regular ale.”

“Well, if you ask me, I’d choose three barrels of ale any day.”

“I am thinking along the same lines, sir,” Akho nodded and turned to Max. “Sir Boem mentioned you wanted to sell some salt here?”

“Yes. But that’s almost an afterthought. I was primarily sent to your lands to explore trading opportunities. We need livestock: horses, cows, pigs, goats, whatever you may have to offer. We brought salt hoping it would be valuable here and we could get what we were looking for in return.”

“Do you mind if I take a look at your salt?” Akho asked.

Max pulled a small bag from his pocket, untied it, and handed it to Akho. The old man pinched a bit, examined it closely, and then had a cautious taste.

“Pure. No bitterness,” he nodded his approval. “That’s good quality salt. Something like that is always in high demand. Did you bring a lot of it?”

“Unfortunately, no. We’re essentially on a reconnaissance mission. We only have fifteen porters along with us.”

“That’s not much. We’re facing a salt shortage in our lands. You could bring any amount, and it would all be snapped up. We’ve been contemplating setting up our own salt works, but conditions in Matur are challenging, and elsewhere it’s either that salt is scarce, or the overland route is too long and dangerous.”

“We don’t have a salt problem around the Freona. We could bring a lot more if there’s a demand.”

“There will be a demand. I’ll take what you have off of you and pay well. We have plenty of horses in Ydingain, and quite a few cows too. There is not going to be much choice, but if you’re in a hurry, you won’t find a better option. But Max, try the wine, I beg you. It is in fact excellent.”

Max took a sip from his goblet. The stuff tasted like a cheap port and was overly spiced. Overall, it was not much better than the homebrew the hunters concocted from forest honey.

“Good wine indeed,” Max nodded.

“Just what a weary traveler needs,” Boem agreed, draining his third goblet.

Akho leaned in, his voice tinged with curiosity.

“We thrive on rumors here, and they say you’ve started mining Freonian gold?”

“They exaggerate or lie outright,” Max said, remembering his diplomacy instructions. “We have not paid much attention to gold yet. Yes, there’s gold there, but all the old mines are on the left bank, and we haven’t found any others. And there’s always trouble brewing in those parts—lots of Vuxes, and the Haitas pop in too every now and then. We gave it a try a couple of times and abandoned the effort. Salt is far more reliable. But perhaps in the future, once all our current priorities are addressed properly, we might get on mining for gold in earnest.”

“Make sure you do,” Akho nodded. “Our court is moving to mint its own coinage, so you’ll find a profitable market for gold here. Before the Haitas invaded, the lands around the Freona fed the entire region to the east with grain, gold was as cheap as copper, and there was no shortage of tin or iron either. Salt and marble too… it was a region of plenty. So many valuable resources in one place… But pray tell us more about your particular area—rumors have to be based on something, don’t you think?”

Max shrugged. “There’s not much to tell. We live quiet lives, nothing special. We farm the land. We fish. We hunt game. We have many people, but land is abundant, so there’s plenty of room for everyone. We’ve managed to establish some trade with the southern countries along the river, and now we’ve decided to try trading closer to home.”

“You couldn’t have picked a worse time,” Akho lamented.

“Why’s that?”

“War is brewing here as well. Our king is dying, and there’s no unity among the heirs—they’re already rallying their banners. The southern borders have been a slaughterhouse for three years now and the serfs are fleeing to the O’Shargs in droves. And I understand them—you can’t even plow a field without an army trampling it down. They come and rob both friends and foes. And now the plague has begun spreading from those parts. It hasn’t reached here yet, but we’re stocking up on vinegar. When I was young, during the last great plague, sometimes only one person out of an entire village would survive. It was a dire time… Food was scarce, and nearly all trade died. Now we are beginning to see it resuming again. But it is still hard. Whatever we plant, we eat. There’s no room for luxuries now—homespun sackcloth’s as good as any foreign silk these days.”

“We heard that in the southern lands doctors may know how to treat the plague,” Max said.

“Yes, the Hamirians are skilled healers. But we have none of them here, and if any ever come, it won’t be soon. There’s no demand for intelligent people in this wilderness—you don’t need much wit to collect grain from serfs. I graduated from the royal university, but what good does it do me? I even talk like a serf myself sometimes. There’s no one to exchange a learned word with.”

Akho shook his head in dismay.

“Look at me, letting my tongue go too loose for my own good. Forgive me, Max. I’ll go tell those rascals to gather the livestock, and perhaps you could then indulge this old man telling him more about your wonderful lands over another pitcher.”

As it turned out, Akho was true to his word, and the deal was concluded without any delays. Bringing the salt into the castle, Max had no idea whether the man had in fact paid a fair price or cheated them badly. At the end of the day, it did not matter much since they had no better options anyway. Boem, however, assured them that the payment was generous, although everyone knew they could not trust their new accidental acquaintance—especially not after the gregarious knight overindulged himself on that sweet Arkulian port and barely managed to mount his horse on the way out.

As they were driving their newly acquired animals back towards the woods, O’Brien, as always, tried playing the expert after the fact.

“Let’s see what they’ve foisted on us here,” he said, looking one of the smaller mares under the skirt.

“O’Brien, you know as much about livestock as you do about Chinese ballet,” Max chuckled.

“That’s true. But I can still tell a horse from a cow. Wow, you mangy beast! It kicks, huh? You evil animal…”

“Just let the thing be, and it won’t. It’s a good thing we brought those O’Shargs along, and I hope Boem’s people know something about herding livestock too.”

“What’s there to know? Just grab a stick and show them where the river is. It’s just three dozen horses, is all. No, wait, five of them are cows.”

“I don’t think it’s going to be as easy as that,” Max shook his head.

“Nah, you are overthinking it, buddy. Take off your management hat. Wake up your inner cowboy!”

And with a lot of whooping and hooting, the man picked up a twig and rushed forward.

* * *

An observer watching from a sufficient height would easily see the figure eight fashioned on the ground by the campfires of Luther’s men—a large oval with a smaller one sitting on top. What with the five hundred of their new best friends, there were now way more men under Luther’s command than ever. All of them, Vuxes and humans alike, were heavily loaded and moved slowly. Hence the need for an overnight stop on the northern slope of a bare low hill near the underground coal fire. Over the course of the day, the earthlings had grown accustomed to seeing the Vuxes all around them, but sharing space with them was still a little too much too soon. That was how two separate rings of fires came to be, accurately reflecting the size of the two contingents in relation to each other.

Even Luther himself who would enter in an alliance with the devil himself if it proved beneficial harbored little affection for the troglodytes. He vividly remembered the somber cave he had found himself in upon arrival and realized it was pure luck that things had unfurled the way they had. In a parallel universe somewhere, there might not be an island village on the Freona at all. There was another serious issue looming as well: the Klots and the Vuxes were like cats and dogs. They could coexist peacefully in theory, but somehow the everyday reality begged to differ. Losing the support of the river giants would be a very unwelcome prospect. Though their numbers were few, their value was immense. Selling the truce with the ‘new Vuxes’ to them would be a hard sell indeed.

Luther removed the boiling flat-bottomed kettle from the small fire and threw a handful of herbs into the water. Whitey had given the piece to him as a present after uncovering it among other debris at the epicenter. Incidentally, Whitey himself was now sitting in front of him, across the fire, feeding more gnarled, dry branches to the flames. Spood next to him was playing with his new digital toys.

“Hey, you, hacker boy, how much longer will you fuss over that computer? You are on firewood duty next. Me, I am done with it, thank you very much.”

Spood didn’t so much as twitch an ear.

“No, you are not. You love that kind of jobs. You’re built for them. You have the right equipment. Me, I don’t know. And this is not even a computer, it’s… How do I even explain it to an idiot like you? It’s a control panel. There’s sensors, detectors—”

“What do we need that control panel for? To catch firewood thieves? Yeah, right.”

Whitey shook his head in dismay, threw a sneaky glance around, and rummaged through his bag.

“Get your mugs ready while no one’s looking!” he whispered, pulling out a sizable plastic bottle. We could all use a shot of something stronger than this piss you call tea.”

“Oh, that’s why you were so eager to send me out for more firewood!” Spood cackled. “You just wanted more of the good stuff for yourself, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, well, there’s only one bottle and plenty of freeloaders like you. Hey, Beowulf, you just gonna sleep through it all? Fine by me.”

“I can drink in my sleep,” the big guy muttered, “and my mug’s right in front of your nose.”

“Nothing but moochers,” Whitey sighed, unscrewing the cap.

Luther sniffed the contents of his mug.

“What is this and where did you swipe it from?”

“The label said fruit brandy. There was actually an entire van full of all kinds of liquor, but most of the glass bottles were broken. This one was plastic, so I grabbed it. It was too dark to look for anything else and I didn’t want anyone to see what was inside anyway. You know, all those boozers.”

Spood downed the shot without a word, smacked his lips, and poured some tea into the mug.

“I wouldn’t call this shit brandy, but it’ll do. You know, keep the actuators well-oiled and all that.”

“I am not giving you another then if you didn’t like it,” Whitey shrugged.

“Yeah, no soup for you, Spood,” Luther smiled.

“Who said I didn’t like it?”

“What do you guys think of the Vuxes?” Luther asked to change the subject.

“They are so damn strong! They’d be great for plowing fields,” Whitey said. “Who needs those horses? But every time I see one, I feel the urge to reach for my crossbow.”

“Same here,” Spood agreed.

Beowulf remained silent—he had never been much of a talker. Whitey, on the other hand, talked for two.

“It’s a good thing we didn’t let them see the epicenter. But I am afraid that if they stay around, they will discover it themselves and steal all our shit before we can haul it out of there.”

“Oh, it’ll take us a year, at least,” Luther sighed. “And there’s only three months left until the rain season starts. If we push it, that’s a dozen trips at best. But the Vuxes have their own issues, so hopefully they will not linger here for long. Besides, what, aside from the gadgets and such, could they possibly have an interest in?”

“Well, all that hardware and bulk stuff could probably sit there until next year,” Whitey suggested.

“Huh? You out of your mind?” Spood perked up again. “The hardware is top priority! The chips and hard drives will not survive another winter in the open. As it is, most of the circuits inside have shorted by now. We’ll be lucky if I can put one working piece together out of three.”

“Relax, geeky brain,” Whitey laughed. “I’m talking about the heavy metal and stuff that could be recycled. There are hundreds of train wheels alone out there. That’s solid quality steel. And car engines. Heck, entire vehicles that could probably be restored. All right, how about another round?”

“Yeah, one more,” Luther nodded. “But that’s it. We still have a long way to go, and all that cargo is not going to carry itself. No one needs a hangover come morning.”

This time Luther swallowed his drink in one shot, chasing it down with some tea.

“I am calling it a day, guys, and so should you,” he said.

Lying on his back, Luther felt the alcohol working its magic through his veins, putting his mind at ease. There was always going to be tomorrow to fret about the Vuxes vs Klots dilemma. If only that damn Spood stopped clacking his keyboard. What could he possibly even see in the dim light of the dying fire? And then there were those small flashes and incessant beeping…

“Seriously?” Spood’s voice came in loud and clear, cutting right through Luther’s thickening slumber. “What kind of shit is this?”

“Hey, some of us are trying to sleep here,” Whitey grumbled. “Cut it out, unless it’s some dirty pictures you are looking at. I want to see those too.”

“Ask the Vuxes for your damn pictures! It looks like a dozen microwave ovens going full blast somewhere around here!”

“Perhaps our new friends are making popcorn,” Luther cackled. But his sleep was all gone now.

“Look, the radiation intensity is increasing, and fast,” Spood said, his voice suddenly high-strung. “Something’s coming. I have no idea what.”

Before anyone could say anything else, the night exploded in a monstrous flash, as if a dozen lightning bolts struck simultaneously. A thunderous roar followed, and then the dying ambers of their fire woke up, launching themselves up in a conical fan of sparks and hot coals. Luther screamed in pain as one of the hot fragments landed on his face. As he jumped onto his feet, a second shockwave hit, knocking him down onto all fours. In the meantime, all hell was breaking loose in the Vux camp. The sky was torn by constant flashes of lightning and a veritable rain of fire droplets. They exploded upon impact, disintegrating into a myriad of smaller blue blotches. A sharp, pungent smell of burning sulfur hit Luther’s nostrils. Were they getting a visit from the devil himself?

A furry figure burst out from the fiery chaos.

“Mur?” Luther blurted out. “What’s happening here?”

“We need to run! Run far away from the fire! Or it will be very bad for us! Even worse than now!”

“We figured that much,” Luther nodded. “Hey, everyone! Get away from the fires! Run up the hill! Follow me!”

As he ran, his tired, unwieldy legs fighting gravity, another explosion went off nearby. But the Vux part of the camp was really getting the brunt of it (all those fires, a thought flashed in Luther’s mind), the screams of pain and anguish quickly becoming one uninterrupted roar. Reaching the flat top of the hill, Luther collapsed on the ground behind the first bush on his way and took a few moments to catch his breath. Then he raised his head again to look at the blazing inferno down below where humans and Vuxes alike were dashing about frantically among lakes of fire. Burning droplets continued to fall from the sky, though there were not as many of them anymore.

“What the hell was that?” Whitey breathed out, hitting the ground next to him. “A freaking meteor shower?!” The elaborate profane tirade that followed was apparently intended to express the good man’s opinion about such esoteric matters.

Luther shrugged and looked down again. Strangely enough, humans and Vuxes were now standing together—thoroughly intermixed and integrated by the sudden common calamity.

“Mur, you there?” Luther called out.

“Yes, friend Luther. Mur is here, next to you.”

“What is this?”

“Evil spirits. I’ve never seen anything like it myself.”

“But how did you know to run away from the fires?”

“Our ancestors taught me.”

“What exactly did they say?”

“The ancestors said not to light too many fires in a certain place beyond the mountains. The spirits there get angry and burn everything. I didn’t know these spirits also bothered looking across the river. Now I do.”

“What are you talking about?! What spirits?!”

“The ones that live here. One fire is allowed. Two is okay too. But three is too many already, and they might get offended. And when the spirits get offended, it’s very bad for everyone.”

“No shit!”

“Look!” Whitey suddenly gave a nervous laugh. “That thing in the clouds that’s flashing like lightning has moved on to the coal fire, and now it’s dropping its bombs there.”

“Yes,” Luther nodded. “Spirits don’t like too much fire in a single place.”

“What spirits?!” Whitey looked up. “Have you completely lost your mind?”

“Ah, I don’t have time to explain. We need to go down to the camp before this damn thing returns. The wounded need help. The dead can wait till morning. And tell everyone you come across: no fires! I don’t know what this thing is, but it certainly doesn’t like fire…”

* * *

Max hesitated for just a moment, instinctively crouching at a fresh bear track. The momentary delay, as it happened, saved his life. An arrow whistled over his head, striking a cow in the shoulder blade. The poor animal bellowed, jerked sideways, and crashed into the dense brush on the right side of the trail. Behind him, a horse neighed wildly, and someone let loose a piercing hysterical scream. Life in the forest was full of danger, and a year of nonstop hunting had made Max well used to all sorts of mishaps. Now he dashed after the injured cow acting on pure reflex, not giving much thought to the fact that his intuition had proven right. Dropping to the ground behind the first tree on his way, he quickly pulled his bow off his shoulder and nocked an arrow. As someone else’s arrows kept hammering into bodies and vegetation, cries of anguish from the trail continued. There was no clanging of weapons though, which was not a good sign. The attackers had caught them off guard, and their combined troop was stretched too thin to launch a coherent response. No one expected an ambush in such a dense forest, and now they were paying the price.

Carefully, Max poked his head out from behind the tree and saw the attackers through the bushes and the frenzy of darting horses. He fired at the closest silhouette but missed, the arrow being deflected by a tree branch. It was his first and last shot in that battle because the enemy just vanished at the first sign of hostile response. Boem’s men were now galloping up the path from the rear, harnesses clattering. Before Max could say anything, some of them plunged into the woods, giving chase, swords and axes at the ready. Yells and curses filled up the woods.

“Where are you idiots going?!” Max shouted. “There are trees and debris everywhere. You won’t catch them!”

Annoyed by the utter lack of any reaction from those yahoos, he went back to the trail and addressed his own crew.

“Everyone, get over here! Round up all the remaining horses and cows!”

Some of the missing fighters began emerging from the brush, gathering around their commander.

“Is anyone dead? Anyone injured?” Max asked.

“Mick got shot in the face. The arrow entered his mouth and exited through his cheek.”

“He’ll live,” Max grumbled. “He should have kept his cakehole shut. Anyone else?”

“Ymmer caught an arrow in his leg, below the knee,” one of the O’Shargs responded.

“Bandage the wounded and keep the animals all together. Don’t let them wander off.”

“A few have already bolted,” O’Brien said. “Who were those guys anyway?”

At that moment, the first of Boem’s riders emerged back from the woods.

“Hey, Boem,” Max yelled. “Who were those guys?”

“I have no idea. It would be great to snag one, toss him onto an anthill, and ask some pointed questions. But catching them in this mess? Forget it! I bet it was Akho who sent them, that sneaky old fox. We should head back and light a fire under his gate.”

“Why would Akho do that?”

“A few horses have vanished, and tracking them down here will take us forever. But these assholes are local, they know their woods, so they will snatch them up way before we find them.”

“Akho gains more from staying on our good side than picking fights, and a few horses aren’t exactly a treasure. Not for him anyway.”

“It could have been some of his men acting behind his back then. I’ve seen them eyeballing us as we were leaving.”

“Could it be some local bandits?”

“Where would they come from? There’s no one to rob in these woods. You won’t even find any O’Shargs past the Minnow. Just trappers and hunters wandering about, and they’re hardly loaded.”

“Fine, we'll keep our eyes open. I wouldn’t want these creeps circling back. It’s their woods, and we are just passing through. We are at a distinct disadvantage here.”

“I thought you guys knew every tree around here,” Boem said with a tinge of disappointment.

“Not this part. The other side of the Minnow is a different story though—we’ll have the O’Shargs with us, and they know the lay of the land well.”

“I only hope they won’t lead us straight into some bog,” Boem sneered. “You can’t trust those damn heathens at all.”

***

The left bank of the Freona was as different from the right one as a desert is from primeval woods. On the right, stretches of reed-covered marshes sprawled for miles, interspersed with a maze of floodplain channels and shadowy lakes. The terrain then briefly transitioned into a majestic forest of towering conifers, but those quickly gave way to a mess of fallen trees and impenetrable thickets of brambles. Thick moss began squelching underfoot again, announcing the return of the swamp, which made its presence known in earnest with swarms of mosquitoes. Navigating one’s way through that morass without a guide would be a nightmare, which was yet another reason why everyone stayed away.

In stark contrast, the left bank was an open book. Beyond a few isolated coves, there were no marshes to speak of. A narrow band of damp floodplain woodland led to a range of low hills where the sun reigned supreme. With hardly any trees in sight, except occasionally in the lowlands or on flat divides, this was a grassy paradise, a vast open space beckoning to entire herds of herbivores. Here, the trails of moose were rare, and bears rarer still, but deer and antelopes thrived, along with massive ground-nesting bustards nearly the size of ostriches. The landscape was a hunter’s dream, but that was only part of the story. Walking those hills, drinking from crystal-clear streams, and breathing the air filled with the fragrance of prairie grasses could turn even the most hardened of pessimists around, giving them joy and a reason to live. Spring transformed the hills into a riot of color: blooming poppies and tulips painted the landscape, birdsong filled the air, and antelopes bounced about in their mating frenzy. It was a scene of utter and complete bliss. However, none of that seemed to be of interest to two lonely characters that were traversing the fragrant meadow, waist-deep in the grass.

Johnny X, whose unorthodox name must have had something to do with his hippie parents listening too closely to multiple oracles of the day in the 60s, was universally known as Icksy for as long as he could remember himself. That part of his life never changed with the involuntary transplantation to a different world—that, and his undying (perhaps, hereditary) love for substances. Now he wasn’t even aware of voicing his thoughts aloud as he was rapping slowly.

“I am Icksy of Two Worlds. I was Icksy on Earth, and now I’m Icksy again in these godforsaken boonies of whatever frigging galaxy we are in. Oh, I’ve got me some Two-World Cosmic Ickster blues, mama…”

“Yo, Ickster, one toke over the top, eh?”

“You wish…”

The second man, Blazer, larger and stockier, looked fiftyish, although the age on his birth certificate would put him closer to about half of that—perhaps, on account of the same lifelong affliction.

“It won’t be long now,” Blazer said. “Hey, bro, don’t you listen to no one. Icksy is a fun name. Like you got the heebie-jeebies or something. I had a buddy back home whose last name was Tripps. Him and me, we go back a real long way. Went potty training together, like. Anyway, we used to call him Tripsy. Imagine him turning up here. We’d be having us Icksy and Tripsy!”

“Funny guy. You’ told me that a million times already. Do I look like I give a rat’s ass about your bullshit tales?”

“What else is there to talk about? But really, handles like that are so corny.”

“Like anyone cares. You call yourself whatever you like here. Do whatever you like. There aren’t any cops or anything.”

“Nope. No cops. There’s Zhou though.”

“Zhou is a real son of a bitch. Worse than any cop.”

“You right about that, Ickster. If we get busted with that poppy milk, I don’t even want to know what he’s gonna do. Even though they say the bastard is using himself, I am telling you.”

“Tear us a new one, that’s what he is going to do. The dude kept me locked up for four days just for some shrooms. They’ll hang us by our balls if they find out about opium. But they will flog us first.”

“No shit. He’s one uptight asshole, that Zhou… But I am sure he mellows out when he takes a hit himself. That Hippocrates.”

“Hypocrite, not Hippocrates,” Icksy said, making a cut on another poppy pod. “You know, Blaze, if this latex turns out to be a dud, we’ll be in deep shit. Worse than back then with the ditch weed. These poppies look weird.”

“The ditch weed sucked, I’ll give you that,” Blazer agreed, “but the hand-rubbed stuff still got you high. The poppies look okay to me. I’ve seen worse.”

“The climate ain’t right here. And that pot just grows wild, seeds and all. We could do with some selective breeding. Planting some Sinsemilla would work too.”

“Yeah, right. Tell Zhou you want to start a cannabis dispensary and need some land to grow the weed,” Blazer cackled. “I’d like to see what he does to you after that.”

Blazer raised his head, wiped the sweat off his brow, and turned towards the river.

“Duck!” he yelled in a dramatic whisper flopping on his belly. “Icksy! Get down, you idiot!”

Icksy’s reflexes had been forever altered by merciless chemistry, which was a different way of saying they were awfully slow. Unlike his buddy, he saw nothing untoward happening.

“Come on, Blazer, we are on the left bank. Ain’t nothing ever happening here. Zhou is a river away. There’s the islanders now, but they are way down from here.”

“Dipshit! You’re too high to notice anything! Get down before they spot you!”

Reluctantly, Icksy turned his head and squinted, trying to process what he was seeing through the mental fog in his head. And then it hit him.

“Are you sure we’re not just seeing things?” he asked, falling flat on his belly next to Blazer.

“I am. I can hear them too. Besides, we wouldn’t be seeing the same thing together if it were not real, would we?”

“What if that ditch weed has side effects?”

“You wanna go say hi? Maybe touch them to see if they’re real?”

“I don’t think we are that wasted. You need to be way, way under for something like that.”

“My point exactly. These aren’t like Zhou. They won’t bother locking you up. They’ll shove a pole up your ass at once.”

“I say we get the hell out of here,” Icksy said, suddenly sober. “Screw those poppies.”

“Well, yeah, except our boat is as good as gone now. We can’t go back to the river.”

“Never mind that boat. Let’s go see Atahualpa.”

“Oh, like he is not going to hang us by the balls too!”

“No, he isn’t. Atahualpa is not Zhou. You can deal with him, and he won’t screw you over. Besides, he’s got boats. He might lend us one to get back across.”

“All right, let’s go,” Blazer agreed. “Except if it’s all the same to you, I’d rather crawl.”


Chapter 3

The wind inconveniently died down just as they were about to reach the home port, and the rowers strained to bring the Yamato in to its regular docking place. While the crew was away, the Crystalline had grown considerably shallower, and the current was stronger than ever. Luther was pleased to note that construction had continued by leaps and bounds and people onshore were clearly busy. The main tower guarding the docks was completed. He could now even see the bucket of the new catapult on top of the platform. A large section of the river wall was also finished, and although there was still much work to be done on the rest of it, that wasn’t an immediate concern; the steep bank was quite a formidable defense in its own right. Overall, things seemed to be moving, and moving quite well. However, that was pretty much as expected. What clearly wasn’t, Luther told himself, was an unfamiliar ship at the upper dock. Quite unlike the Argo or the Yamato, it looked like a river galley from one of the southern countries, the likes of which he had seen on many occasions during that seminal trading voyage beyond the rapids during their first year. As they got closer, the unmistakably southern faces on board made it abundantly clear that the town did in fact have foreign visitors. That would indeed be a first for the colony of earthlings.

As the starboard side of the heavily laden Yamato scraped against the pier and a gangplank was thrown down, Luther was the first man on the ground—and almost got knocked off his feet by his frantic wife.

“For once, you are waiting right on the pier, as a proper sailor’s wife should,” Luther beamed, kissing her. “I missed you, sweetheart. Wait till you see the good stuff I brought.”

But the happy reunion was quickly interrupted by Atahualpa who seemed to appear out of nowhere.

“Deirdre, let go of the man this very second! I need him more than you do!”

“Are you two going to spend the night together as well?” the girl sneered, causing the crowded dock to erupt in laughter.

“Oh ye sassy wench!” Atahualpa sniggered. “Someone needs to give you a good spanking! Make yourself scarce for an hour so that we could sort a few things out, and then you can shack up with him for a week.”

“I will definitely hold you to that,” Deirdre said, taking a step back. “One hour. The clock’s ticking. See you soon, honey.”

As she turned to go up the gangplank, aboard the Yamato, Luther heard her call out,

“Uncle, where are you? How many Vuxes did you baptize?”

“He’s not here,” Whitey grumbled. “We’ve dropped him off at the estuary. He said he wanted to check on the fishermen. He’ll be back by dinnertime. As for the Vuxes, I think he was too busy giving last rites to baptize anyone.”

Atahualpa quickly led Luther away from the dock.

“What happened there?” he said. “I see you have quite a few wounded.”

“Two dead, two seriously injured,” Luther replied. “We got hit hard once. It’s a long story. How about you?”

“All alive, thank goodness. Only Max hasn’t returned yet. Come with me, you can tell me everything at my place.”

Atahualpa’s hut served a number of purposes. It was where the mayor lived, where the inner circle met for their important meetings, and where parties for the top brass and delegations from other settlements were held. Atahualpa seated Luther at the table, putting a plate of dried fish in front of him, and immediately disappeared into the cellar. Coming back in a few moments, he brought two massive clay mugs with him.

“We’ve got a lot to talk about, so let’s wet our throats first,” he said, offering one of the mugs to Luther. “This is homemade O’Sharg brew. Cheers! Now tell me everything.”

Atahualpa was good at listening and even better at probing. Luther soon found himself too busy to drink, and by the end of the “interrogation,” his beer had stopped fizzling.

“So you’re saying there’s still plenty of stuff left there?” Atahualpa summarized the discussion.

“That’s an understatement of the century. I think we need to prioritize saving the grain. There are two cars full of it, but one is badly damaged and some of the grain in it is wet and rotting. But the other one is fine—I soaked some grains, and they’re sprouting well. We’ve even found several bags of potatoes. A lot of them are rotten, but Jim noticed some sprouts through the rot, so they may still be good enough to grow. We planted some right there, so hopefully, come fall, we’ll have the fresh spuds to bring back with us and start a field here. Provided, of course, local wildlife doesn’t get them first. But that’s unlikely—there’s hardly any wildlife there. If all goes well, next year we’ll have plenty of seed potatoes. To be honest with you, I don’t like those local tubers all that much. There’s nothing like good old spuds from home.”

“That’s all great news. Too bad you didn’t find any machine guns, or a tank, perhaps, while you were at it. We could really use those.”

“We did find an air gun,” Luther chuckled.

“Funny guy. That’ll amuse the Haitas for sure.”

“Quite a few of those hopper cars have saltpeter in them, and we know where to find sulfur too. Charcoal could be easily made right here. So we now have everything ready for making black powder or maybe even something fancier. There are plenty of pipes there too, but most of them are too large. Still, we could try using them to make a couple of shotguns for starters. You know, see how it goes. A hundred muskets, however primitive, would sure make short work of anything the Haitas could throw at us.”

“I already have someone in mind for the gunpowder work,” Atahualpa said. “The guy currently works at the tannery, but he knows his chemistry well all around.”

“Oh, I am sure you know who is best suited for the job. Now, what’s the story with that ship?”

“It’s a bunch of Arlans. They came three days ago. They are merchants hauling their wares—wine, fabrics, medicines, spices, you name it—to Sumalid, and they decided to make a stop here to check us out. Now they can go right back for we bought everything they had. They were so ecstatic they partied for days. But hopefully, they will sail later today.”

“How did you pay?”

“Salt, a bit of forged iron, some leftover gold. Mlish also gave them two of those mystical stones from your collection. He said he took the cheapest ones.”

“How did they manage negotiating the rapids?”

“They said it went fine, although I wonder about it myself. There’s just not enough of them to pull off an overland bypass. Not the way you described it.”

“So why didn’t they bring more people with them? And how did they expect to get past the Haitas further north?”

“If you ask me, they’re not the brightest bulbs there. Young, careless, going wherever the wind takes them. I’ll be happy to see them leave: they’ve already started a couple of fights and grabbed one of our girls too. They apologized later and paid compensation, but that still doesn’t make it right. I’ve seen my share of rabble rousers, and I didn’t like these guys one single bit. We need to send our own people down the river again, and we need to do it soon, so that they could come back before the first snow. We need clothing again, badly, and the south is about the only place to get fabric.”

“What did they say about that war between Arland and Tanirana? Is it still going on?”

“They claim it’s over, but the way I see it, peace there never lasts long and anything can happen at any time.”

“There’s rarely anything good happening there even in times of peace.”

A tall, gaunt young man with pale skin and blond hair that made him look almost albino-like entered without knocking. He squinted in the dim light and asked, stuttering slightly,

“Is Atahualpa here?”

“Well, suppose he is,” the cabin owner grumbled, clearly displeased.

“Great! May I come in?”

“Icksy, it sure looks like you’re already in. The nerve you have showing up here!”

“Hey, why start yelling right off the bat? Why not listen first? I’ve come here on serious business.”

“What serious business could a junkie like you have here? Did you come to trade heroin or something?”

A second visitor slipped through the door. Short and dark-haired, he had shifty eyes, which immediately went roaming around, checking the cabin out.

“Why, hello, Mr. Atahualpa. You too, Luther.”

Atahualpa’s frown deepened.

“Well, since Blazer is here too, there’s surely some dope involved.”

“Uh… the thing is dope is not that easy to produce. The process itself isn’t complicated, but you need to—”

“Will you just zip it for once,” Icksy growled without stuttering this time. “This is important. Listen, yesterday evening, we saw something you wouldn’t believe.”

“Why wouldn’t we believe you? Of course we would!” Atahualpa said with a nod. “Let me guess: Virgin Mary on a hang glider? Or was it Dalai Lama playing ping pong with Elon Musk? And what were you smoking at the time? We’re really curious.”

“Ha! Atahualpa’s joking!” Blazer grinned. “But it wasn’t a hang glider, it was a swarm of Haitas. Some swarm too, I have never seen so many of them in one place.”

“That’s right,” Icksy nodded. “We started counting but dropped it fast. It was no use. And then we ran. For our lives, you know.”

“And where was that?” Luther asked, intrigued.

“Right across from Pedrazzo’s village. But on your bank,” Blazer said. “We had… ahem, business there and almost got caught.”

“What business could you two yahoos possibly have there?” Atahualpa snapped.

“Hey, I’m telling you, there was, like, a million of them there,” Icksy babbled quickly. “If Zhou had hair on his head, that’s how many there’d be.”

“Zhou’s as bald as a baby’s ass,” Atahualpa waved him off. “And you probably can’t even tell Haitas from Vuxes.”

“That hurts, you know,” Blazer muttered. “We didn’t hide in some cellar last spring, during the siege. We were fighting on the wall, and doing better than some! And now, as soon as we saw them, we thought they must be planning to attack you guys, so we knew we had to warn you. We stayed up all night, running all the way down here, killing ourselves, basically, and you… and now this…”

“They took our boat too,” Icksy lamented. “We thought maybe you could give us one in return for the great service we are doing you. You’ve got plenty, and we can’t really go back without a boat.”

But Atahualpa was not feeling generous.

“Sure, keep dreaming. We’ll give you a rock to tie around your neck to make swimming across more fun. Where did you see the Haitas?”

“I told you already, opposite Pedrazzo’s village!” Blazer said, his voice up a notch.

“It’s some five or six hours away from here. How did you even manage to get this far, the two deadbeats that you are?” Atahualpa sneered.

Luther got up from the table.

“Atahualpa, I’ll go with them and take a look myself.”

“But you’ve only just arrived… You have a young wife waiting.”

“She’ll have to wait a little longer, I guess. If those were indeed the Haitas, how could we have failed to notice them today as we were sailing downstream? And why didn’t they challenge us? Anyway, this is the first time I hear of a sighting so far downstream on our side. No… I have to check it out myself…”

* * *

The Haitas were indeed many. At least a few hundred of them were scurrying about in the valley on both sides of the stream. Most were raxas and trillas, but Luther also counted over a dozen of the barrel-shaped “wall breakers” among them too. Mlish didn’t know what that particular kind was called, so everyone in town had their own name for them: musclemen, bulls, lumberjacks, whatever. They had only been seen once before, during the siege of Zhou’s village when they tried—and almost succeeded in—hacking through the wall. Luther frowned at the unhappy memory: the only fortress on the left bank was their own. If the Haitas brought those musclemen to breach their walls, that wasn’t good news. But at least now he knew how they had missed the Haitas’ camp and their ships earlier. Right opposite the mouth of the stream stretched a long forested island surrounded by treacherous shallows. The Yamato kept to deeper waters mid-river, so the Haitas hadn’t seen them either. And no one in their right mind would have been watching from the other bank where dense marshes made passage of large troop concentrations virtually impossible.

“See?” triumphant Blazer turned to Luther. “What did we tell you? And you wouldn’t believe us!”

“Well, there’s definitely not a million of them. More like a few hundred, but yeah, even that is a big deal.”

“What are they doing down there?” Blazer asked. “It looks like they’re digging pits… Maybe they’re burying someone or came to hide some treasure?”

“Let’s get out of here,” Luther said. “Before they bury us. Stay down, in case they have lookouts up in the hills. We’ll retreat to those trees and then run back to town.”

“I’m sick of running back and forth,” Icksy whimpered. “It’s going to be the third time today, and my legs are falling off.”

“You can stay and enjoy the view. You too, Blazer. But me, I am off. Thanks for the heads up, fellas.”

“Hey, look, there’s another ship coming,” Blazer pointed at the river.

Luther threw a quick look through the stems of grass. There was indeed a ship approaching, but it had nothing to do with Haitana or the Haitas.

“Those are the traders from the south. I thought they’d be heading back home, but apparently the idiots have decided to continue pushing north, to Sumalid. Atahualpa was right: brains are one thing they don’t have.”

“And now they’re done for,” Blazer said.

The Haitas, too, caught sight of the prize, it seemed. Three separate columns formed immediately, each heading to their own ship bobbing at anchor. Within minutes, the first of them set sail, heading to intercept. Yet the carefree merchants behaved as if they were on a boat ride in a city park. When their lookouts, which may well have been asleep or partying along with everyone else, finally noticed the enemy, it was already too late. It was then that the ship’s gong woke up and chaos erupted on deck. The helmsman hastily tried to turn the vessel around while the rest of the crew pulled down the flapping sail and took to the oars. With a little luck, they may have even made it for their galley was fairly fast. What they did not account for staying so close to shore was the shallows that could in fact be negotiated, but only if one knew the layout well. These guys, in addition to their other shortcomings, had no local pilot.

As the galley ran into an invisible sand bank, it jerked and began listing to port. Even from a distance, Luther could tell the ship was stuck real good and would require an hour or more to be backed off and extricated from the trap. Naturally, the Haitas wouldn’t allow them that hour.

“Oh, what a waste!” Luther mumbled, watching a short, fierce fight that ensued on deck shortly. Unexpectedly, the foolish merchants fought like lions, but they stood no chance against the much larger force. This time the enraged Haitas were not even taking any prisoners. No, this particular crew was not going to trade with the earthlings ever again.

“These guys are nuts,” Icksy said. “In their shoes, I’d have surrendered.”

“Me too,” Blazer nodded. “There were a hundred times more of those bastards.”

A few hours later, Luther burst into Atahualpa’s hut dragging Blazer and Icksy behind him. It looked like they were expected: besides Atahualpa, Father Dougal and Costello were seated at the table. An argument could be made that the other two gentlemen also had a need to know.

“Haitas. Lots of Haitas,” Luther blurted out, preempting any questions. “They set up camp at the mouth of the Platinum Creek.”

“That’s on our side of the river, and it’s fairly close, right?” the priest frowned. “Are you sure?”

“No,” Luther cackled. “I just made it all up to entertain you, gentlemen. Anyhow, there are two to three hundred of them, in three ships. We saw them intercept your trading buddies from the south.”

“What?!” Atahualpa rumbled. “They left at noon, and they were heading home. Which means downstream.”

“That’s what they told you, I am sure, but maybe they changed their minds and decided to go to Sumalid after all. Or perhaps they had a reason not to tell you the truth. Be it as it may, they are all dead now. They fought back like crazy, and the Haitas killed them all.”

“Well, RIP then,” Atahualpa shrugged. “But what I am not getting is why the Haitas landed so far upriver. They could have easily sailed all the way down here and entered the Crystalline.”

“I don’t think they even know we are here,” Luther said. “I watched them for a while. My guess is they are there for platinum.”

“Wait, what platinum?” Costello perked up.

“Last year, I dug a few prospecting shafts on that stream. There were plenty of gold mining pits around, and some of them looked fairly fresh. I assayed the soil, and it had precious little gold in it—but plenty of platinum. I’d say about eighty percent was platinum-group metals and only twenty percent gold. No one seems to care about platinum in this world. In fact, Mlish says in some places in the south they will deep fry you in oil just for mining platinum. That’s because counterfeiters use it in coins in lieu of silver. I knew that, so I figured it would be a waste of time and resources and never went back there. But I’d say the Haitas are clearly there for platinum, and they’re working fast. They’ve already cleared out a couple of old pits and cobbled together a primitive hydraulic setup. It doesn’t look like it’s their first time. They know what they are doing. Those have to be their own old pits to begin with. The only question remaining is why.”

“Indeed, what do they want platinum for?” Costello asked. “Isn’t it just for jewelry? Like, white gold, blah. And the Haitas don’t wear any jewelry, at least not the ones we’ve seen so far.”

“Back on Earth, platinum’s mostly used for technical purposes,” Luther said. “It has a high melting point and is chemically inert. It has fairly unique properties and can be used to make a variety of things: crucibles, catalysts, thermocouples…”

“Whatever all those are,” Costello shrugged.

“You are asking the wrong question,” Atahualpa interrupted. “They can eat that platinum for breakfast for all I care. The main problem is they’re right next to us. Luther, what do you think—how long will they stay?”

“I don’t know. They didn’t exactly report to me while we were there. But they’re setting up what looks like a permanent facility at that stream: huts, shelters, the works. They are even chopping trees down in the surrounding woods to build a stockade around their camp.”

“Luther’s right,” Blazer chimed in. “I’ve also noticed them digging and moving dirt, perhaps building a berm or a rampart.”

“As if we didn’t have enough worries already,” Father Dougal said with a heavy sigh. “Luther, is this platinum only found in that particular place around here? I mean, why did they bother coming so far for it?”

“There may be plenty of factors we are not aware of here,” Luther shrugged. “On Earth, platinum-group elements are very rare, which is why they’re so expensive. I think it’s likely the same here. Gold’s is not so much rare as hard to process. I think that we’re just lucky that this area has such vast mineral riches—like South Africa, perhaps. By the way, Gauteng in the RSA also has combined gold and platinum deposits.”

“I wish someone else were so lucky instead,” Atahualpa said. “The last thing we need is this kind of ‘prospectors’ for neighbors. I hope they don’t yet know that we’re close by.”

“I warned the hunters at the camp on my way back—not a soul will venture that way. But either way, the Haitas will soon discover us or our tracks. They’ve come to stay, it looks like, which means they’ll hunt or just wander around. We also have a lumberjack camp nearby, across from where the Nara River falls into the Freona. There’s nobody there now, but the camp itself and some of the harvested logs are still there. Besides, fishermen from both banks constantly cruise up and down the Freona and will be spotted sooner or later. My point is we will not be able to hide for long.”

“But it’s not like the danger is immediate, is it? They’re quite a distance away,” Costello said. “They can’t see the smoke from our fires, and if they just stay there and mine, that’s no skin off our noses. We’ll just avoid those areas, and that’s it. Once the Haitas mine as much platinum as they need, they’ll leave. Sure, they might catch a few fishermen from the right bank, but those aren’t our people. And we can warn Zhou so that his guys would steer clear of the Platinum Creek as well."

“Uh-huh, and we’ll all live happily ever after,” Luther sneered. “These are the Haitas we’re talking about.”

“So what?”

“All right,” Atahualpa weighed in. “Let’s say they take their platinum and return to Haitana. They’ll surely tell everyone back home that this place is crawling with humans. Which means they will then come back with a bigger crowd. Or maybe they’ve decided to settle here full time, right on the Platinum Creek. They’ll build a fortress there, and then we’ll really be in trouble. With neighbors like that, you know…”

“We need to wipe them out before they build the stockade,” Luther said. “That way, they won’t tell anyone anything, and next time the rest of them in Haitana will think long and hard whether platinum or anything else from these parts is really worth the trouble.”

Costello grimaced, every inch the skeptic.

“Next time, a thousand of them will show up, and they’ll clear the whole bank to make sure no one interferes with their mining operations.”

“Fear has a thousand eyes,” Luther shrugged. “We’ve already beaten them at least twice, and we are yet to see any of those thousand-strong hordes. Their home base is a long way from here. They’re not really all that scary. Yes, there’s a lot of them, but surely not millions, so sending large enough armies down will come at a significant cost. Otherwise, they’d have squashed us all long ago. I think they have just enough resources and personnel to hold on to the lands they have already acquired—not to continue expanding. And if they try, we should nip any such attempt in the bud. The area around the Platinum Creek is our land, and the platinum there is ours too. Altogether, we have more than a thousand people. Even without the right bank’s help, we can easily field a hundred and fifty warriors. And we’ll test our new allies, too—I’ll ask Mur to bring two or three hundred Vuxes to help.”

“So we’ve reached the point,” Costello almost hissed, “where we’re making friends with the Vuxes? Maybe we should ally with the Haitas as well while we’re at it?”

“I’d love to,” Luther said in a voice dripping with sarcasm. “They’re good warriors. Unlike some.”

“Oh, why do I even bother…”

Icksy, who had been biting his nails nervously in the corner, finally spoke up.

“Ahem, you folks seem to be pretty busy with all of this, but could you spare us a boat? You now know we weren’t lying, and without a boat we can’t get back to the right bank.”

Atahualpa flashed him a malicious grin.

“I’ll be sending messengers to Zhou asking for reinforcements. You can go with them. And while you’re at it, feel free to explain to your mayor what business has brought you to the poppy hills up there.”

* * *

“Luther, what if… what if we just board the ships and leave… head south. All of us. There are no Haitas there.”

Luther put his arms around his wife’s shoulders and held her close.

“Oh, Deirdre…” he sighed. They aren’t exactly expecting us with open arms in the south. We’re outsiders everywhere, and trust me, there’ll be something as nasty as the Haitas to deal with down there. We’ve discussed this a hundred times. There is no other alternative, we need to try and build something of our own where we are. We’re lucky that there are no other people here and no one to bother us.”

“Oh, sure! No one to bother us, my foot!” Deirdre exclaimed. “Look around, Luther! This isn’t living… this is surviving. We’ve been here for over a year, with plenty of women of childbearing age and no access to modern contraception. And yet hardly any children have been born at all. Why? Because we have no time for children. And the mortality rate… people keep dying from unknown diseases and parasites. Even that Southern doctor you brought with you finds himself stumped at times, saying he’s never seen such illnesses before. We’re strangers here, with no immunity against the local bugs… During the winter, we had funerals every week, and many got frostbite because there was hardly any warm clothing at all. And I’m not even mentioning the ones who get killed by animals or enemies. We moved here from the island a few months ago, and there are already ten graves in our cemetery. All our efforts, thoughts, plans—absolutely everything we do—are aimed at just one thing: living one more day. We don’t make any long-term plans. We live in the moment. And that’s only natural, because if tomorrow the Haitas arrive on their huge ships, none of our plans will matter one bit. Remember that army we saw in their lands? Even half as many would wipe us out without breaking a sweat, even if we gather all the men from both banks and have the Vuxes join us. We wouldn’t be able to do anything to that behemoth that chased us. It was a miracle that saved us when it ran aground.”

“The miracle was man-made. We lured it there ourselves.”

“But what difference does it make, it was still a fluke. And it didn’t damage their ship, it just gave us a bit of a respite so that we could flee. Oh Lord… what am I even saying… Luther, you’re never home. You’re always away on these trips… and they’re fraught with all kinds of dangers. I was trembling with fear as your ship docked today. I imagined not seeing you on deck and all your comrades looking sad and avoiding my gaze. And it's the same story every time… I could become a widow at any moment.”

“A beautiful young widow, I might add,” Luther grinned.

“And you being so damn flippant all the time drives me up the wall! You and your stupid jokes! I don’t find any of this funny, Luther! I’m scared! Let’s go someplace else—where people don’t expect to die any moment.”

And then she began sobbing uncontrollably.

“You silly girl, where could we possibly go? I know it’s tough here, but this is our land, and we have nowhere else to go. So what if we go south? We’d be total nobodies there with no rights whatsoever. Any local bigwig could command his servants to grab you and fetch you to him if you caught his eye. I’d be strongly opposed to that, of course, and it would all result in an enormous pile of dead bodies. But this is neither here, nor there. In reality, I’d probably offer you to the bigwig myself in exchange for someone younger and prettier…”

“See? You are making fun of me again!”

“Damn it, honey… please stop crying. Don’t you worry about me. I’ve got more lives than a cat, you know that.”

“Yes, I know. I remember how that old witch in the Vux village almost killed you…”

“You sure know how to hold a grudge, honey, don’t you?”

“You can be such a narcissistic clown, Luther! I know you’ll go into battle again—against the Haitas or whoever else they might happen to be. And for the record, yes, I’m terrified of the Haitas to the point of being hysterical. Sue me!”

“Everyone’s afraid of them… But we have no choice… And don’t bury us prematurely. There aren’t many of them, and they don’t look like anything special. We’ll take care of them, don’t you worry.”

“Oh, you’ll take care of them all right, and then more will come. If these ones don’t return with their damn platinum, the bosses will want to know what happened. And they’ll send a thousand next time. Or ten thousand.”

“It doesn’t work this way honey,” Luther kissed her forehead. “There’s not all that many of them, and we’re not the same as we were a year ago. Back then, a raid by a bunch of Vuxes seemed like a total disaster. Now it’s not even a consideration. We’ve gotten a lot stronger, and soon we’ll be stronger still.”

“We have nowhere to draw strength from… our numbers aren’t growing.”

“That’s where you are wrong, honey. Times are changing—everyone is gathering into larger settlements. Virtually no one lives alone or in small groups anymore. And the people aren’t what they used to be—they’ve learned the art of war. Archery is no longer an exotic hobby, and everyone knows how to handle a sword. There’s nowhere near enough armor yet, but almost everyone has leather jackets, and there are plenty of shields and helmets to go around. We’ve got new weapons coming in—crossbows are no longer rare, and look how many catapults there are on the walls. And very soon, if all goes well, we’ll have firearms too. With muskets and cannons, we won’t need to fear the Haitas at all.”

“Really? We’re going to have guns?”

“We’ve found a couple of rail cars with saltpeter near ground zero. That’ll be enough for a hundred tons of gunpowder, if not more. There were also a lot of things that we could try fashioning into rudimentary gun barrels: perforators, drill pipes, and such. There were actually even a couple of old cannons among scrap metal. So it’s just a matter of time now.”

“You sure do know how to sweet talk a girl! So maybe… maybe you should wait until all those new weapons are available before you attack the Haitas, huh?”

“We’ll deal with the Haitas, baby, one way or another. And we’ll have us a wonderful life right here, on our own terms. Now go to sleep, silly. There’s always tomorrow, you’ll see. I promise.”


Chapter 4

Max threw another look at the prisoner and shuddered involuntarily. Not so long ago, it was him who was feeding ants in the middle of a stirred-up anthill. However, their captive flat out refused to talk and remained stoic, even after enduring the torture for hours. Most of Boem’s men were already asleep, except for a trio of enthusiastic gamblers who kept losing the loot taken from the captured archer to each other again and again. Boem himself, seated on a saddle next to the prisoner, had been enthusiastically gnawing on horse bones for an hour, extracting the marrow. It looked like he was never going to tire of that fascinating activity. Everyone else was asleep or dozing, and only Max and O’Brien stayed up, patiently awaiting the results of their ‘enhanced interrogation”.

Boem tossed the emptied bone aside and spoke up in a tone that could have been mistaken for gentle if it weren’t dripping with mockery.

“I see it’s already getting dark, my friend. The ants have gone to rest, and your tongue still hasn’t loosened. Well… since you don’t understand kindness, we’ll try something else. Gurk, stop fiddling with that bone. Heat up your stiletto in the fire and sear his left eye. But first, cut off his eyelids so that our friend here won’t be able to avert his gaze. Uri, help him.”

“At your command, sire,” the knight’s servant grumbled, drawing a long, slightly curved knife from his boot and taking a step towards the prisoner.

Whether it was the ants or the prospect of horrible mutilation, but the poor sod finally spoke.

“Wait! Don’t! My name is Rizzo, and I serve Baron Pigirus.”

“Aha, so the little bird does know how to chirp,” Boem grinned. “Now tell me, Rizzo, why is your baron marauding in these forests? Or has he grown so poor that he’s ready to steal a beggar’s torn pants?”

“Baron Pigirus is no marauder!” the indignant prisoner snapped.

“How is he not a marauder?! You said you were one of his men, and we saw you looting. If a knight’s men are found to be highway robbers, then the knight either needs to have them hanged or get used to being called a brigand himself.”

“I wasn’t marauding,” Rizzo said, looking grim.

“You don’t say! Next you’ll tell me our horses died of distemper! You and your scumbag friends have been shooting at us every chance you got for two days now. We’ve almost no horses left—they either died from your arrows or scattered all over. You’re not just a marauder, you’re a horse thief too. And do you know what we do with horse thieves around here?”

“Probably hang them by the neck. Just like those who steal other men’s wives.”

Boem shook his head.

“Stop talking nonsense! I don’t recall stealing Baron Pigirus’s wife. I’m surely no eunuch, and I’ve been around quite a bit, but as far as I know, the Pigirus family comes from the central counties, and I’ve never even been there. So you really don’t have an excuse, and you’ll hang if you keep talking rubbish. Now tell me, why did your harebrained baron send you after us? I mean, really, why?”

“Baron Pigirus sent us into the forest to find your tracks, Sir Boem. You were seen near Castle Shiffcoe, and we were lucky to be nearby with good guides. When we realized you were heading west, Sir Octus decided to kill your horses so you wouldn’t get far. The army of Duke Niruswatus is nearby, and our baron is with them. We are loyal servants and are simply doing what our lord ordered us to do.”

“Damnation!” Boem roared. “You scoundrels could have shown a little less zeal! We have only eight horses left for the entire group, and even those are wounded. Nothing’s worse for a knight than wandering through the forests on foot.”

“What are they saying?” O’Brien asked Max.

“We’re in this mess due to Boem’s inability to keep it in his pants. I think one of Shiffcoe’s people recognized our knight and snitched to the duke’s men. They sent these greenhorns after us to slow us down in the forest. That’s why they mostly shot at the horses, not people.”

“Mostly? At the horses? We’ve got seven wounded already!”

“Well, arrows don’t always fly where you want them to. But look at it now: we have eight horses left out of forty. But we still have five cows out of six. All the remaining horses are wounded, but only one cow needs treatment. Do you see a pattern here?”

“Well, maybe you are right and they are just trying to slow us down.”

“Things aren’t looking good,” Boem turned to Max. “We can’t escape on foot. I think Baron Pigirus or even the duke’s men are already breathing down our necks. What do you want to do here?”

“His Grace, Duke Niruswatus, only wants Sir Boem’s head,” the prisoner spoke up. “Bring it to him, and he’ll surely spare the rest of you. Other than cut an ear or two off, perhaps, or whip you lot.”

“But not before we make a gelding of you, my friend,” Boem snickered.

“You have no other choice,” the prisoner insisted. “Baron Pigirus and his vassals went straight to the Minnow, sparing no horses. They didn’t need to make a detour to Castle Shiffcoe. They’ll be waiting for you at the ford. You have eight half-dead nags left, and our baron has seven knights with squires and attendants. They’ll stomp you into the grass like toads.”

Boem kicked the prisoner in the head, silencing him, and turned to Max.

“It’s time for you to decide what to do next. Either cut off my head or make sure we don’t cross paths with that son of a bitch Pigirus.”

“When the time of your judgment comes, I’ll tell the baron how you insulted him,” the captured archer hissed. “You’ll die like a dog, denied the least shred of dignity!”

Without a word, the knight drew his sword and slashed the prisoner’s throat.

“Finally something to shut him up!” Gurk laughed.

Boem turned back to Max, ignoring the dying body writhing at his feet.

“So what are we going to do?”

Max shrugged.

“There are too few of us—we can’t handle a fight. We need to turn south and cross the Minnow upstream from that ambush.”

“Bad idea. There’s only one ford across the Minnow anywhere around. It’s the shortest route to the Freona… or so they say. Once we go upstream, it’ll be nothing but the swamp. What do your O’Shargs say about it? Do they know a way through?”

“I don’t think so. They have no reason to go there. They say the marshes are dangerous and impassable.”

“Ugh… you’d better cut off my head then. I hate swamps…”

* * *

Atahualpa sat down on a bench in front of a small shed and nodded at Luther.

“This is our chemist, Bruce, the one I told you about.”

The scrawny man nodded a nervous hello and turned to Atahualpa.

“I haven’t found the exact ratio yet, but this saltpeter looks good. Here, take a look.”

Fumbling among numerous bowls and jugs set on the table, the chemist displayed a plate with a pile of gray powder.

“Hold on a moment, I’ll bring a lamp.”

Watching the expert’s back disappear into the depths of the shed, Luther grimaced.

“This place reeks, to be sure.”

“What did you expect? It’s a tannery. That’s why we placed it outside the walls—otherwise, you wouldn’t be able to breathe in the village.”

“I don’t trust this guy. I’ve seen black powder, and it shouldn’t look like this.”

“Oh, everyone’s a critic. Do you know anyone better?”

The explosive ordnance man hurriedly came back and placed a tallow lamp on the table. Lighting a splinter from it, he touched it to the plate. The gray pile hissed, flared up, and fizzled out in not quite three seconds, leaving a pathetic cone of smoldering slag.

“See, it burns a bit better now,” Bruce exclaimed happily.

“How do you even know what to do?” Luther asked. “Did you take chemistry in school? Did you work in the industry?”

“Both.”

“I never knew we had a gunpowder factory in town. Back home, I mean.”

“Well, you know the soda pop plant, right? I was a technician there.”

“Soda pop isn’t gunpowder,” Luther shook his head. “This is crap, Bruce. I made firecrackers that popped better than this when I was a kid.”

“That’s because I haven’t yet nailed down the right ratio,” the chemist said, indignation in his voice. “It’s not like anyone makes black powder these days anyway. It’s a lost art, basically. And you want me to get it right on the first try?”

A cheerful voice called them from behind.

“Hello, Mr. Atahualpa!”

“Huh?” the mayor turned. “Blazer! Icksy! What the hell are you still doing here?! I told you to go with the messengers!”

“We, er… we missed the boat, literally,” Blazer replied, feigned guilt on his face.

“You goddamn junkie assholes! I’ll tie you up and have you delivered to Zhou myself. Overnight! Return receipt requested!”

“Why are you so mad, man? We helped you! Heck, we’ve risked our lives for you. What does it cost you to spare a single small boat? You have more of them than you know what to do with.”

“What are you guys even doing here?” Icksy asked, sidling up to the table and inspecting the display of chemicals on it.

“It’s a meeting of our chemistry club,” Atahualpa grumbled. “While freeloaders like you get underfoot, we’re doing our best to figure out how to make gunpowder.”

“What’s there to figure out?” Icksy drawled, apparently surprised. “You just go ahead and make it.”

“Well, if you’re so smart, maybe you should give it a try,” Atahualpa sneered.

“Sure, not a big deal,” Icksy nodded, matter-of-factly, and settled on the bench next to Luther.

As the islanders watched in sheer amazement, the man expertly handled the glassware, mixed, pounded, and sifted ingredients through a tea strainer, and then even spat into the mixture a few times with quick, measured movements. Pouring the resulting concoction into a tin scoop, he dried it over the lamp’s flame, shaking it constantly.

“And voila!” he declared, putting the scoop on the table. “Here’s your black powder. It’s not too potent, of course, because you are still missing a few key ingredients. Well, minor stuff, yes, but it makes all the difference.”

Atahualpa sniffed the scoop.

“This looks like tea…” he said, his voice skeptical. “Crushed orange pekoe, to be precise. The nerve you have wasting our time! I didn’t even see you measuring the ingredients!”

“What’s there to measure? It’s not thermite or anything, a one percent deviation is totally acceptable. See for yourself if you don’t believe me.”

Icksy dropped a lit wood splinter into the scoop. An unexpected bright flash made everyone recoil, and a whiff of smoke drifted up to the canopy. Nothing was left in the scoop, except for a dark charred spot.

“I told you it’s fairly decent powder,” Icksy said. “Just a bit dirty, is all. But you can’t whip up anything better from this crap in five minutes.”

Atahualpa exchanged a silent look with Luther.

“Tell me, Icksy, are you a chemist by training?” The man’s voice was suddenly suave and sweet.

“No, I studied economics… never graduated though.”

“And how do you know how to make gunpowder?”

“What’s there to know? Three components, a straightforward ratio, mostly saltpeter. Just mix it well and granulate it.”

“Icksy here is a real sharp cookie,” Blazer offered. “Don’t you be fooled by his sluggish looks, folks. If need be, he could make anything out of nothing! Well, almost. Even heroin!”

“Hey, look who is talking about appearances,” Icksy snapped back. “But he’s right, I do have an interest in chemistry. But no, not heroin. The good news is though that you could get high off an electric bulb if you know what you are doing. So, how about that boat, Atahualpa?”

“Hold on a sec! Say, could you make a ton of gunpowder?”

“Well, sure. But not in five minutes. We’d need a ton of saltpeter like this. And a couple of hundredweights of charcoal and sulfur. The sulfur needs to be refined too. This is passable, but there are still lots of impurities in it. You boil it down, strain the molten slurry through a sieve, and let it sit and cool, wafting all that volatile stuff out. And you’ll need proper oil, not this crap from the lamp. And a larger sieve too. I wouldn’t want to kill myself sifting a ton of this stuff through a tea strainer.”

Atahualpa drummed his fingers on the table, as if playing the piano.

“How about dynamite? Could you make that too?”

“Why bother? There’s no point messing with that volatile ancient stuff. If you’re going to make it, go for boom putty.”

“What the hell is that?”

“Dang, Atahualpa, even small kids know such things. Plastic explosives! Same old nitroglycerin, but with a proper plasticizer. You don’t lose any of that power, but it’s much easier to store and handle than dynamite.”

“And could you make a catapult shell with this plastic explosive?”

“Well, you’d need a shell and some scrap metal for shrapnel. Then a spring and a tube for a detonator, although you could just use a burning fuse, which makes it much simpler.”

“How do you know all this, Icksy?” Luther asked. “Or should we say Professor Icksy?”

“Ah, I just looked it all up online when I was doing my research.”

“Could you make a nuke too?”

“No problem. Even an idiot could slap one together. The difficulty isn’t the bomb itself, it’s the fissionable isotope. It’s not that hard to obtain, but you’d have to sift through a huge pile of uranium ore to separate U-235 from U-238. Using plutonium is much easier, but it’s an extremely dirty job.”

“All right, everyone, stop talking,” Atahualpa raised his hand.

“Icksy, why are you so hell-bent on going back to Zhou at all? You could stay here, with us. And boy, do I have a job for you!”

“But we have a hut there, and all our stuff…”

“Your stuff is worn-out shoes and a bunch of hungry cockroaches. We can do much better than that. Call it a signing bonus if you will. Well, and a proper cabin of your own, of course. And you’ll be able to indulge your love of chemistry to your little heart’s satisfaction. Whaddya say?”

“Well, once you put it this way… But I can’t work in this shed—my nose already wants to go on strike from the stink.”

“Oh, don’t you worry, we'll build a new shed. Whatever you need. A little further away from the village, for obvious reasons, but yours and yours alone. The Department of Chemistry and Munitions. You’ll be the founding father. And Bruce over there”—Atahualpa gave the slight man a long look, making him whither—“will stay right here, as our head tanner.”

“And you won’t be bothering us with all those pesky questions again, right?” Blazer asked. “You know, that kind of questions.”

“Oh, God!” Atahualpa sighed. “The things one has to do for technical progress!”

***

Zhou shook hands with Atahualpa and nodded at the others. Then he pointed towards the shore where his men were disembarking from the boats.

“There’s eighty of us,” he said.

“That’s not too many,” Atahualpa sighed.

“What did you expect? You gave me no time to prepare, so I just brought whoever was on hand and available. We’ll need at least a couple of days to gather more from the other villages.”

“We’ll make do. There are only a couple of hundred of them. Between the two of us, we have about as many too. And Luther has already gone to see the Vuxes. I am sure he will bring a whole bunch of them back.”

“I still find it hard to believe you are friends with the Vuxes now,” Zhou frowned. “It’s just that so many of our people ended up in their cooking pots.”

“Yeah, I know… But those were local cannibals, and we squashed them like bugs. These guys are from the south and never had any beef with us. They kill the cannibals themselves, every chance they get. Whatever is going on between them, the two kinds are sworn enemies. And make no mistake, Zhou, we are in no position to turn our noses at anyone who is willing to help. Or did the Haitas not give you enough grief last time?”

“Well, technically, they are your friends. But take my word for it, every new raid from the north, from what Vuxes are still left there, will be blamed on these new guys. You’ll see. When do we move out?”

“You’ll stay with us overnight, and in the morning we’ll head out together. Luther should be waiting for us at the logging camp.”

“If you say so. What’s going on here anyway? We saw the Yamato come in from upriver the other day. What did you bring? Salt?”

“Something like that,” Atahualpa evaded the straight answer. “By the way, Zhou, we’ve finally started working on making gunpowder, and our blacksmiths are tinkering with barrels. If all goes well, we’ll have our own artillery soon.”

Zhou whistled. “Not bad. But you’re a bit late to the party. You heard about Friar?”

“Uh-huh. He’s the big guy up north, right?”

“He sure does have a lot of people, yes. And now they are saying he has firearms too. I don’t know what kind or how many though.”

“Any way it could be some of the stuff from Earth?”

“Maybe. But then where would they get enough ammunition? We’ve thought about gunpowder here, but no one knows where to get saltpeter. And forging or casting a barrel is not exactly like making an axe…”

* * *

The summer had been dry, and the rivers shrank drastically. The Minnow was no exception, with all the riffles and shoals now exposed, and the reed and cane thickets sitting on dry land. The current here wasn’t slow even during the ice melting season, and now the water almost roared through the narrow channel. It didn’t seem like the best place to cross, but that was what Boem chose to do, arguing that there were woods on the opposite bank, rather than a swamp. Max couldn’t quite follow that logic: they were going to have to go into the swamp anyway, so what difference did it make? But he didn’t argue. And that was a shame, because if he did, perhaps the unfortunate wounded cow would have survived. The horses all made it across just fine.

The poor animal stumbled before reaching deeper water and fell on its side. The people, not expecting anything like that from a cow in shallow waters, did not have time to respond, and in a moment, maddened by exhaustion, pain, and fear, the cow was already being drawn downstream. Before long, as the doomed bovine disappeared from sight, even its pitiful mooing faded away, as if it had never been there at all.

Upon reaching the shore, Boem stretched his legs in his saddle and allowed Uri to put his boots on him.

“Don’t you give that idiot cow a second thought,” he rumbled cheerfully, turning to Max. “It would have died anyway. But losing all that beef is indeed a tragedy. I am really getting tired of horse meat. Oh, and look who’s here already!”

The archers that had been harassing them all along were now emerging from the woods on the opposite bank they had just left behind. There were only seven of them, though perhaps more were on the way. In any case, at times Max felt there must have been at least a hundred men chasing them, judging by the number of arrows the combined crew had to dodge.

“It’s too bad we now have the river between us,” sighed the knight. “In the open meadow, these scoundrels wouldn’t stand a chance against my riders.”

He turned towards the archers and shook his fist at them.

“Tell your Baron Pigirus that his sons are filthy sodomites, his daughters are cheap whores, and his wife’s a one-eyed witch! And someday I’ll make them all pay for every horse you have cost us!”

In response, one of the men—perhaps Mongu’s secret brother or cousin—turned around and flashed his snow-white buttocks at them while two others made the cutthroat gesture with their hands. Yet another archer, apparently unable to help himself, loosed an arrow their way. However, the distance was too great for accurate shooting, and the projectile buried itself in the sand ten paces away from the knight.

“And now we are going to have us even more fun,” Boem summarized the exchange. “We’re heading into a swamp where no one has ventured since the world began. And we don’t even have a guide.”

“Maybe we should take our chances moving down along the river?” Max suggested.

“No. They won’t let us do that. I am sure they’ve posted lookouts all the way down.”

“How do you know ?”

“Because that’s what I would have done in their place,” Boem chuckled.


Chapter 5

Mur sniffed the air loudly.

“Friend Luther, someone lives or has lived nearby,” he declared.

“Yes, there’s a small camp here. Our people harvest logs in the area when we need timber.”

“But I smell many people. Dozens. They stink.”

“Oh, look who is talking!” Luther cackled. “You are right, our own warriors should be waiting for us here. That’s where we are supposed to meet.”

“If you say so, friend. I hope your people won’t be upset that I brought so few warriors. You said come quickly, so not everyone could be reached.”

“Don’t worry, Mur, they won’t be upset. And you have brought plenty. Wait for me here, will you? I’ll go ahead and talk to our people first to make sure they don’t take you and your men for enemies.”

“Friend, how could they possibly mistake us for those dirty, smelly cave slugs?! Even fleas don’t want to bite them!”

“Mur, you will have to excuse them, please. We simply don’t have eyes discriminating enough. And we have had little experience with you and your fine warriors. Don’t worry, they’ll get used to it quickly.”

Leaving the Vux army in the pine grove, Luther made his way to the clearing and waved his hands.

“Don’t shoot! It’s me, Luther!”

A crossbowman stepped out from the bushes on the other side and waved.

“We see you! Come on over, we’ve been waiting for you!”

“I’m coming. Don’t shoot the Vuxes—they’re with us.”

“I’ll tell my finger to behave,” the man laughed. “I hope it listens.”

The self-styled Army of the Two Banks billeted itself in the logging camp, spilling well into the adjoining areas. The place designed for a few dozen was simply too small to accommodate hundreds. When Luther arrived, Zhou and Atahualpa were sitting on the porch of the central hut, sipping tea.

“I brought the Vuxes with me,” he said in lieu of hello.

“How many?” Atahualpa asked.

“Two hundred and fourteen. Or fifteen, I may have skipped one somewhere.”

“Didn’t you promise us five hundred?”

“Well, yeah, it takes them just as long to get everyone together as it does us. And you are going to love these new Vuxes: they’re stronger, have at least some training, and field better weapons. Some even have metal axes and swords.”

“Did you talk to the Klots about the Vuxes?”

“Yes, I went to their village and spoke to Udur and the boss lady.”

“And what did they say?”

“They didn’t say anything—they’re Klots, after all. Who knows what’s on their minds? The Vuxes are simpler, almost like us.”

Atahualpa shook his head.

“If the Klots come to blows with Mur’s people, it won’t do anyone any good. We need them both, and they both need us.”

“Let’s hope it all works out. I told the Klots about the Haitas, and they stayed silent too. But I hope they’ll spread the word. Maybe their kin in the swamps on the other side will help too, in whichever way they can.”

“Well, if they don’t, we’ll manage without them.”

“So, are we still waiting for anyone else?” Zhou asked. “Are we doing it today or what?”

Atahualpa squinted and looked at the sun.

“Yeah, it’s still early enough. Let’s get on it. God willing, it’ll all be over by tonight.”

As the crow flew, barely three miles separated the logging camp from the site of the Haitas’ mining effort, but it took the combined force almost three hours to close the distance. The scouts sent ahead earlier had already charted a detour around enemy lookouts, which made it a much longer trek. Fortunately, the terrain was fairly flat, with no commanding heights that could allow Haita observers a better look around. Luther, who knew the area well, was leading the advance party.

“Everyone stay put and keep quiet,” he said once they reached a secluded pine grove on the edge of the creek valley. “The Haitas are about half a mile away. I’ll go check with the scouts.”

It only took him a minute or two to make contact.

“Luther, that you?”

“Spood? What’s the situation?”

“So far, it’s been all quiet. I don’t think they suspect anything yet. Come, let’s have a closer look. We found two pairs of binoculars at the epicenter and kept one. We are in business now.”

Watching from the edge of the clearing, Luther had to give it to the Haitas: they hadn’t been sitting idle for the previous two days. Their camp was now a veritable fortress with a three-foot-high rampart bristling with several rows of well-sharpened inclined stakes. However, there were still sizeable gaps left in the palisade. The arrangements inside the protective perimeter immediately reminded him of the Haita fortresses on the plain: closely placed huts, shelters, and canopies, with the prisoner corral being just about the only element missing. There was a crude lookout tower at each corner and only one exit, which, when everything was completed, would be easy to block with moveable stake hedgehogs. Another day, and storming the fortification would become a lengthy and costly nightmare.

Nor was their mining operation lagging in any way. The bastards were apparently meaning to produce their platinum ore at scale, having diverted some of the creek’s water into a ditch and placed two long wooden flumes in it. A long line of raxas with huge baskets on their shoulders or backs were delivering soil for enrichment from two old pits nearby, which had already been “unmothballed” and sported plenty of fresh dirt around.

“If only our own people worked as fast,” Luther grumbled.

“I hear you, brother,” Spood agreed. “That’s why we are still people, and they are—well, whatever it is they are. So, is Armageddon happening today or what?”

“Today, definitely,” Luther said. “Tomorrow will be too late. Let’s go back and spread the word.”

The Platinum Creek valley, like most other creek valleys around, was poorly suited for large-scale infantry battles, and there was no place for cavalry there at all. The slopes were steep, almost forming a gorge in places, with dense thickets of willows along the stream bed and tangled, thorny brush and rocks above them. In some places, tiny groves of twisted aspens grew in flat areas, with even thicker shrubs surrounding them. The creek itself was quite brisk, but near the mouth it calmed down, widened, and spread out into a green marshy meadow.

“Essentially, we’ll have to fight in a ditch,” Luther summarized the description for the force commanders.

To be sure, having a hundred proficient archers—really, really proficient, as good as Rita or better—they would be able to pick most of the enemies off shooting down from the edge of the gorge, but unfortunately, most of their troops could hardly hit a cow beyond a hundred and fifty feet. The crossbowmen were even worse. Any way Luther looked at it, they would have to attack across the flat meadow inland—from the bank of the Freona to the fortified camp a few hundred feet up the stream on the other side. They were not there to lay siege to the enemy’s fortress, however unfinished. They would need to draw them out into the open and use their numerical superiority to crush the opposing force. But first, Luther sent two dozen Vuxes to the water edge, to take over the ships and cut the Haitas’ only avenue of retreat. Anticipating plenty of easy loot, the friendly Neanderthals went eagerly, showing plenty of enthusiasm.

“There were three ships there earlier,” Luther told Atahualpa as they watched the Vuxes climbing aboard the galleys. Now there’s only two.”

“Who cares! Let’s advance across the meadow and form a line behind the hedge on the other side. If they still haven’t spotted us by the time we get there, we’ll just wait for a few minutes.”

Today was a slow day, Luther thought to himself as the humans formed up in several rows behind the hedge—archers in front, infantrymen with axes, spears, and swords behind them. The Vuxes clustered on the left flank of the army, flailing about on the steep slope of the valley. Weapons and armor clinked, someone would give a nervous whistle every now and then, and a steady murmur hovered over the ranks as everyone was pumped up and ready to go. Yet the enemy was still nowhere to be seen.

“Where are they?” Atahualpa grumbled. “Hey, Luther, maybe you could take a few archers and go poke the bear a little? And once they give chase, we’ll meet them right here in force. I really want to make sure that they are there, rather than on a flanking maneuver over the top of the gorge.”

“That’s unlikely,” Luther said. “We would have seen them go up the hill. But you are right, let me go check what’s taking the buggers so long. Brewster, Pagan, Frolicker—on me!”

Water squelched underfoot as they were following a narrow path through the hedge, on the other side of which the Haita camp sat.

“Stay alert!” he told the men following him. “There might be trillas hiding in the brush.”

“Haitas!” one of the archers shrieked hysterically.

Luther saw them too—a dense crowd of trillas and raxas marching towards them on the same path. He nocked an arrow quickly and sent it without aiming into the thick mass of bodies.

“Everyone, retreat! Run back!”

But the archers were already scurrying away, with only one of them—Frolicker—lingering a bit to shoot his own arrow. As they all ran, a fierce roar from multiple throats followed them, and the humans and Vuxes ahead responded in kind.

As Luther burst onto the meadow, he bumped into the archer ahead of him who must have stumbled over a tussock and plopped into wet grass. Luther tripped over him and fell as well. As soon as he got up, a dart whizzed by, embedding itself in the swampy ground. Jumping back to his feet, he could hear another dart landing behind him—the trillas seemed to have been leading the charge.

Reaching the front line of crossbowmen, Luther quickly turned and nocked another arrow.

“Steady, men!” he commanded. “Let them come closer. Don’t waste your bolts.”

A column of Haitas surged from the trail, immediately beginning to spread out across the meadow. Several trillas fell, and heavy raxas thundered over them, wooden armor clattering, trampling their fallen comrades into the ground. Bows and crossbows began twanging, and more trillas fell, adding the first cries of pain and terror to the general din of the battle. Luther’s second arrow disappeared into the crowd with an unknown effect as well, but the third hit a lanky dart-thrower in the chest. The trilla folded in half, tumbled head over heels, and lay writhing in a quickly growing puddle of pink. After that, as darts began whizzing through the air in earnest, Luther only had time for one more shot, hitting another trilla.

“Fall back!” he yelled, retreating. “Get behind the shields!”

A wounded man next to him called his mother, and a few more cries followed. Running, Luther wished the dart that was destined for him would strike him in the back where his chainmail would stop it—at the cost of a mere bruise underneath afterwards. Getting hit in the neck or unprotected hip would essentially mean a slower, much more agonizing death. Then, crouching behind a wooden shield, sword in hand, he thought that a couple of dozen muskets could easily stop the attack cold, after which the swordsmen and axemen would just need to mop the survivors up. In the meantime, as the formation bristled with spears, porcupine-like, darts kept thudding against the shields, and more cries of pain followed. And then the first wave of raxas hit, most of them getting immediately impaled and thrown back. But the attackers kept coming, undeterred, and the line of shield-bearers wavered, then staggered back, unable to hold against the enemy’s onslaught. The warrior in front of Luther cursed, trying to free his spear from a limp, hairy body. He stumbled, falling to one knee, and then an axe blade flashed overhead, splitting his shield in half like a pine log. A raxa kicked the unfortunate earthling to the ground, breaking through and into the formation. As he was raising his axe for another blow, two spearmen from the second line stepped up and skewered the beast. However, two more raxas rushed into the breach before the defenders could close the gap in the line. One was immediately pinned down by three separate spears, while Luther successfully lodged his sword into the second enemy’s neck from behind, feeling the cartilage break as the blade passed between the vertebrae. The guy on the ground who had been knocked down and lost his own spear earlier, quickly transitioned to his dagger, slicing the raxa’s belly open from below. The downpour of slimy innards on his head was probably not the reward he expected.

With the breach successfully closed, Luther joined other men, pushing against the shields to prevent the raxas from toppling them. For a moment, the fight nearly halted, with both sides engaged in a tug-of-war—or rather push-of-war—pressing against the shields from their own respective ends. There wasn’t much room to swing a weapon; all one could do was try slashing at the enemy’s feet, but that meant having to let go of the wooden divider of contention. In the meantime, the trillas, having exhausted their supply of darts, were now aimlessly milling behind their heavy infantry, not quite knowing what to do next. For them, the fight was essentially over.

It was hard to say how the momentary standoff might have ended if not for the Vuxes. After a few minutes of watching the stalemate at the center, Mur led his hollering troops on a savage charge from the flank, coming down the valley slope like a small avalanche. The mingling trillas died first, and then the brutes hit the raxas from behind. Some of the gorillas immediately turned to stem the onslaught, thus easing the pressure on the shields. The humans, on the other hand, kept pushing hard, and once the raxas finally yielded, some of the men lost their balance and tumbled forward. A few of those behind them tripped over the fallen bodies and went down two, all of them getting mercilessly trampled upon by their own comrades pressing from behind. Luther himself narrowly avoided that sorry fate, somehow slipping forward through the gap in the broken line.

“Move! ” he yelled, finally free to swing his sword. “Crush the bastards!”

Now that they were being attacked from both sides, the raxas, caught between the humans and the Vuxes, were apparently much confused. Their training, or programming algorithm, or whatever it happened to be, apparently failed to provide for the eventuality of having to fight on two fronts at the same time. Those who lived finally fled towards the creek, pursued by ululating victors. The outcome of the battle was at that point no longer in doubt.

As the wave of humanity—and Vuxery? Vuxity?—eagerly gave chase, Luther quickly switched back to his bow and kept shooting, until his right hand reaching back into the quiver came empty. He was flat out. From that point on, all he could do was watch the last few dozen of raxas, hopelessly stuck in the mud and silt at the swampy water edge, getting methodically exterminated. A few trillas left standing made a separate mad dash back to the camp, following the original path through the hedge, with dozens of Vuxes in pursuit. However, before the savages could put an end to that desperate effort, the trillas bumped into a column of half a dozen barrel-shaped musclemen—the last resort reinforcements lumbering, somewhat unwillingly, to the sound of the imaginary guns—and quickly died under their monstrous feet in the unfortunate early case of blue-on-blue. Theoretically, the log-wielding giants that hardly noticed their unintended victims could still make some difference, or at least cause the winners horrible casualties, but all of them were quickly shot down at a point blank range by dozens of human archers. It was over. The combined force had won its first victory against the Haitas in the open field.

* * *

As it turned out, there was hardly anything of interest to be found in the Haita huts. The outer ring of them—reed walls plastered with clay—had nothing in them but a few Spartan bunks made of the same ubiquitous reeds, branches, and grass. The larger hut in the middle—apparently, a storehouse—had a few sacks of small, dry fish in it. The only wooden box contained a hefty leather pouch. Untying it, Luther stuck his hand in, scooping up a handful of grayish granules.

“Here’s your platinum,” he said.

“It looks like iron filings,” Atahualpa said with a pronounced lack of interest. After the adrenaline rush of the battle, he appeared to be experiencing the natural comedown from the highs. Quite a few others were.

“We’ll take it anyway, just in case,” Luther said. “Come, there’s nothing else here.”

Leaving the hut, the two of them bumped into Mur who seemed similarly unhappy.

“The houses are all empty, nothing to steal,” he complained. “Friend Luther, what’s in those bags?” He pointed at the sacks of fish inside.

“Haita food.”

“That’s good. Now their food is ours. Friend Luther, my warriors want to know what they’ll get to keep from the spoils.”

“Take all the food. Whatever you grabbed from the ships is yours too. Then, once we collect all the weapons, half of those are also yours.”

“Thank you, friend Luther, this is very generous.”

“It’s not just about generosity. Your warriors need metal weapons—I saw your stone axes break against the raxas’ armor. We don’t want that happening again, do we?”

“No, we don’t. We’ll take their axes now and become even stronger. It would be good to find their leader and cut out his liver and heart. Maybe your spirits won’t mind just this once?”

Before Luther could opine on the issue, Victor Zhou showed up, looking grim and dejected. One of his ears had been clipped in battle, but Luther somehow knew that wasn't what he was so unhappy about.

“Your Udur came,” Zhou grumbled. He says the third ship has gone to the right bank and dropped off a large force of Haitas. The local Klots there snuffed out the crew and took over the ship, but most of the Haitas had been gone by the time they arrived. It looks like they are heading for our village again, and there’s no one there to stop them. I brought all the immediately available troops with me.”

Atahualpa and Luther exchanged quick glances.

“Despair not, Zhou,” Atahualpa said. ”You helped us out, now we’ll help you. We’ll send half of our men with you. Take one of the Haita ships and cross the river together. Luther will lead. But let’s move on it quickly before it’s too late.”

“Thank you,” Zhou said. “Right now would be good.”

“Do you know why they even went there?” Atahualpa asked. “Or you guys also have platinum on your side?”

“How would I know,” Zhou shrugged. “I’ll see you on the ship, Luther.”

“Should I take some Vuxes too?” Luther asked Atahualpa when the man left. “Maybe it would do everyone good if they met the folks on the other side. You know, dispel the mistrust, show what they are capable of?”

“That’s not a bad idea at all,” Atahualpa agreed.

“All right, I’ll go ask Mur if they are up to more fun.”

“Vaya con dios, Luther. We’ll burn everything here and go home. If you can’t come back in three days, send a messenger over. We don’t want Deirdre to go postal on us all, do we?”


Chapter 6

As another leech attached itself under his knee, Max yelped and pulled his leg out of the black goo. Sitting down on a large tussock, he retrieved a small bag from his pocket and sprinkled some salt on the bloodsucker. The nasty black slug squirmed and fell off.

One of the older O’Shargs in his crew shook his head in a sign of disapproval.

“Using salt on these leeches is too costly. You should have brought some ash with you. They don’t like ash either.”

“If only I knew,” Max shrugged.

Boem, the only one among them who stubbornly continued to sit on his horse, came closer to weigh in on the matter.

“Doctors make good money putting leeches on people. It helps with impotence and all kinds of other afflictions. Now you are getting the treatment for free.”

“Thank you,” Max said, getting up. “I don’t have that problem, heaven forbid. Maybe you should try it, Boem.”

Gurk nearby, too, was removing a leech from his shin.

“Sire, if we don’t get out of here, these things will drain all our blood to the last drop. And I wouldn’t worry about pleasing the wenches right now. I don’t see any. Unless you count the mares…”

“Gurk, your tongue is as black as a dead crow, and so is your soul. We’ve already turned westward. The O’Shargs are saying the swamp will be over soon.”

“Ah, from your lips to God’s ears, sire…”

Max looked around and failed to see any difference. It was the same squishy wasteland everywhere with no indications it was going to change any time soon. Duckweed-covered pools glistened in every direction, interspersed with hummocks with clumps of gray sedge on them and sparse reed stalks jutting out at various angles. It could easily be the gloomiest place he’d seen in his entire life. They hadn’t encountered any animals all day—only a few birds, frogs, and mosquitoes. And leeches, of course. Tons of them. Oh, God… Max glanced at the sun and turned towards the knight.

“I’d say it’s two to three hours until sunset,” he said. “Where do you want to camp for the night? Because, really, I’d hate to sleep in this muck. Anything good you can see from that horse of yours?”

“Funny that you are asking,” Boem said, standing up on his stirrups. “I caught sight of something ahead a while back. It looks like an island, or a few small islands next to each other. Trees and all. But I can’t tell at this point if it’s dry ground.”

“Well, you can’t go wrong with trees, can you,” Max said. “If need be, I could sleep in a tree. I’ve done it before.”

“Ah, anything to avoid taking your medicine, huh?” Boem grinned. “All right, I’ll lead the way.”

* * *

Boem turned out to be right—it was a kind of a small “archipelago” of a few patches of dry land in the middle of a muddy wasteland. The land was not particularly dry, but it was still a vast improvement over the other option. The remaining cows and horses, too, seemed to welcome the opportunity to nibble on the thickets of horsetail but lost their enthusiasm soon.

“Moooo!” one disgruntled cow said, apparently dissatisfied with her dinner menu.

“Picky, huh?” Boem sneered. “I hate wasting what oats we have left, but if we don’t give them all at least some, they’ll just keel over tomorrow.”

Max walked around and quickly found a small elevated clearing.

“Over here,” he called out. “Come, it seems drier here.”

“But there's no grass for the cattle here either,” one of the knight’s men objected.

“At this point, we need to think about ourselves first, not the cattle. At least we can sleep here in relative comfort. Let’s go get some firewood and start a fire before it gets completely dark. I am soaked through and shivering.”

“You guys do that,” Gurk said, unslinging his bow. Me, I’ll go walk around a bit. Maybe I’ll catch us some dinner.”

“Good idea,” Boem approved. “The bigger, the better. Just don’t wander into the swamp unless you want to disappear like that horse we lost this morning.”

“I’m no horse. I don’t go where I shouldn’t.”

“And look for some clean water too while you are at it,” Max yelled after him as an afterthought. But the archer was already gone, as if swallowed whole by the congealing dusk.

* * *

By the time night fell and stars began twinkling in the sky, there was a large bonfire burning in the center of the clearing, and Uri was putting some leftover horse meat on the hot coals. Yet there was no sign of Gurk, with or without any additional rations. Waiting for the meat to cook, they all wandered around a little, calling out the man’s name, but nothing happened.

“If he’s still alive, he’ll find our fire,” Boem finally shrugged. “And if he’s dead, us calling him won’t help anyone. Let’s go eat. Tomorrow we have to slog through the mud again.”

With no clean water available, the O’Shargs used some from the swamp and boiled it well before making tea.

“Did you even wash that pot after we made stew last night?” Max grumbled, accepting a mug from one of the O’Shargs. “I can see grease swimming on top.”

“Stop complaining already,” O’Brien said. “Think of it as horse stock and tea in one. It’s more nourishing this way.”

“Boem, what are we going to do if Gurk doesn’t show up by morning?”

“For all I care, he can drown in the swamp and stay drowned, that sorry excuse for a hunter. Then again, Gurk isn’t someone who just tumbles and breaks a leg. I guess we’ll have to give it another look at daylight.”

“This is a very bad place,” said the old O’Sharg, looking grimly into the fire. “We never come to these swamps. Anything can happen here.”

“Are there any hostile creatures here?” the knight asked.

“There are hostile creatures everywhere, for such is the nature of the world,” the O’Sharg said, taking a small sip from his mug. “Where there’s light, there’s also darkness, and where there’s darkness, one finds the spawn of the dark. But here, in these endless swamps, there’s only darkness… no light anywhere. And no one should venture where there is no light at all…”

“Oh, there’s just nothing to do here, so no one bothers coming. That’s all there is to it,” skeptical Max said.

“Don’t speak of things you know nothing about,” the O’Sharg shook his head. “You can find iron ore in this swamp. Plenty of it too, you can simply scoop it up by the bucketful. There are also plenty of herbs and cranberries the size of nuts. Some of our young’uns, foolish sods that they are, sometimes forget the prohibition and come here all the same… Some of them never return… a lot of them, in fact.”

“Oh, it’s probably just old wives’ tales,” Max sniggered.

“Two summers ago, our village blacksmith’s son went to the swamps, supposedly to inspect a mining pit.”

“And he didn’t come back?”

“His friends didn’t come back, but he did…”

“So what did he say happened to his friends?” Uri asked.

The old O’Sharg took a slow sip from his mug.

“He didn’t really say anything. He just screamed and bleated, and his hair was gray like an old man’s. He screamed nonstop for three days, didn’t sleep a minute, and then died.”

Everyone around the fire grew silent.

“He must have seen something truly terrifying there,” Boem finally said. “I heard of something like that happening to a barber who drank like a horse. One day, as he was descending into the cellar for more mead, he saw all ten Lords of the Night waiting for him there. After that, he, too, kept screaming, and his hair turned gray. But he didn’t die. And he never had another drink.”

The O’Sharg shook his head.

“This is different. They say there was a forest here before. A normal forest. But then it got cursed forever.”

“Who says that?” Max asked.

“I wouldn’t know myself. I was born in the east, and as a young man I ran away from my master. Here, in the forest, I found a wife. She was a good woman, and our children turned out well. She died of fever last year. Her family had lived in the woods for centuries—they were free people. They don’t even remember, which of their ancestors first settled here and when. I think it was long ago, even before the Haitas. These used to be the borderlands between two countries that no longer exist. You can find the ruins of some of their cities on the right bank of the Freona. It was my wife’s folks who told us a story about a fugitive who had come to the forest from the east. Back in his country, he was a wise sorcerer, but he fell into disfavor and had to hide from the king’s servants.”

“Well, a lot of people came here from the east,” impatient Boem sniggered. “What was so special about that one?”

“He felt lonely, so he took to wandering around. First, he explored the right bank of the Freona, checking out the ruins of the dead cities. He found many valuable things there—gold, silver, you name it. Once he came across an ancient library. Many books were lost, but quite a few survived, including the city’s chronicles, or rather its last pages. They described the last years of peace, then the war, and then nothing… And from that book, he learned that everything in the world used to be different from now. There were no rapids on the Freona, no scorching Gryndir, no Haitana, and no wastelands like this swamp either. All of these wretched things and places appeared in one day and one night. During the day, it was dark as night because of black clouds, from which ashes and soot fell instead of rain. And at night it was bright, because the sky blazed with fire and cracked with lightning. The ground shook so badly that stone houses and strong fortress walls collapsed. Bottomless chasms appeared everywhere, swallowing entire cities. Rivers flooded their banks or changed direction. Villages and fields burned, and clouds of choking smoke emerged from cracks in the earth, killing people and livestock. But that wasn’t even the worst of it.”

“What was?”

The old O’Sharg pointed his index finger upward.

“Foul monsters appeared in our world. There were scores of them, but they were weak and confused, and many of them died, unable to live anywhere but the hell they came from. If not for that, the humankind would have perished altogether, and all the land would have become like hell too. But people took up arms, even though they were scared. Day and night, the battle raged on, and finally the ground stopped trembling, and the sun peeked through the clouds. And the monsters stopped coming. People buried the fallen, burned the stinking carcasses of the monsters, and went on to rebuild their cities and villages. But then the Haitas came from the wild prairie, and the history of the ancient world ended.”

“So what does that have to do with this swamp?” Uri asked.

“I’m no scholar,” the old O’Sharg sighed, “but this swamp, like Gryndir, must have appeared that day or night. And that means there could be monsters in it too. No one bothered coming here for centuries. Why wouldn’t the monsters have failed to survive?”

“This is all rubbish!” Boem snickered. “I don’t have any children, God, no, not that I am aware of, but if I did, I wouldn’t want you to read them their bedtime stories! Why don’t you tell us instead where that rogue wizard of yours found the gold? Maybe we could go check the place out. Or did your wife’s family only remember the monster tales?!”

“No,” the O’Sharg said, “they had plenty of gold stories too. But telling those would require at least one other tea pot, because this one is already empty.”

“Well, why don’t we make another one then?” chipper Uri perked up. “There ain’t nothing I love me better than a good get rich fast story.”

* * *

Waking up, Max knew it right away that if he didn’t empty his bladder immediately, it would burst or empty itself without any conscious decision from him. That goddamn tea—he shouldn’t have drunk so much of it the night before! Cursing the O’Sharg storyteller, Max got up, shivering from the damp cold of the night, and went to the edge of the swamp to relieve himself.

“There, leeches!” he finally gave a happy sigh. “Here’s your favorite salty brine! May you all drop dead and stay dead for all eternity!”

All of a sudden, he felt an irresistible urge to just drop down right there and then and sleep, sleep, sleep… Why bother going to his hard bed of reeds, which was fifty steps back—an impossibly long distance, really? Right there would be as good—or as bad, rather—a place as any. Max shrugged and sagged to the ground. He was out before he even hit it.

* * *

Waking up was a bitch. He wasn’t just cold—his body was stiff, as if covered in ice. His head was pounding, his mouth felt as if something had died in it, and his hand that, unbeknownst to him, had landed in the water, was burning. To be sure, Max was not altogether a stranger to bad hangovers, but what he was experiencing now was way worse—as much worse, in fact, as, say, the cranium split in two with a battle axe is than a mere bump on the head. Whimpering in self-pity, he managed to open his swollen eyes and made a titanic effort to pull his hand from the swamp. Ugh—it was pasty white and covered with leeches. Yet his memory of the night before remained crystal clear.

“What the hell came over me?” Max muttered under his breath, shuddering in disgust as he plucked the bloated slugs out.

The moon was still up, although leaning towards the western end of the swamp, which meant there were at least a couple of hours left until dawn. It had to be the coldest part of the night too, Max reckoned, and that was probably what had brought him back from his unexpected slumber. Getting up with much difficulty, he staggered towards the clearing where they’d drawn their water for tea the night before. His foul mouth was screaming for a drink, and at that point the risk of a bout of diarrhea or vomiting seemed like a lesser evil. Leaning over the puddle, Max heard a horse neigh in the distance. But weren’t all their horses at the camp, still hobbled?

A sudden flash of anxiety immediately trumped physical malaise, and Max reached for his boot, pulling out a knife hidden there. He had to go back to the fire, he told himself, pushing forward. Wake up the others, raise the alarm… Except… As he stopped in front of the large pile of coals that was still shimmering meekly under the thick veil of ash, it suddenly hit him. There was no one there. His fellow travelers were all gone without a trace. And then there was that strange squelching, muffled sound, as if someone was noisily slurping soup.

Knife in his sweaty hand, Max took a semi-conscious step back. As a small branch snapped under his foot, the weird sound stopped and someone ahead muttered indistinctly with a mournful groan,

“Iiiiiiill beeeeee.”

Max took another step back, and then the moon peeked out from behind a cloud. Standing just a few steps from him was the O’Sharg who had entertained them with his stories before bed. Now, however, he did not seem in the mood for more storytelling, swaying from side to side. As a flicker of light fell from above, Max realized the man had no face any more—only the lower part of it remained. Everything else above the sprawling gray mustache had become a horrible mess of peeling bits of flesh, from which some gelatinous slime was now slowly dripping along with congealing blood. Something—something that was making the slurping sound—moved in the wound.

The man’s mouth opened, releasing a torrent of similar slime. His lips moved.

“Iiiiiiill beeeeee!”

Max felt his bladder making that fateful decision, releasing what was still in it. However, oddly enough, the existential horror of it all helped him snap out of his frozen stupor. Turning around, Max bolted towards the fire, grabbed his bow, and nocked an arrow. As he turned again, the O’Sharg was barely twenty feet away and making his way forward in clumsy, staggering steps—as if a poorly rendered zombie from a third-rate horror movie. Without further ado, Max let go of the string, which slapped against his suffering left hand, and the arrow pierced the environs of the walking corpse’s heart. The impact sent the body sprawling backwards where it twitched awkwardly, trying to rise. The man’s loose, yanked-up burlap shirt revealed a hole where the abdomen once was, and within it, among shreds of surviving organs and flaps of skin, Max could see something phosphorescent crawling.

As the body of what used to be their much-respected O’Sharg elder got on all fours and began straightening up, Max let out a desperate howl, leaped forward, and kicked it with his foot. The poor sod flew to the side, flopped into the pile of red coals, and writhed in it, still trying to stand. His clothes caught on fire, and the smell of burning rags and flesh filled the air. As the flames flared up, lighting the campsite, Max saw to his horror that there were indeed people on some of the beds, or rather, what was left of them—skeletons with pitiful remnants of flesh on the bones and tattered clothing. And entire pools of the same thick slime all around.

The O’Sharg’s body, engulfed in flames, finally stopped thrashing, but a moist lump rolled out of it, stretched, and crawled away from the fire, trying to burrow into the surrounding moss. Shaking with disgust, Max took a giant leap forward and kicked it back into the flames. The foul creature hissed and squealed, writhing on the coals. The stench of something nauseatingly acidic quickly filled the air. Somewhere in the distance, a horse neighed again.

Rummaging beside Uri’s bed, Max found several torches. He lit one, tossed the rest into a bag, which he slung over his shoulder, grabbed his sword and bow, and hit the trail they had been following to that wretched place the day before. The last remnants of sleepy sluggishness were now gone from his mind. It became perfectly clear to him it was not just exhaustion or, worse yet, some kind of moral turpitude that put him to sleep earlier that night. It had to be something—or someone—else. In fact, if not for the cold and much-maligned leeches on his hand, he might well be a “zombie” now or one of those well-gnawed skeletons that used to be his fellow travelers.

As if on cue, the moon hid again, and in the dim light of his torch Max failed to immediately notice yet another cadaver lying across the path a few dozen yards ahead. When he came closer and finally saw the outlook of a body, the dull fluorescence between its ribs told him there was another slug there, gorging itself on human entrails. Passing by, he stuck his torch into the gelatinous mess. The diabolical creature inside screeched and thrashed in its death throes.

“Take that, you son of a bitch!” Max muttered.

For some reason, he suddenly felt sleepy again. He just needed a short nap, he told himself. Naturally, lying down for a few minutes wouldn’t hurt anyone, and it was not like he was in any particular hurry. But then a panic alarm rang in his drifting mind. Indeed, he was not going to step on the same rake again, was he?

“Screw that!” Max told the invisible enemies, all of them together and each one individually, lighting up another torch and taking it straight to his naked forearm. The next moment, the surge of pain almost knocked him out, but his mind was clear again, with the last remnants of sleep gone. Without giving the dead body as much as a second look, Max pushed off the ground hard and darted forward. Luckily, the trail was as straight as an arrow now and almost impossible to lose.

As Max reached the next clearing, the moon peeked out again and he stopped in his tracks, not quite sure what it was he was looking at. The flat area in front of him was littered with whitish ping-pong balls—only they were the size of subcompact cars. The strange spheres seemed to be braided over with what looked like whitish roots going deep into the ground and were linked to each other by multiple strands of some nasty, gooey substance, not unlike a thick mix of refined vegetable oil and fish scales That entire abominable network glowed dimly in the dark, making his flare essentially redundant.

Something was moving between the balls too. Raising the torch above his head, Max stepped closer and saw Boem’s body cocooned almost in its entirety in a webbing of dried slime. Several strands of it led to a revolting whitish creature resembling a beetle larva the size of a small calf. Slurping and squeaking, it was dragging the knight’s body deeper into the middle of the monstrous web. Still shuddering, Max drew his sword and chopped off a large piece of the “larva’s” rear with a single blow. His second slashed its glistening side. The creature hissed, quickly turning, and snapped its mandibles—only to find a torch stuck in what went for its face. Not giving it a chance to recover, Max slashed at the head with such force that his sword almost got knocked out of his hand. But he held on to the hilt and took a hasty step back to avoid the fountain of slime gushing out of the trunk that now had neither head, nor tail.

With little hope, he brought his torch closer to the prostrate knight’s left hand. Against all odds, Boem stirred and opened his cloudy eyes.

“What the hell are you doing, you filthy runt!” he grumbled.

“Boem! Wake up! Get up! You can’t sleep now!” Max yelled, refusing to believe his eyes. ”Everyone else is dead! It’s just the two of us now!”

The knight scrambled to his feet and looked around, his wild eyes finally resting on the agonizing alien creature next to them.

“A hundred penny whores and ten Lords of the Night!!! What kind of shit is this?! And where are we?!”

As the rambunctious noble staggered again, Max grabbed at his shoulder to steady him.

“No time to explain. And I don’t even know much myself. Let’s do a quick check around to see if someone else may be alive.”

“You mean to say this damn thing here isn’t alone, and we’re going to look for more?! Thank you very much, I’ve already shat myself once. I don’t need no more of it!”

“Take this, Boem,” Max said, handing him the torch. “And I’ll light up another one. These things are afraid of fire.”

“Are you sure we are not dreaming?”

“Afraid not. Come, we need to see if there’s still anyone left.”

Boem let loose a meek chuckle and pointed upward.

“I’ve been looking at those worthless buggers for a while now!”

Max threw his head back and shuddered. A number of similarly cocooned bodies were strung up from overhanging tree branches, much like hams from the ceiling of a smokehouse. Some were half-eaten, with slugs moving inside their chest cavities, slurping. Others looked like they were simply sleeping, awaiting a similar horrible fate.

“Boem, burn the hands of those who are still whole!”

The knight obediently prodded the nearest person. The body twitched, releasing a trickle of slime from the mouth but didn’t wake up. A blob of the nasty goo landed on Boem’s head.

“Ugh, you plague-ridden toad! Max, I think this one’s dead!”

“Try the next one, and whatever you do, don’t fall asleep!”

The next body twitched, the eyes opened, and the man gave a sleepy groanю

“What’s happening to me?”

“This isn’t one of ours,” Boem said. “Hey, who are you, serf?”

“I’m Enyo! My master is Baron Pigirus. Where am I?”

“Were you chasing Sir Boem into the swamp?” Max chuckled.

“Yes. We found dry land in the middle of this morass and stopped for the night…”

“Huh, so did we. Boem, cut him down! We’re all in this mess together now.”

“Oh, I’ll free him,” the knight agreed. “But when we are out of here, this despicable runt will pay me the price of a fine Arkulian stallion for every lame mare they’ve killed or chased away. Or I’ll hang him back up!”

At that moment, more slurping sounds came from the surrounding darkness, and before long two more huge larvae crawled out into the open. Ignoring the humans, the creatures went straight for the thrashing body of their dying kin, feeling it quickly with pink tendrils hanging from their snouts. Next, the strange appendages began secreting slime, wrapping the agonizing larva in a kind of a bandage that immediately stemmed the loss of bodily fluids.

“What do you know, they’re blind,” Max said.

But even though nature deprived those creatures of sight, their hearing seemed to be working just fine. Abandoning the wounded larva, they turned towards the humans, hissing. At that moment, Boem, apparently eager for revenge, stepped up, a torch in one hand and a Haita axe in the other, wherever the latter had come from. Spewing profanities, he lunged forward and slashed at the first larva, slicing it open. The creature squealed, and the air filled with the same sour stench. Max quickly took on the second larva, sticking his torch right in between its two mandibles.

“Boem, where did you get that axe?” he asked.

“Look above you, you slowpoke!”

Max did just that and in the grayish light of the early morning saw more bodies, some of them fairly desiccated and old. Moreover, quite a few of them were raxas, one even still having its wooden armor on the bare yellowing bones.

“Mother of God!” Max gasped in English but quickly switched back to Arlan. “Where did the Haitas come from?”

“Are we just going to stand here and chat or do you want to find Gurk?” Boem grumbled.

Sticking closely together, the two of them ventured deeper into the grove, Baron Pigirus’s servant staggering sleepily behind them. There were no more larvae, but quite a few more bodies hung from the trees, most of them just skeletons or mummified half-eaten remains.

“Nah, they are all long gone,” Boem mumbled and stopped. “Wait! There’s Gurk!”

“More like what’s left of him,” Max shook his head. “I don’t see anything but a skeleton in a chainmail suit.”

“That’s how I knew it was him. Wait, let me get the chainmail. Those things cost me a pretty penny.”

“Forget about it. Hurry up, we need to get out of this place ASAP!”

“Oh, what’s the rush?! I feel like a nap all of a sudden. I didn’t sleep well tonight, you know. A-a-a-a-a-a-a-ah!!! Max!!! May they drive a ram up your backside!!! What did you do that for?”

Suddenly awake, the man went about spreading some spit on his burned arm.”

“I’ve just saved your life again, you cretin!” Max hissed. “That’s how they get you! It’s some kind of sleeping gas or something. Once the buggers knock you out, they eat you alive. Aren’t you getting it yet?”

“Ahem, now that you mentioned it… You’re right. These shits can’t handle a man when he is awake, so they put him to sleep first. Devious buggers!”

“Where’s Pigirus’s servant?!”

“There he is, dozing.”

“Wake him up! Kick him, burn him, whatever. We need to check the others before we run out of torches!”

* * *

The light of dawn filtered in through the swamp fog, illuminating the monsters’ lair and the six survivors, including three more that had just been liberated from their cocooned slumber. That was all that was left of the islanders, Boem’s party, and Baron Pigirus’s posse that was chasing them. “I wonder what happened to the horses?” Boem grumbled, scrubbing slime from his chainmail. “I didn’t see a single carcass. Hey, you, Enyo! Did you have horses, or were you following us on foot?”

“We had horses. Everyone did. We even had two spares.”

“You sure live large… So, counting ours, there should be about fifteen horses around, yet we didn’t see a single one.”

“I heard neighing,” Max said. “Maybe they couldn’t put the horses to sleep, or the animals sensed danger quickly and scattered.”

“That’s the first piece of good news in a while,” the knight chuckled. “We should find them and get out of here. It would only be right to burn this hellhole, but it’ll be so much work. And my servants are all gone…”

“There’s probably more of these dens around anyway,” Max shrugged. “Forget it.”

“Ugh!” said O’Brien, still very much sleepy and disoriented. “What are you going to tell your folks back home, Max? We lost everyone and have no more horses or cows to bring back.”

“Well, we’ll find a few stragglers,” Max shrugged. “I hope… But the important thing is next time we’ll do better. We know where to go and who to see. And what to watch out for. Now, come, we need to get out of this awful swamp. We are not going to survive another night like this…”

* * *

In the end, they did find almost a dozen horses and two cows. The bad news was that the swamp showed no signs of ending even though the small party kept moving nonstop. As night fell again, Max said suck it up, everyone, and they stuck with it. In all fairness though, there was no need for any sleeping gas now since everyone was literally on their last legs, even though they were all riding now. As they moved along, two horses broke their legs, and another one sank into the quagmire along with Pigirus’s servant—the poor lad didn’t even have time to scream before he went under. And no one noticed when or how one of the cows disappeared. When they did, no one had it in them to search for it again. Dawn greeted the fugitives with another dose of milky-white fog that cut visibility to three steps ahead or less. How the horses knew which way to go was a mystery, but at that point no one cared. It was indeed surprising those of them that were still alive had survived that long.

At some point, Max became acutely aware that the hooves of his horse were no longer making the squelching sound down below.

“Stop!” he yelled, although it came out more like a labored whisper. “It looks like we’re on dry land!”

Instinctively, Boem and everyone else reached for their weapons.

“Does it mean no more monsters?” O’Brien asked.

“I don’t know,” Max said, dismounting. “Wait here. I’ll go check it out. Stay awake, everyone.”

As he proceeded down the same path on foot, the sun peeked through the fog, immediately giving everything a different feel. There appeared to be a clearing further ahead and a bit to the right, and that was where he was going, Max told himself. However, emerging into the open, he froze: a bunch of Vuxes were probing the ground with long poles not quite ten paces away, as if searching for a better way forward. It was only then that Max realized fatigue had played a cruel joke on him and he left his bow behind. And there was no way in hell he could take all those troglodytes on with his sword alone. Strangely enough, the Vuxes did not immediately charge him as they would normally do. In fact, truth be told, they paid him no heed at all. Only one of the troglodytes even looked up to acknowledge his presence.

“Wazzup, homie?” the hairy fella said in horribly accented English, raising his hand in a casual greeting.

That proved to be the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s back. Max’ legs buckled and he slumped down into the wet grass and broke into uncontrollable sobs. The Vuxes, abandoning their earth-probing, surrounded him, blabbering something excitedly in their incomprehensible dialect, but Max made no effort to try and understand what they were saying. He was truly beyond caring.

“Max! How did you get here?” a familiar voice suddenly spoke up.

Max looked up—and saw Luther leaning over him. In all fairness though, he wasn’t surprised. He wouldn’t have been surprised to see the Pope himself, or perhaps even Mahatma Gandhi rising up from the dead.

“Did you just come out of the swamp?” Luther asked.

“Yes.”

“How did you end up there? And what’s wrong with you?”

“Just a little tired, I guess. And I may have lost my mind too…”

“That’s unlikely,” Luther said. “You seem fairly lucid to me. But you are lucky we’ve stumbled upon you. We’ve been looking for a bunch of Haitas for days now, up and down both banks of the river. At first we thought they were heading for Zhou’s place, but no, they never showed up there and never touched anyone else. It looks like they went into the swamp for some reason. Did you see any by any chance?”

“I did.”

“Where?! Did they do this to you?!”

“No… They are just hanging on trees back there. What’s left of them.…”

“Huh? What are you even talking about?”

But Max didn’t hear any of that already. He had finally passed out.


Chapter 7

Nobody knew what exactly it was Sujit did on Earth. An entrepreneur of some sort, yes, but he may well have been a gangster or a shady character of some other kind. Beowulf, his trusted employee and bodyguard, never spoke about his past life either. When Sujit became the village’s blacksmith—and a good one at that—that was all everyone needed to know, and no one bothered asking any questions after that. What did it matter what the man did back on Earth? Or anyone? That Sujit also had an organizational talent, shaping the smithy up into a fairly efficient operation, helped too. Now the shop, or the forge, as everyone called it, produced all kinds of goods—from brackets and nails to quality weapons—literally by the ton.

At the moment, Sujit was standing by a large workbench inside the shop, opposite Atahualpa, shouting over the din of industrial noises that never died down completely even at night.

“You are a good man, Atahualpa, but sometimes you really make little sense,” he said. “Tell me again, what’s so special about this pipe?”

“Well, duh, it’s of the right caliber. Make a blunderbuss out of it, load it with buckshot, and boom! Ten Haitas down if you shoot into the crowd.”

“Well, the only person to go down will be the idiot who agrees to shoot that thing. Look here—see this little ridge? It’s a seam. Your barrel will blow up when fired, killing the shooter. That’s what’s going to happen. Guaranteed!”

“That’s a shame… Luther says there’s a ton of these pipes there. And plenty of thicker ones too.”

“They won’t do either. Caliber-wise, everything above twenty millimeter is a cannon and should be treated accordingly. Even if they are seamless and thick enough, you still can’t make muskets out of them. I do have an idea though. If there’s a lot of steel wire at that place, we could wrap it tightly around these heated barrels of yours, coil to coil, and weld the ends in. When they cool, they’ll shrink the pipe a little along its entire length and make it stronger. Then we could trim them a little bit, fit them inside these larger seamed pipes and keep our fingers crossed that they will survive at least a few blasts.”

“There you go! I knew you would think of something!”

“Do you realize such a gun is going to be as heavy as a Ma Deuce? You sure won’t be able to march with it on your shoulder. If it even works at all, that is.”

“Ugh! Can you make those barrels yourself? From scratch?”

“They used to be able to do that,” Sujit shrugged. “But I have no idea how to forge a seamless pipe—strong, light, and of an acceptable caliber. A lot of it depends on the steel quality—like special kind of alloys and such. I am no master metallurgist, and we don’t have the right equipment for it anyway.”

“So this is it then? Lights out?”

“I didn’t say that. Another way to handle it would be to drill through a forged blank, but that opens its own can of worms, to be sure. But they used to be able to do it too. We just need to figure out how. At the very least, I have to talk to Luther about what else he found at that place.”

“Well, get on it then. I believe in you.”

A boy of about seven or eight ran into the smithy and stopped, trying to catch his breath.

“Uncle Atahualpa, Luther’s back, and he brought two ships!” he finally blurted out. “And there are horses on the ships!”

“Speak of the devil, huh?” Sujit chuckled. “Why don’t you go get the man before this pretty wife of his secrets him away? We’ll get right on it then. We don’t need to bother upper management with all this shop talk, do we?”

* * *

“So where did these horses come from?” Atahualpa asked.

“Max had them. We’ve run into what was left of his party on the way.”

“What was left of it?”

“Yes. Him, O’Brien, and one of the O’Shargs, whatever his name. There was also a couple of guys I don’t know that tagged along.”

“And where are the others? There were over a dozen of them, right?”

“Well, it looks like I have bad news for you…”

“What happened?”

“All I know is what I’ve seen myself. We only found five more, and they were all hanging off trees in some sort of spider cocoons. They had a pulse but otherwise remained unresponsive. They wake up every now and then but no one’s talking. Max himself is largely incoherent, blabbering something about devil’s spawn. Oh, and his hair is all grey.”

“Jesus H. Christ! What about those horses?”

“They seem fine—all eight of them. Plus two cows. Skinny, yes, but we can surely fatten them up. So what’s the situation here? Any sign of the Haitas?”

“No, thank God. It’s been quiet. Our biggest enemies right now are the crows—they’re trying to harvest the fields before we do.”

“Well, nothing I can help you with there. Come again, where is it we are going?”

“To the foundry, to see Sujit. He’s anxious to interrogate you about what you’ve found at the epicenter. Pipes and such, more specifically. Once you guys talk all the technical details over, we’ll discuss what’s possible and what’s feasible. Guns, I want guns. Like, ASAP. Step on it, we don’t have all day.”

* * *

“So how long are you staying this time, Luther? One day or two? Two would sure be great.”

“Please, Deirdre, don’t start. You think I enjoy this? But it looks like I’m indispensable.”

“Why, you sure won’t die of modesty!”

“Oh, come on, honey. You know this is the busiest time of the year. The rain season is coming, and then winter, and everything will come to a standstill. I’ll be spending so much time at home then that you won’t know how to get rid of me.”

“Yeah, sure, in my dreams… Where is it they are sending you this time? I know the ships are being loaded with fresh supplies and stuff already.”

“Man, they should make you head of intelligence. You seem to know everything. But here’s a new piece of intel for you: we are going back south. One and a half ships.”

“How’s that?”

“The Yamato and the ship those southern merchants sailed. The Haitas intercepted them upriver and made short work of them all. When we killed the Haitas, we got the ship among other spoils and brought it back. Now it’s been renamed the Intrepid. So we’ll go down to the rapids again, that’s six days, and haul the Yamato over the rapids. With twice as many men pulling, it shouldn’t take more than ten days. After that, the Intrepid and her crew will go back home but then return to the rapids in three weeks. By then, hopefully, the Yamato will have sold all her cargo in the south and bought what we need. We’ll hire another ship locally to carry the extra cargo back to the rapids where the Intrepid will be waiting. Then we’ll do the same thing again in reverse. The entire trip should take seven to eight weeks, max. It’s always easier the second time around.”

“Last year you also said it’ll take two months. And we all know what happened.”

“Well, second time is the charm.”

“Isn’t it the third? Anyway, this time I’m going with you. It’s nonnegotiable.”

“And if I say no? You going to hide under the sail again?”

“You don’t want to know, honey. Trust me on that!”

“And here I was thinking I could use the time to get to know those famous southern belles a little closer!”

“Life’s all about missed opportunities, honey.”

“Sweetheart, you know it’s not going to be an easy journey, don’t you?”

“I do.”

“And those merchants the Haitas killed said the war may resume any moment. Down there, it’s more like a regular state of affairs.”

“It is everywhere. Even here. Now, do I or do I not have a husband?”

* * *

They tested their first gun two days after Luther returned. The small cannon didn’t look like much: a block of wood with wooden wheels and a short barrel on top. However, a dozen of reed dummies—the kind archers usually trained with—begged to differ. Most of them, set at fifty yards, were hit, and two got shredded to pieces altogether. The test was deemed successful, and the little cannon that could was immediately hauled aboard the Yamato while the shop set out to quickly produce two more. The ships sure could use some firepower to take with them on their dangerous journey.

Two days later, the Yamato sailed with a crew of twenty-six. Their new escort ship, the Intrepid, carried twenty. By the time they weighed anchor, neither Max, nor any of his surviving companions had been back to normal yet. Luther hated to set sail without his trusted XO, but they just couldn’t wait for the man to put all his marbles back together. Standing tall on the stern, watching the gap between the ship and the shore grow larger, Luther wondered who would step up to the top job when and if his own turn came. He sighed and chased the moment of gloom away. Some questions were better left unanswered.


Chapter 8

“Last year, there was a big Vux village here,” Luther said, watching the right bank through his new binoculars. “Now there’s nothing left. Here, take a look yourself.”

Rita accepted the field glasses. “I’d say it burned down, and a long time ago. Somehow I don’t think it was just an unfortunate accident.”

“Perhaps it was where some of Mur’s kin lived. He complained about frequent attacks from the south.”

“It seems those places are always at war. How do they even have the energy for it? Besides, the Vuxes don’t have anything worth looting.”

“It’s not always about looting. These are all fertile lands. By all accounts, all those countries downriver are badly overpopulated for their size. All their wars are essentially caused by overcrowding and they always try expanding northward. That’s what Mlish is saying anyway. Only the fear of Haitana holds back this expansion. But the Haitas rarely come this far south, and the local Vuxes just can’t compete with the humans. They are basically doomed unless they move elsewhere. That’s what happened to Mur and his troglodytes.”

At that point Whitey emerged from the hold, his countenance darker than a storm cloud.

“Hallelujah! We have a leak in the hold,” he grumbled. “Water is seeping between the planks in the front.”

“Damn!” Luther cursed. “It’s gotta be the same place as last time. I thought they fixed it before we left. For once, I didn’t check myself, and there you go!”

“Some of the dry fish we stocked got wet already, but I spread it out to dry.”

“Good job,” Luther nodded. “When we get back home, I’ll make sure they give you a medal.”

“Yeah, right, that’s just about the only thing I am missing. Shucks, we haven’t even reached the rapids yet, and this old tub is already falling apart.”

“Well, persevere, sailor, and you too will make admiral one day,” Luther grinned. “Rita, let me have those binoculars back for a moment.”

* * *

Max woke up and stared at the ceiling. There were no stars on it, nor was the sky blue. Aha! He was under a roof somewhere, which, if logic held, meant they were finally out of the swamp. Besides, the mattress under him was hay, and fresh hay too, judging by the pleasant smell of prairie grasses that still lingered around. Good! And then he remembered the Vuxes speaking broken English—now, that made no sense at all. But at least nothing hurt, he tried to reason with the sudden thin and panicky voice in his head. His right hand itched—ah, those leeches!—but that wasn’t a big deal, not if compared to what could have happened anyway, and besides, his fingers felt greasy with some kind of ointment—because what else could it possibly be? Butter? Tallow grease? Something like that, perhaps. He strained his ears: the muffled voices coming in from the outside spoke English, there could be no two ways about it.

“Hey, O’Brien! You still alive?” Max called out, trying to lift his head off the pillow.

The effort immediately earned him a bout of acute dizziness, and Max quickly relented. Nah, some things were just not worth it. And that asshole O’Brien—because it had to be him lying in another bed next to his—never even stirred to acknowledge the overture. Ah, screw it, Max told himself. Let the man wait for his Irish solution to not so Irish a problem. He, Max, would try something different! Slowly, he let his feet down, waiting for whoever was pulling the strings inside of him to throw him another curveball. No, nada. Slower still, Max turned and twisted somewhat, pushing against the bed with his hands, and finally sat up. Phew! By the time he made it to the door, moving in baby steps and holding on to the wall, he felt as exhausted as after a full day of walking and riding through that stinky quagmire of mud pits and tussocks. But if he had made it that far, he might as well take yet another small step.

Max opened the door—and a bright flash of sunlight made him squeeze his eyes shut right away.

“Well, hello, traveler!” said a familiar voice. “Welcome back!”

Slowly, Max opened his eyes and saw Atahualpa standing in front of him. In the background, a young boy passed hurriedly by, followed by a dog. The mutt stopped for a moment, graced Max with a look of dark, apprehensive eyes, and resumed his casual trot.

“I am still dreaming, right?” Max asked no one in particular.

“Nope,” Atahualpa said. “You are home, Max. Back in the new village. Crystalline, remember?”

“But the Vuxes…”

“Never mind those. They are actually with us now. Anyway, the doctor said you and all those other fellows they found you with had a monster dose of some local poison, and as outsiders, you and O’Brien, the earthlings, were hit pretty hard. He even said your brain may have suffered permanent damage, but I call bullshit when I see it. You’ll be fine—and here’s proof. You are up already.”

“Why am I seeing those damn Vuxes everywhere then?”

“Because they are here, that’s why. We actually have dozens of them roaming around town at any given moment.”

“Well, and here I am, thinking I am off my rocker. Instead, it’s the entire world that’s gone mad.”

“No, it hasn’t. These are a different kind of Vuxes from the south, and we are actually on good terms with them. We help them with weapons and other things, they provide labor for our construction projects. And warriors too, if need be. It was them you have bounced into when you came out of the swamp. But sit down, Max, sit down.”

“Well, it looks like I missed quite a bit,” Max sighed, lowering himself onto the threshold.

“That’s all right, you’ll catch up. But say, do you even remember what happened to you?”

“Happened?”

“Ahem, because over a dozen of you left and only three were brought back. Incoherent and barely breathing.”

“Ugh, maybe it was those damn aliens. The bugs… no, slugs… Like in that old movie. Have you tried asking Boem?”

“You mean that big, arrogant asshole they brought in with you? Well, that fellow woke up yesterday and never shut up since. Not that he is making much sense though. Not judging by what the O’Sharg we brought in to interpret for us is saying.”

“Eh, that’s not the O’Sharg’s fault… that’s Boem for you. Did he tell you about the duke and his army?”

“I wouldn’t know. I couldn’t take more than a few minutes of his incomprehensible blabber and told the O’Sharg to straighten it out and report. He hasn’t yet.”

“Well, in that case, I have more bad news for you, Mr. Mayor.”

***

Father Dougal stooped, stepping into the darkness of the low hut. The heavily armed escort around him hesitated at the threshold. Someone spoke calmly from the darkness, the coarse, self-assured voice projecting an unmistakable aura of authority.

“You’re dismissed, the lot of you. As for you, holy father, why don’t you come share my humble meal with me?”

As his eyes adjusted to the dim ambient light of the hut after the brilliance of the sunny day, the priest made out a table and a tall, painfully thin man sitting behind it. The hut owner’s head was either completely bold or cleanly shaven. The piercing eyes looked vividly alive.

“Thank you. I am full—the villagers have already fed me,” Father Dougal said politely.

The stranger parted his pale lips in a semblance of a smile.

“In the olden times, such a refusal would have been deemed a terrible insult, the kind that can only be washed away with blood. And we are rapidly going back to how things used to be hundreds of years ago—with customs to match, naturally.”

“We are what we are,” Father Dougal shrugged. “If we as a people descend into savagery, it will be our descendants, not us. If we allow them to, that is.”

“Oh, we’ll allow it all right,” the stranger nodded. “If things keep going the way they have been, I assure you we’ll see plenty of savagery before our own days come to an end. Anyhow, if you don’t want to break bread with me, let’s get straight to business, shall we? I am assuming you know who I am, right?”

“I am no clairvoyant, so I only know what everyone else does. I know you have united many of our people here in the North. I do not know your real name, but everyone calls you Friar.”

“Excellent. I assume you are also aware of my unheard-of villainy, and it seems to bother you. Otherwise, why would you have dined with the locals?”

“Now that you mention it, I have already seen a man writhing on a stake on the outskirts of the village. He was still alive and suffering. That counts as savagery in my book. But we are all sinners. May God be your judge.”

“I do not believe in God. But I do need you, holy father.”

“Why would you need me if you’re an atheist?”

“I'll be frank with you: I need support from the southerners. As much of it as I can get. And I think you can help me with that.”

The priest shook his head.

“Many of them respect me, yes, but I have no power over those who make the decisions. I am a humble servant of God cast here along with you and the others. As I am sure you heard, He works in mysterious ways. Now I have simply come to this village to spread the word of God, which is my duty. I cannot tell anyone what to do.”

“Your duty could easily turn into a burden, you know. Many would say it’s extremely dangerous to oppose someone of my standing. The man you saw on the stake tried, and now look at him.”

“All is God’s will.”

“I’m not a plain vanilla villain, Father. It’s just that there’s no other way here. We had no choice. Only one thing could save us from extinction—someone taking power quickly and uniting everyone under the common banner. I simply stepped up to fill the void, and you cannot do something like that successfully with kindness alone. I am sure you’ll understand… Perhaps, later. Now, if you excuse me, I’ll have a quick bite, and we’ll get going. Since you’re on a mission, I am assuming you are prepared and don’t need to pack.”

“I’m not sure our paths align.”

“I’m sure they don’t at all. But you have little choice in the matter: either you snap my neck now or my men simply drag you along by force. As I told you earlier, I’m an atheist, but out of respect for the beliefs of my devout subjects, I’m giving you a chance to choose, which of the two options works for you best.”

“I won’t deny it, the first option is very tempting, but my status as an ordained priest puts a lot of limitations on my, ahem, freedom of actions. Besides, what would be the point? Your guards will immediately take me down. And I don’t want to be dragged anywhere. So I really don’t have any choice but to go willingly. Under duress, of course.”

“Perfect! That's exactly the response I expected. The last thing I need is a religious fanatic hell-bent on becoming this world’s first holy martyr. Only a pragmatist can understand what I am about to show you, and only a pragmatist can convey the message to his people in a way that would resonate well.”

“How far do we have to go?” Father Dougal asked.

“Not too far. It’s on the other side of the river. That’s where the Haitas are.”

***

The rapids were as deserted as the year before, but after wandering along the bank and examining the battered logs, Luther realized that several ships had passed back and forth since the winter. With that kind of traffic, it was surprising they had not seen anyone on the way. Then again, the Freona could literally be miles wide in some places and had plenty of secluded bays and coves to hide an entire fleet in. That said, the dry summer did cause the big river to shrink substantially. Rocks that had previously remained hidden underwater were now in plain sight. The churning rapids seemed higher, faster, and more violent, extending the portage distance by a good hundred yards. But of course none of it would matter downstream where not even a draught of fifty years would be able to make the Freona impassable. But they needed to get there first, of course. Luther sighed and gave the order to begin unloading.

* * *

Father Dougal lay on the ground at the edge of a small thicket of vegetation in the middle of the prairie. The place was large enough to give cover to Friar’s entire small posse of scouts. That was where they all had remained for the previous few hours, watching the Haitas transiting along the road that lay a few hundred feet away in front of them. Despite his best efforts, Father Dougal was getting extremely bored. To be sure, watching countless units of raxas, trillas, and black riders was interesting, but it was not like he hadn’t seen any Haitas before. In fact, he knew he’d be happy to never have to see any of them ever again, but of course the Almighty was not going to make it that easy for them, was He?

Next to him, Friar stirred and turned his morbidly hollow-cheeked face to his reluctant guest.

“Well? Have you seen enough?”

“You are not showing me anything I haven’t seen before. Haitas. A lot of Haitas.”

“Great! Have a little patience now. It will be dark soon, and we’ll be able to move further north where they have yet another road.”

“Okay. How will it differ from this one?”

“It won’t,” Friar replied.

“So we’ll just watch more Haitas march towards the river?”

“Exactly.”

“And then what?”

“We’ll wait for nightfall and move to the next road up, even further north.”

“If that’s all the same to you, I am ready to stipulate that we’ll have seen a countless number of roads with countless hordes of Haitas passing along them. Let’s assume we have gone through the motions already. What’s the message here?”

“Are you sure you don’t want to see any secluded river bays where countless Haita ships come to load their troops?”

“I can imagine all that and save us all the trouble. I do not dispute the facts here.”

“All right, that sure will save time. Tell me, father, what are we looking at here? What’s the conclusion to make out of all this?”

“They are all moving the same way. I have not seen anyone going back to Haitana. If I were to venture a guess, they are assembling a major invasion force. And seeing how they will be going to the side of the river where most humans live, I don’t think it requires a major logical leap to infer who their intended targets might be.”

“Thank you, father. That is precisely the point I was trying to make. But let me offer a few more clarifications. You seldom see any Haitas further south, below the Nara. However, here, we have lived side by side with them from day one. We have also been fighting them for about as long. Now you see what the point of that hasty and allegedly sinful unification was? If I—or someone else in my stead—hadn’t done what had to be done, they would have crushed us already, one by one. As it is, they are trying nonstop.”

“So what’s stopping you from moving closer to us and farther away from the Haitas?”

“Nothing. But that would hardly solve the problem. There is a reason why the Haitas only visit you rarely down south—we keep them busy. If we go away tomorrow, they’ll be free to turn their undivided attention to you. I have no idea why they need a constant inflow of human prisoners, but somehow they do. Before the earthlings settled here, they had to go all the way down to where the local civilized—well, conditionally civilized, of course—lands start. That’s a week’s journey from here at least. Now they don’t have to. And interestingly enough, the local O’Shargs we’ve been talking to say the main peak of Haita raids happens during the rainy season in the fall. Our own experience proves as much. In fact, last fall we barely survived at all.”

“That rings a bell,” the priest nodded. “The Haitas burned my own village back then and almost succeeded in overrunning a much larger settlement on a nearby island.”

“See? It looks like you know a thing or two about this matter already. But get this: once every four years, the Haitas launch a grand raid, devastating the outskirts of the kingdoms to the south and east. This isn’t a strict rule, and they say there have been exceptions, but you can now see for yourself that they’re moving considerable forces here from deep inside their own interior. There’s no doubt in my mind that this is the fourth year, and there won’t be any exceptions. In any case, we’re expecting a grand raid up here. The O’Shargs say that the kingdoms are preparing for it as well, gathering forces at their borders, reconnoitering the area, and even putting feelers out to us. But you guys down south… you are doing nothing.”

“How were we supposed to know about all this? We have nothing but rumors to sustain us, and rumors always say the Haitas are about to attack the next moment. After a while, you just learn to take it with a grain of salt.”

“The numbers are definitely not in our favor at the moment. However, the Haitas have one serious flaw: if you give their main force a serious beating, they lose the momentum and immediately retreat back across the river. We’ve been aware of this for a while and always tried to use this knowledge to our advantage, offering the strongest resistance possible. But this time, I don’t think we are going to be able to pull this off all on our own. That’s why I am asking for help. And no, an extra prayer at mass isn’t it.”

“All right, I hear you now,” Father Dougal said.

“Go home, father,” Friar continued. “Go and tell your people the clock is ticking. If we don't stop the Haitas right here, they will be on your doorstep in a matter of days. And there is not a damn thing we up here can do about it.”


Chapter 9

For the last time, the capstan creaked, the keel broke free from the bottom, and the Yamato went afloat, rocking on turbulent waters. The ship’s crew let out a joyful yell, and a chorus of voices responded from the bank. Still waving at the crew of the Intrepid who were staying behind, Luther was already watching the team that was busily retracting the anchor on the bow, expecting the heavy metal piece to snag on yet another invisible monster any moment. Luckily, it did not. As they moved further away from the bank and another team began setting the sail, Luther switched his attention to the journey ahead. He was about to reclaim the binoculars from Deirdre, who was right next to him, keeping watch, when she suddenly spoke up.

“I see a village up ahead to starboard. Three to five hundred yards out, I’d say! Looks like a big one two.”

“I don’t recall anyone being here,” Luther frowned. “Let me see.”

Sure enough, about three dozen huts were scattered haphazardly along the high bank, with multiple campfires burning outside. Near one of them, two women were putting a large pot on. Further up the grassy slope, goats and pigs were grazing. As the Yamato came closer, a few men that were bustling around two boats on the beach stopped what they were doing and followed the ship with long, apprehensive stares.

“If this village was here when we were passing by last time, it must have been hidden somehow.”

“Or maybe it was simply that you didn’t have any binoculars back then,” Deirdre said.

“Perhaps. If nothing changes, we could stop by on the way back and say hello. Or even hire some of these guys to help with the portage. This isn’t a pleasure cruise, the sooner we are done with it, the better.”

“Uh-huh,” Deirdre agreed. “It took us nine days to bypass the rapids. Nine!”

“Well, last year, it took twelve—and that was with the Argo, which is smaller and lighter. And we had much less cargo too.”

“Boats! Boats to port!” someone yelled.

Luther brought the binoculars up.

“No need to panic—they’re just pearl divers. I think I even recognize one of them. We bumped into this lot last year and chatted a bit.”

“You want to go over and ask them what’s going on?” Deirdre suggested.

“Nah, it's not worth the effort. If they say it’s peace all around, we’ll head to Hamir. If they say the war is back on and there are hundreds of pirates on the river ahead, we’ll still head to Hamir. Let’s just keep going while the going is good.”

* * *

By the time the sun reached its highest point, they learned it was war even without asking the locals. By then the Yamato had already passed a dozen of riverside towns and villages, one of them fairly sizeable by local standards. A sailboat launched from it and stayed on their tail for hours, trying to catch up, but then gave up and turned back. Looking at it through his binoculars, Luther could see there were only five people on board, so it was unlikely they were pirates—more like some kind of local “authorities” eager to bum a bribe off a passing ship.

“Tough luck, suckers,” Luther mumbled under his breath, watching the boat turn around slowly after the fruitless chase. “No soup for you!”

It was shortly thereafter that they passed a battle in progress: two armies were having a go at it on a wide meadow that gently rolled down towards the river. In fact, most of the engagement seemed to be over by that time, with only small groups of horsemen darting around on the periphery, occasionally charging at each other. The meadow itself, littered with hundreds of bodies of men and horses, presented a sorry enough sight. The crows had already descended upon the killing field, cawing loudly. As Luther ordered the ship closer for a better view, all of the crewmembers that were not on duty came up on deck for a little entertainment, dark ages-style.

“I’d say most of the dead are infantry,” Luther said, addressing no one in particular. “Most seem to have no protection at all, and those who do, it’s just leather or quilted jackets. Except wait, there’s a stiff in a chainmail suit. And another one—a knight in shining armor, no less, he-he. They must be horsemen that got themselves knocked down.”

“You think they are knights?” Rita asked.

“Could be. Who else would be able to afford that kind of ritzy duds? Armor is expensive here. It’s like having a Porsche or a BMW back on Earth. I think that’s what that sorry bunch of looters is after.”

“Should we send a landing party?” Whitey suggested.

“Why?”

“Well, chase the looters away, pick up a few good weapons. You know, the usual. If we don’t do it, someone else will.”

“Are you missing a weapon, Whitey?”

“No, but…”

“It’s not worth the risk then. We are on a mission, remember? Oh, look, the loot is hitting back at them!”

The owner of the shiny metal suit must have regained consciousness, because he was now up and had a sword in his hand. Before anyone aboard the Yamato could comment on that new development, the Iron Man began swinging and chopping and didn’t stop until three of the looters were down, one missing a head, and the rest running. However, having distanced themselves somewhat from the knight, the attackers regrouped, formed a unified front and charged back, trying to leverage their long pikes and halberds.

“Having this kind of heavy metal on may be good when you are on horseback,” Luther sneered. “But on foot? I wouldn’t want that, thank you very much.”

Indeed, the knight seemed to be wounded already and limping, although he had just killed another attacker and used the man’s halberd to keep the rest of them at bay.

“They’ll finish him off anyway,” Rita said, matter-of-factly. “But at least he messed them up real good. See what happens to looters, Whitey?”

One of the remaining attackers now seemed to have a crossbow in his hands.

“Udur, can you bring us closer without hitting a sandbank?” Rita yelled, raising her bow. “I feel sorry for the guy. He’s a good fighter. Brave.”

“Not our fight, Rita,” Luther shook his head.

“Aren’t them knights supposed to rescue damsels—not the other way around?” Whitey grinned.

“That’s called empowerment of women, my man,” Rita smiled. “I will save any half-assed knight I damn please. My body, my choice. No, wait, that’s about something else.”

Taking an arrow out of her quiver, she ran her fingers over the fletching and set it aside. The sight of the second caused a disdainful grin to appear on her handsome face. The third arrow finally went flying, quickly piercing the crossbowman’s cheek through and through and knocking him to the ground. Spurred on by that unexpected assistance, the knight doubled down and charged the three remaining assailants with his sword. One quickly lost an arm, the other got gutted. The third, wisely choosing not to push his luck, promptly fled. The victorious knight turned around and saluted the ship with his bloody sword.

“Women these days, huh?” Whitey grumbled, watching the warrior hobble away.

Luther nodded at Udur, and the Klot promptly returned the Yamato into the mainstream.

* * *

It took them another six fairly uneventful days to reach the Hamir border. Other passing vessels, whether pirate-operated or otherwise, opted to stay away from a ship as large and well-armed as the Yamato. The customs authorities seemed to be similarly impressed and gave those aboard it no trouble. The now familiar haughty official who still remembered Luther from the previous year charged them a duty of two krams for each man, including Udur, whom he no longer tried to record as a dog or a horse. Rita and Deirdre, however, only merited one kram each as “only half of a man”.

“Where’s your empowerment now?” Whitey sniggered.

“I’ll write it off as chivalry,” Rita grumbled back. “That asshole!”

Two days later, the Yamato docked in the port of Marcon. The entire voyage took just nineteen days—including nine days of onerous portage. They were a week ahead of schedule compared to the similar feat of the year before.

* * *

In an embarrassing end to the otherwise successful journey, the Brick ran aground in full view of the entire town, undershooting its mooring spot by some two hundred feet—much to the chagrin of Spood who had been promoted to captain. But in the end of the day, it was not a big deal. The man had proven himself highly capable, leading the second expedition to the epicenter of the catastrophe from the first to the last day and bringing everyone safely back. In fact, the journey went way better than could be expected. The crew, assisted by several horses and a hundred Vux porters, brought back about fifteen tons of various goods: saltpeter, pipes, wire, grain, and a plethora of miscellaneous items, including a few more of the good captain’s beloved laptops, spare batteries for them, and other such paraphernalia from the old digital world. Additionally, they collected thirty fifty-pound bags of sulfur from the nearby site of underground fire. In a real tour de force, the earthlings even recovered two car engines and seven drums of gasoline—loaded onto makeshift wheeled carts fashioned for that purpose right on the spot. Indeed, despite that little snafu on arrival, Spood and everyone in his crew had plenty of reasons to be proud of themselves. Towards the evening, after the ship was successfully refloated and unloaded and Spood himself was about to go have a well-deserved bath and dinner, Atahualpa came to see the new captain in his hut.

“Hey, Spood, how come you never paid me that courtesy visit on arrival? You hiding or something?”

“I saw you were offline! They said you went to the other bank to see Zhou.”

“Well, I’m back. Rumor has it you guys ran aground not quite a stone’s throw from the dock, huh?”

“What do you want from me? Those damn Haita tubs all have a draft like an aircraft carrier’s even when they are empty, and with the kind of load we brought back it could well scrape the bottom of the damn ocean, let alone this puny river of ours!”

“It’s all right, no harm, no foul. I need to talk to you now. Come, let’s go to my place, we can have dinner right there.”

That much for a bath, Spood thought, longingly, following Atahualpa. The mayor was not particularly well-known for keeping business meetings short.

In the top man’s spacious new cabin, two young girls were bustling around, setting the table and laying out the serving dishes they had brought with them from the kitchen.

“Thank you, young ladies,” Atahualpa said to the girls. “It all looks lovely! There’s just one thing missing.”

He personally went down into the cellar where everyone knew the man kept his personal barrel of home brew and came back with a sizeable jug.

It was only after he poured three mugs that Spood realized the entire table was served for three.

“Are we expecting someone else?” he asked, taking a sip.

Before Atahualpa had a chance to respond, Icksy appeared in the open doorway.

“Good evening, everyone. Atahualpa, you wanted to see me?”

“Come in, come in, Icksy. Don’t just stand there like a lamp post. Have some venison, have some mead with us.”

“I can sure do that. Tonight and every night,” Icksy smiled.

“A toast then,” Atahualpa nodded, raising his mug. To the success of our next expedition and all other endeavors!”

Spood took a large swallow and reached for a chaser. The drink was not unlike a dark, malty ale and tasted accordingly.

“So, Icksy,” he said, chewing on a piece of somewhat rubbery meat. “Have you blown anything up while I was away?”

“I will if they tell me to. Nothing to it. Did you bring the sulfur?”

“I did, I did. A lot of it, in fact. And we also brought more saltpeter—the same kind as last time. I also took a couple of bags of ammonium nitrate, just in case. Luther said it’s not good for gunpowder, but there’s tons of it there, more than there’s bugs in Windows. See if you can use it for something.”

“Oh, you sure can make gunpowder from ammonium nitrate, you just need to convert it to Chilean nitrate first. But even on its own, it is almost a ready-made explosive. Just add some diesel fuel, and you are good to go. Ammonal, amatol—these are all mixtures based on ammonium nitrate. You did good. Bring more of it any time.”

“There's at least five train cars’ worth of it there. Much more actually than of the kind you use for gunpowder. And we’ve found a couple of tanks of acid there too. I brought you some in plastic containers to check out.”

“Good! Bring anything that’s not nailed down—we’ll find a use for everything.”

Listening, Atahualpa refilled the empty mugs.

“Enough chitchat. I have business to discuss with you both.”

“We’re all ears,” Icksy said.

“And it’s confidential. Strictly between us.”

“My lips are sealed!” Icksy made a zipping gesture.

“I’ll use the strongest password protection then,” Spood said.

“You do that. Now, it has come to our attention that the Haitas are planning a major raid. There’s never been one like it before, not in our experience anyway. We can’t stop it unless we all band together. And we will, it looks like. The attack is expected to start in the North, in Friar’s lands. That’s where everyone will be heading to make a stand.”

“Why don’t we just let the Haitas pluck that scumbag?” Spood asked.

“Because if they crush him, they’ll come for us next. This time, they’ll take us all down, village by village. The best timing estimate is they will strike once the rains start, and this is where you two come in. I want you to think of the best way to sink the Haita ships and disrupt their forces moving across the river.”

“I guess that will involve blowing things up, right?” Icksy asked.

“Correct. Did you hear about that huge Haita ship they stumbled upon at the end of the last campaign?”

“Even the deaf heard about it. They say it was bigger than the Titanic and walked on land because it didn’t fit in the river.”

“Yeah, something like that. If it shows up here, we are history. We can’t defend ourselves against a behemoth like that. Not with what we currently have. I want you two to build me something we could use to change that.”

“That’s a task and a half,” Spood muttered. “I don’t remember finding any torpedoes out there at the epicenter. And isn’t Sujit making cannons now?”

Ah, they are just pea shooters, at least for the time being. But even if we had proper artillery, we couldn’t mount it on the ships we have in sufficient numbers. Think of something else. Something bigger. What else could we do?”

“How about we try tricking them? Say, pretend we are surrendering, and when they come close and throw a corvus to board us, we use it to roll a barrel of gasoline onto their deck and set it on fire?”

“Have you thought long before you came up with this one?” Icksy sniggered.

“Yeah, I stayed up for two nights, racking my brain.”

“Give it another try, Spood,” Atahualpa agreed.

“Now that you mentioned torpedoes,” Icksy said, “I think I could make it happen. All I need is some sheet metal or a thin pipe for the hull. An explosive charge will go in the nose, and the rest of the space will house the fuel and a chemical engine. Sure, there won’t be much of a guidance system, but if we get close and fire a couple of those fish from a hundred yards, we won’t miss.”

“I could probably wire a remote control detonator to it,” Spood said. “If it even makes sense to bother with something as complicated for such a crude piece of ordnance.”

“Or we could make missiles,” Icksy continued. “Anti-ship missiles. Mount a multiple rocket launcher on the stern, or better yet position it over the side so the exhaust wouldn’t hit the deck. Contact fuses, solid fuel engines, and a warhead. A big mother, you know, at least a couple of pounds of TNT. If you fire a volley of fifteen of them from a thousand feet, at least a couple are bound to hit.”

“Well, how’s this for an idea?” Spood asked. “There’s a bunch of these large diameter pipes at the epicenter. Like, for a trunk gas pipeline or something. I’d say they’ll make for a nice mini-sub hull. Put a simple ballast tank system inside, attach a few of Icksy’s torpedoes and sneak up on that dreadnaught of theirs underwater. It’s not like they are using sonar.”

“Hey, why not build some attack planes too?” Atahualpa smirked. “Like torpedo bombers or something?”

“Why not? Did you know they built the first planes out of wood? Most World War I fighters even had wooden propellers. We sure do have a lot of wood around here.”

“Well, why don’t you two go and think about it then? Torpedoes, airships, whatever. But I want a proposal by tomorrow morning. Time is of the essence. We can’t afford thinking of anything long-term for now. We need something quick and dirty. And deadly, of course.”

“All right,” Icksy agreed. “But why don’t we finish that mead first?”

* * *

The last of the porters climbed out of the hold and hurriedly surrounded Whitey, awaiting their payment. Luther watched the loading from the quay in the company of his old business counterparty.

“Well, that's it,” he said. “Thanks for all your help, Tis.”

“I’m very sorry we couldn’t find another ship to hire for you, Luther,” Tis Krakovan said. Now you are heavily overloaded.”

“It’s okay, we’ll just take it slow then. We’ll manage.”

“These are uncertain times in the North. It seems the war of succession is coming to an end… since almost all the claimants to the throne have been killed. But the few survivors have only become more bitter. I can’t believe you made it to Marcon without incident through all this slaughter. No captain is now willing to venture anywhere beyond the Hamir customs, no matter how much you offer to pay.”

“I understand. Next year we’ll keep it in mind. Maybe we’ll come down with two or three ships of our own. If we survive the latest onslaught from the Haitas, that is.”

“I hope you will. When do you think we could expect you back?”

“Hard to say,” Luther shrugged. “I’d really like to do it in late spring, when the water in the Freona is higher.”

“Yes, that’s a good idea—it’ll shorten the portage.”

“Exactly.”

“Next time try bringing as much gold and copper as you can. Those sell very well here, as you can see now. And I won’t even mention the stones.”

“We’ll do what we can. I told you, we buy copper from the folks further north since we don’t have any deposits of our own. And gold… gold doesn’t just lie around in heaps, no matter what they say about us.”

The merchant smiled.

“Indeed, everyone in Hamir is convinced there’s more gold in the North than there is land. Boys and young men regularly set out to verify that, and no demon in hell can scare them off. When I was young, a few of my peers and friends ventured up there as well. All of them—those who did return, that is—became rich.”

“Rich on gold? Let me tell you, mining there is no walk in the park.”

“No, they got lucky in Gryndir getting a few good stones. But that was a rare stroke of luck; for the most part, no one who goes there comes back.”

“We captured those cydas from the Vuxes. Nearly every one of their altanaks had a stone or two. But there are hardly any Vuxes left in the area now—we’ve killed them all off, so we don’t know where to get more stones. I’ve been to Gryndir once myself… Suffice it to say, I didn’t like it there.”

“It is indeed a dreadful place.”

“Well, goodbye then, Tis. I’ll see you next year, God willing.”

“Fare thee well, Luther. Smooth sailing and a dull journey.”


Chapter 10

Alas, the journey turned out to be anything but dull. To be sure, for the first couple of days everything went as smoothly as on the way there, but once they cleared customs and left Hamir the wind died, and from that point on, it was pure rowing. Five days of it—five days of sheer backbreaking hell. Just about the only piece of good news was that just as before no one risked challenging the Yamato or even coming close. Those who were not rowing spent their time sleeping and gorging themselves, eager to finish the fresh fruit and vegetables they brought from Hamir before those began to spoil. The light, frothy beer brewed in Marcon also proved to be everyone’s favorite. Then Deirdre, who remained as vigilant as ever, delivered bad news.

“A ship! No, two ships! Flying some funny flags! They’re heading straight for us!”

Luther, who was swinging in a hammock strung between the mast stays, opened his eyes.

“Give me the binoculars, darling!”

The very first look made him frown. Two war galleys, their masts down, were moving to intercept them on oars. Both flew some blood-red flags off poles mounted on the bows, next to their ballistae.

“What the hell… Are they some kind of commies?”

“Luther, they’re regular soldiers!” Deirdre rattled off. “I saw people in armor! And they have catapults!”

The ships must have been hiding in an inlet cutting into the high bank, Luther reckoned. It was indeed a good place for an ambush since the closer they were getting to the rapids, the narrower the Freona became.

“Battle stations!” Luther shouted. “Get into your armor, quick! No more afternoon napping!”

There was still no point trying to raise the sail, not with the barely perceptible head breeze. Then Luther had a brainwave.

“Udur, steer straight for them,” Luther ordered. “But then, as we come within the range of a ballista shot, veer off to starboard and into the wind.”

“Yes, Luther,” said the giant, his voice as calm as ever. “But we won’t be able to go far that way before hitting the bank.”

“We’ll handle it when we get there. All I need is for you to keep pace with them for about twenty minutes, with the wind in our back. If we stay the current course, they’ll catch right up to us soon. They seem to have more oars.”

“If Udur makes a mistake, we’ll be exposed to their fire. They seem to have two ballistae, so at least one’s bound to hit us,” Rita said.

“Udur has never made a mistake before. And once we turn, good luck trying to hit us in the stern.”

“You are the admiral here, Luther,” Rita shrugged. “Just keep it in mind that they are definitely war ships, not just some wannabe pirates. I see warriors with weapons. Some even have bows.”

“Well, yeah, I figured they are no cruise liners,” Luther grumbled. “I’d say each has at least a hundred people on board. Half of them fighting troops, if not more…”

“Load the cannons!” Luther shouted. “Move two to the stern, leave one amidships. Load the stern ballista with a fire pot!”

With most of the crew now rowing, Luther had only eight artillerymen to do the fighting, plus Rita and Udur at the helm. By the time the Yamato made a sharp turn, Luther could see dozens of warriors in chainmail and leather armor on the deck of the first ship even with the naked eye. The troops were not sitting idle, at least not the crews of the two ballistae. But just as expected, when they finally sent their projectiles flying, the target had already offered its narrow stern to them and the shots missed.

“Ballista! Aim for the lead ship! Fire!” Luther yelled.

The arms of the throwing machine snapped loudly. The smoking pot sailed over the fast-moving galley and buried itself in the water far behind.

“Overshot! Load another pot!”

The enemy’s next shot missed too, but now the air was abuzz with arrows. However, none of the attacking archers—five of them in total—seemed to be as good as Rita who had already bagged herself two solid hits. Another exchange of ballista shots proved fruitless as well, although the opponents managed to lodge their stone just a few yards short of the Yamato’s stern. Udur threw a quick glance at the large splash and remained unimpressed. What was more troubling was that the first ship was rapidly catching up with them. Indeed, the long, flat-bottomed war galleys were true racers.

“Hold your fire!” Luther told the ballista crew. “We don’t have a truckload of those pots. I’ll tell you when to launch the next one.”

Both “gunners” nodded and quickly took cover behind their bulky weapon. One clutched a glowing fuse while the other nervously tapped a rammer against the frame.

“Move your guns closer,” Luther ordered the cannoneers. “These guys are in for a nice surprise. Our deck is higher, so when they come close we’ll hit them with grapeshot point blank.”

The crews, hugging the deck, wheeled the two cannons all the way to the openings in the gunwale, strapping them in to the hooks installed there for that very purpose.

“I can’t hold this course anymore.” Udur said, crouching down. “If I do, arrow hit. Then you steer yourself. Bad idea.” All along, the giant’s voice remained as calm as ever.

The enemy ballista thudded again, the large rock flying right over their heads this time.

“Cannons! Fire!” Luther yelled.

The two guns barked almost simultaneously, kicking back against the retaining ropes. As the wind carried the cloud of gunpowder smoke back, Rita coughed, and Luther closed his eyes to wait out the “gas attack”. When he opened them, the news looked not only good, but better than expected.

“They got a taste of it now!” he beamed.

The iron grapeshot did its job: the archers were nowhere to be seen, and the boarding party had been significantly reduced. The rest of them looked disoriented and much surprised by the merchant’s capacity for resistance. The rowers on the open deck suffered as well, and the galley began losing speed. Besides, since firearms hadn’t been invented in this world yet, the wow factor seemed to be through the roof.

“Ballista, fire!” Luther shouted. “Now, before they recover!”

The jittery gunners forgot to lower the aim for a closer shot, and the pot flew too high. Luckily, where the galley was missing in terms of width, it more than compensated for it with its excessive length. The projectile struck the stern, right next to the second ballista, exploding in a fantastic display of flaming moonshine mixed with turpentine. As bluish flames whooshed upwards, two burning figures jumped overboard. The enemy rowers dropped their oars and rushed to extinguish the fire as Rita and Luther continued to pepper them with arrows, adding to the general panic and confusion. However, there was now another large galley in sight, and it was gaining rapidly.

“Damn it! They are not taking any chances, huh? Udur, steer upstream, away from land!”

The new contender must have been hiding in a different small bay, behind a solid wall of those damn ever-present reeds along the left bank. Worse yet, judging by its superior size, it had to be the enemy’s flagship, the other two acting as bate or decoys. It also sat higher—slightly above the Yamato anyway—so another volley of grapeshot would be much harder to replicate. Under the circumstances, Luther did not even want to think how many men it might have on board.

“So what are we going to do now?” Rita asked. She was clearly nervous.

But Luther was already ordering the sails up.

“The wind is in our favor now,” he turned back to her. “Their fastest ship is now out of commission, at least for the time being. With luck, we’ll outrun the other two.”

“The wind will die down soon,” Udur said, as melancholic as ever.

“Never a dull moment, huh?” Luther slapped his thigh. “Oarsmen, step on it! Artillerymen from the bow, get on the oars too!”

“See those two islands ahead?” he tapped Udur’s shoulder. “Can you take us past those?”

“I can.”

“Steer that way then. Let them follow each other in a line rather than box us in from both sides.”

“What if one of them goes around the island and tries to outrun us on the other side?” Rita asked. “If they intercept us from the front, we may find ourselves fighting on three fronts at the same time.”

“I don’t think so. There’s probably sand banks extending all around the islands, so if they try that, they’ll have to make a wide enough detour not to get stuck. They won’t make it on time. But if they do split, we’ll try burning down the ones behind us. We can handle them one at a time, no sweat. These are not like that Haita behemoth with three rows of oars.”

As the Yamato was squeezing itself through the narrow channel between the two islands, with the tips of the oars catching on the reeds, Luther raised his eyes to the sun momentarily. Surprise, surprise! What seemed to be like a short engagement—fifteen minutes, tops, on his mind’s clock—must have taken well over an hour. No wonder the rowers looked so beat now. But at least all three ships were now following them in a straight line, just as he expected. The big flagship led, followed by the smaller “second” ship. The damaged galley was now lagging badly behind. The crew, what was left of it, had already extinguished the fire, but it didn’t look like their hearts were in it anymore. Luther did not blame them.

A string of choice expletives from the front made Luther turn. He had never heard generally reserved Rita swear, let alone in such expert, elaborate manner. Looking ahead, he responded with a burst of his own, but no amount of that specialized vocabulary could express the limitless depth of despair and fury that had now taken over him.

“Udur! You can sense a fish in the water a mile away!” he turned to their giant helmsman, venting his frustration. “Didn’t you know there were more ships ahead?”

“Yes, I knew.”

“Then why didn’t you warn me?”

“There are ships everywhere here. Why should I tell you what you already know?”

Cursing the enigmatic soul of the Klot, Luther turned back to the new enemy. From the frying pan into the fire—beyond the channel stood six war galleys. Crowds of warriors on the decks, multiple ballistae, and orange flags fluttering in the wind. Positioned in a semicircle, the ships blocked the only exit from the passage between the islands.

“Thank you, Rita,” Luther said.

“Why are you thanking me?”

“For not asking what I plan to do now.”

Rita muttered nervously, biting her lip.

“Not much we can do, I guess. There are hundreds of them. It looks like we are toast.”

The new enemy’s galleys, which must have been there a while, waiting, were now moving forward slowly. However, strangely enough, none of them was trying to intercept the Yamato. All six seemed to maintain their parallel course, aiming to bypass it. Their ballistae, too, remained silent, and the archers weren’t shooting either. The pursuing ships, on the other hand, seemed to be much in distress, the rowers trying to stop and reverse course and the fighters on deck running around frantically. And then it dawned on Luther: the “new” ships were flying a different flag—orange, rather than the “communist” red.

“It doesn’t look like it’s our party after all,” Luther chuckled. “I think they are about to start fighting each other.”

As one of the orange-flagged galleys whizzed past the Yamato, nearly crushing her oars, a knight in full suite of metal armor leaned over from the high deck.

“Drop anchor and wait for us here,” he yelled. “And don’t you dare flee! We’ll sink these curs quickly and then we are all heading to His Lordship's castle! There’ll be a feast in your honor!”

“What did he say?” Rita asked.

“I didn’t quite catch it myself. Something about staying put and not going anywhere. And then some kind of feast in our honor. Or maybe they are going to feast on us. With these damn local languages you never know for sure.”

“Well, it doesn’t look like there’s much we can do here anyway,” Rita shrugged. “Why don’t we just kick back and enjoy the show then?”

* * *

Sujit was demonstrating his new invention, trying to make complex matters sound simple.

“Here’s a block of four barrels, cut from drill pipes. They load from the breech. The barrels easily detach from the frame and can be carried on back, for which purpose there are straps attached right here. The setup can be assembled in one minute and loaded in two. In combat, these bipods are driven into the ground, and if the soil is rocky, two people could just stand on the extensions to prevent the launcher from tipping over when it fires. The barrels may be fired individually or all together. The load is grapeshot in a thin leather pouch with a tin metal cone in the nose. When fired, the pouch unfolds, releasing the shrapnel that spreads out before it hits the target.”

“It all sounds terribly complicated,” skeptical Atahualpa said. “Metal cones, leather pouches…”

“No, it’s actually all very simple. Put it together, load, light up the fuse. The leather pouch keeps the grapeshot together longer, which facilitates loading and improves range and shot grouping. The gun will be highly effective up to two hundred feet and requires no special skills to fire. Just load, point, and shoot. Didn’t you ask for something to stop the Haita cavalry? Well, here you go. No armor will protect them from flying steel. Yes, the gun takes a while to reload, but if you position and fire a dozen of them in a sequence, that will solve the problem. Or, if you discharge them all at once, a single volley may well do the job.”

“All right, fair enough. What about those regular cannons?”

“We’re finishing the fourth five-inch gun. The barrel itself is ready, we just need to fit the rings on it so it doesn’t burst. But these cannons won’t be much different since they’ll wind up firing grapeshot too. Solid cannonballs will not help you much against charging infantry.”

“And where are those bomb casings you promised me? That was the whole idea about casting empty metal balls—making longer-range fragmentation rounds.”

“We tested them, and they didn’t work so well. It’s either the caliber is too small or the explosive charge inside insufficient. They did not do much damage.”

“Ah! What about the lead for grapeshot? Did you get that yet?”

“We’re still waiting. Friar promised to send us over a thousand pounds of it. But it takes time.”

“Hopefully soon… I want to see it in action first.”

“Sure, we can test it together when the shipment arrives. Before that, there’s nothing I can do about it on my end.”

“Can’t we get some lead from the epicenter? The guys said there’s plenty of armored cable there and perhaps some old car batteries too. We haven’t heard a peep from that Friar guy for weeks.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it just yet. He may be an asshole, but he sure is a man of his word.”

Atahualpa sighed and stepped out of the shop and into the open sunlight. Having not slept much the night before, he desperately felt like a nap, but there was hardly any time for such luxuries. Winter was close and, aside from military preparations, there were plenty of other things that required his attention—such as harvesting the crops, for example. To be sure, their fields were still small, but with lifelong city dwellers with no prior agricultural experience dominating the workforce, nothing about this part of the farming cycles was going to be easy. The few O’Sharg families now living among them would lead the way again, but their efforts alone were not going to be sufficient. Many more earthlings now needed to relearn the well-forgotten farming skills, all the more so since the colony now had many different seeds available, including the familiar cultures from Earth that were previously unknown in the new world. And then there were the heavy clouds gathering up in the north, which might just be the harbinger of the rainy season. And the Yamato hadn’t returned yet. Indeed, life was nothing but pain, no matter where it had to be lived.


Chapter 11

The Yamato approached a log pier where a couple of disheveled characters caught the hemp ropes thrown to them, helping to moor the ship. On the other side of the structure, the largest two of the six galleys docked while the others anchored in the bay, a few hundred feet out. The entire crew of the Yamato clustered on deck, surveying the unfamiliar surroundings: a small village further up the bank; a castle of dark stone on a nearby hill; the meadow below it, full of peacefully grazing cows and goats. If not for the six war galleys in the harbor—weapons of death and destruction that could not be mistaken for anything else—the landscape would be quite pastoral indeed.

“So what’s next, Luther?” anxious Deirdre asked.

“Hell if I know, honey. I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”

At that moment, the knight that had spoken to them from the passing galley earlier jumped down onto the pier over the gunwale, apparently too excited to wait for a gangplank to be lowered. As he walked towards the Yamato, the reflected sunlight dancing on his well-polished cuirass made the man almost painful to look at.

“Greetings, our long-awaited guests! Oh, how long we have waited, hoping beyond hope this moment would come someday,” he said. The overblown, borderline sarcastic politeness of his speech immediately stood out. “His grace, our duke, would have been terribly angered, had it not come, and he’s quite dreadful when angry! But your arrival brings double joy—not only do we have the pleasure of hosting you, but we’ve also caught this river leech, Baron Glumbo! But forgive my rudeness, I forgot to introduce myself: I am Sir Shobbo, but you, my friends, may simply call me Shobbo! We don’t stand on ceremony much around here!”

Luther nodded, returning the gesture.

“I’m Luther Thomas. Just Luther would be fine. And this here is my crew. We’ve come from the north and are now heading back. We’re very grateful for your assistance in the battle, but we’d like to get home before the rains start. We have plenty of people waiting for us there.”

“Oh! Luther, I'm delighted to see you northerners in our lands! Whatever you urgency, you surely must experience our magnificent duke’s hospitality first. I have already sent a boat ahead with a messenger announcing our arrival.”

As if in response to his words, the castle gate flung open, releasing a long cavalcade of horsemen. Each led a second horse by the reins, and some even had two.

“Aha! Here they come. I am sure we’ll have enough horses for everyone,” Shobbo grinned. “Don’t you worry about your ship, I’ll post my best men to guard it. Not even a rat would be able to sneak by them.”

“Shobbo, but why does the duke need the entire crew? I am sure just a few of us will suffice to thank His Grace for his invaluable help and benevolence.”

“Luther, what are you saying?! Do you think His Grace is so miserly that he’d want to skip feeding your entire crew? I assure you, to his friends, our duke is the epitome of generosity. So come, all of you, you’d be glad you did.”

“What’s that clown blabbering about?” Whitey asked quietly.

“He’s saying his duke has been dreaming of making our acquaintance his entire life and now we are all expected to attend a feast in his castle.”

“Are there any cannibals living in that castle, by any chance?” Deirdre cracked a nervous joke.

The joke fell flat—no one laughed.

Urged on by Shobbo’s prodding, the crew began disembarking onto the dock, one by one.

“And what kind of ape is this that you have with you?” the knight asked, his eyes bulging with disbelief as he spotted Udur at the helm.

“That’s not an ape,” Luther grumbled. “That’s Udur. He’s a Klot.”

“A Klot? Oh, we’ve heard of them, but I never had a chance to see one. Is it true that they eat the Vuxes?”

“No, they don’t.”

“And what plague has brought him onto your ship?”

“He’s part of the crew. Our helmsman.”

“By the powers of darkness! You might as well have put bears on your oars!”

“Klots are no beasts. In some ways, they’re smarter than us. They just look different. And they know everything there’s to know about sailing and navigating the river.”

Shobbo scratched the back of his head.

“Well, in this case he should come with us too, I guess. Except I don’t think we have a horse large enough for him. He’ll probably need to walk.”

“What’s he saying about Udur?” Deirdre whispered.

“He says the cannibals at the castle like eating Klots too.”

* * *

The castle did not strike Luther as particularly impressive. Sure thing, the moat was deep and the rampart high, but the walls seemed rather squat and measly. The entire perimeter was a simple, no-frills square with small, square towers in three corners and one large, round one in the fourth. The latter, judging by the way the masonry looked, was the most recent addition. The men escorting the “guests” seemed more noteworthy. Until then, Luther had only seen local soldiers up close once before, during the previous year’s journey, when a river “patrol” approached their ship hoping to scavenge something. Back then, those “servicemen” came through as petty crooks caught in the act red-handed. Their gear and weapons were rusty and neglected, and the men themselves looked poorly fed, dirty, and timid. Overall, none of them exuded much of a “warrior spirit”. Now, the duke’s troopers were a different kettle of fish altogether. Not exactly movie superheroes with exaggerated muscles or chiseled faces, they were undoubtedly battle-hardened professionals and projected confidence with the very way they sat in their saddles and gripped their pikes. They appeared perfectly comfortable with their armor, weapons, and the role they played.

The cavalcade crossed the drawbridge and squeezed through the gate. The inner courtyard of the Gwedden—which was what Shobbo said the castle was called—surprised Luther quite a bit. The place had no separate buildings inside, with a continuous line of shacks and barns along the walls leaving an empty square of a courtyard in the middle. So much trampled garbage and manure covered the place that it was unclear whether the courtyard was paved or just had well-compressed dirt underneath all that rubble. The castle itself reeked like a stable long overdue for cleaning, with pigs and dogs searching through the trash alongside numerous children.

“I imagined a knight’s castle would look somewhat different,” Deirdre said, dismounting.

“Don’t worry,” Luther smiled. “Give it five hundred years or so, and this place will be cloaked in legend and mystery.”

“Yeah, I know… Fair maidens and chivalrous knights.”

“Exactly. And those tales will conveniently forget to mention that the ladies bathed twice in their lifetimes and the knights were little better than plain bandits. I feel like I’ve traveled here in a time machine.”

Shobbo waved his hands at them, “Don’t just stand there! Follow me! Straight to the banquet hall!”

“Let’s go, guys,” Luther said, dismounting himself. “The cannibal awaits. In the dining hall. Bristling with excitement…”

The knight led the earthlings to the main tower. Clearly serving both defensive and residential purposes, it was also the venue for festive events, it seemed. A heavy door, reinforced on both sides, creaked open, and a pair of warriors bearing torches stepped out of the darkness inside.

“Follow me, don’t be shy,” Shobbo called back. “I’m delighted to see all of you in my ancestral castle!”

“Ancestral? I thought this was the duke’s place,” Luther raised his eyebrows.

“Oh, no, the Gwedden belongs to my father, Baron Eswedden, and I am his eldest son and heir. The duke is just visiting with us at the moment.”

A spiral staircase led to the second floor of the tower where, judging by the noise emanating from there, the banquet was already in progress. As they climbed up and into a dimly lit open loft, Luther immediately noticed the plain, unplastered walls, chaotically adorned with banners, tattered tapestries, shields, and rusty weapons. Torches protruded from holders here and there, casting flickering shadows. Despite the warm day outside, a large fire roared in the massive fireplace, charring the sides of an entire calf roasting within. There were no windows or other openings, other than narrow embrasures that were mostly blocked with outer wooden shutters. Without the fire and the torches on the walls, the place would have been completely dark.

There were no carpets or rugs, and the stone floor was merely sprinkled with trampled dirty hay and reeds. Long wooden tables and benches lined the perimeter. The only wooden chair was placed behind the farthest table from the entrance. Dozens of people sat at the tables or were slumped beneath them, seemingly unresponsive. The feast must have been going on for quite some time now and approaching its logical conclusion—the moment when there would be no one left upright. In fact, only two men, utterly stupefied, seemed keen on continuing the celebration. One sat in that very chair, the other to his right. The seat to his left was also occupied, except the person in it was already down, with only his legs in chainmail chausses sticking out. Multiple dogs of different breeds and sizes roamed freely among the diners, the boldest of the animals snatching food directly from the tables. The arrival of the Yamato’s crew, with Udur in their midst, stirred them into a frenzy of barking and howling. The noise drew the attention of the few remaining revelers.

“Shut up, you dumb mongrels!” a robust elderly man to the right of the chair called out. “Now who the hell would it be now?”

The dogs, far from calming down, pressed closer as if encouraged by the shout. Udur, once again surprising everyone, stared intently at the raging canines and muttered something indecipherable. The pack scattered as if swept away by a gust of wind, yipping and whining. Only one little pooch remained, sitting silently in the puddle of its own pee, apparently paralyzed by fear.

“Your beast is mighty indeed!” Shobbo remarked, respect in his voice undeniable, and then formally announced, “Your Grace, the entire crew of the ship we have long awaited has now joined us!”

The large gray-haired man in the chair squinted and mumbled something, awaking from his stupor.

“Your Grace, the crew of that ship has finally arrived!” Shobbo said again.

The burly man in the chair finally lifted his bleary eyes and hiccupped.

“W-what was that?”

“The crew of the ship, Your Grace, remember? Baron Glumbo has somehow got wind of it too. The sly devil must have bribed one of our own despicable bastards and tried to intercept them, perhaps hoping to extract a ransom from you. But I, on my part, have bribed his most charming servant myself and uncovered the mustached fool’s scheme. We came out in force, helped the merchants out, and even captured that bastard alive. Allow me to introduce Captain Luther Thomas of the Yamato! Luther, please welcome His Grace, Duke Myrthon, the ruler of both banks!”

“Shobbo, kill me if you must, but I can’t grasp who these people are,” the knight in the chair finally squeezed out. “Have them fetch a couple of buckets of well water, it’s unbearably hot in here.”

“What are they talking about?” someone from among the crew whispered.

“Learn the languages, guys!” Luther grumbled back. “I didn’t catch a thing myself.”

Meanwhile, Shobbo’s orders were executed with astonishing speed. Barely a minute passed when two soldiers entered the hall, each carrying a hefty wooden bucket.

“Where have you been wandering, you scoundrels?” the duke grumbled. “Bring those buckets here, I need to cool off!”

Rising above the large pail set before him, he splashed water on his face and grimaced.

“Damn, it’s no good. Pour it over me!”

The soldiers, unfazed by their lord’s eccentricities, simultaneously lifted the buckets and drenched him from head to toe. His elderly neighbor to the right screamed in shock.

Revitalized by the cold shower, the duke shook off, dog-like, sat down, and finally stared at the ‘guests’. His eyes now looked almost sober.

“So these are the people from that ship, Shobbo?”

“Yes, Your Grace, that very one!”

“Good news… Hey! Shobbo! The calf in the fireplace is turning to charcoal! Where’s that bastard who’s supposed to be basting it with lemon water?!”

Shobbo’s face twisted as he launched into a furious string of curses, most of which Luther didn’t catch. Unfortunately, in the absence of special linguistic training, his vocabulary didn’t extend to such a specialized domain of human communication. A couple of figures materialized by the fireplace right away and went bustling about the roast.

Meanwhile, the duke shouted, banging a silver goblet on the table.

“And why is my chalice empty?! Where are those wenches?! Have they all been dragged off to the haylofts?”

“They all have to be on their third round already,” Shobbo sighed. “Your Grace, there’s just no order in this castle when the eldest son is sailing the river on a warship. Forgive me, but I can’t keep track of everything!”

“And where is the master himself?” the duke asked.

“Right over there, on your left!” Shobbo pointed at the legs sticking upwards.

Turning around, Myrthon examined the fallen man and nodded.

“The old geezer’s joints must be killing him—his knees won’t bend. He should have been resting in the graveyard for a long time now, making room for his son. Well, anyway… Hey, you… merchants, or whoever you are. Come on, show me that young fellow who helped me out so nicely back then!”

“What are you talking about?” Luther asked.

“Has your memory failed you completely? It was when you were passing by the battle at Kishan. Eh… it seems like it was just recently, but even I’m starting to forget.”

A young woman in a long dress and embroidered apron sneaked up to the table. Putting a tray down onto it, she hastily filled the duke's goblet, swept the scraps onto the floor with one hand, and set a bowl of grapes and an elongated plate of fried fish in front of him. The duke fell silent, grabbed the goblet, and drained it in one long gulp. Clanking the empty vessel down on the table, he gave his audience a blissful smile and continued.

“A small mishap happened to me then. Shokko and I, along with a few other guys, have very similar armor. We removed our coats of arms to confuse the enemy and make it harder for them to tell who was who. So they had to make their way to each of us, one after another, because they desperately needed my head. Baron Luarucus’s son did in fact have his head chopped off then. Mine stayed on my shoulders—I’m not so easy to catch. But then my horse stumbled awkwardly and broke its leg. I hit the ground so hard the world went dark before my eyes, and my dimwits didn’t even notice—they just rushed onward.”

Another woman brought more dishes to the duke’s table and refilled his goblet again. Taking a large gulp, His Grace resumed the narrative.

“While I was regaining my senses, a band of vagrants stumbled upon me. They decided to slit my throat and strip me to the bone—such bastards never pass up a chance to loot or rob. Instead, I gave them a good thrashing, and it all would have been fine, except one of them had a crossbow. Now, in decent places, those caught with this godawful thing in hand are hanged on the spot. What kind of justice is it when any runt can send a noble knight, trained from the cradle for battle, to his ancestors, by merely bending a finger! It would have been tough for me if not for your archer. Now, I have nothing against bows—archery is a complex art and not everyone has the talent to master it. It’s certainly not a serf’s weapon. Even the eastern knights don’t shun it—they shoot arrows no worse than the Hidatan steppe dwellers. I got a good look at your ship then but couldn’t make out the archer’s face—it was too far, and my vision was still blurry from that fall. That damned horse!”

The duke finished his second goblet and smirked.

"Well, do you remember now what I’m talking about?"

Luther nodded.

"So, since it all came back to you, tell me. Who was it who sent that fateful arrow? And don’t be afraid, no harm will come to him or to you. I’ll knight the man right away—he’s earned this honor. And we’ll throw another feast to celebrate. And if he can walk out of here on his own two feet after the feast, then he truly is a brave warrior and deserves to be made baron at once. We’ve been at war for a good fifty years, and half the castles are in ruins, and the cream of the crop of our knighthood on both sides of the river has long been devoured by worms. We’ll easily find a place to station a new baron. So, where’s the lucky fellow?”

Unable to suppress a smile, Luther turned to Rita.

“Come over here for a moment… the local cannibal is about to have a stroke.”

* * *

The war might indeed have been raging forever, but the supplies at the Gwedden showed no signs of depletion. Within an hour, Luther counted no fewer than thirty different dishes, with all kinds of wine and beer flowing freely, making it impossible to taste all of the varieties before getting drunk. True, the food was somewhat on the heavy side—various game, poultry, beef, pork, and fish, as well as baked and stewed vegetables, with pies instead of bread. Almost everything was prepared quite sloppily—often burnt or undercooked, too spicy or too bland—which directly affected the taste, of course. Local penchant for lemons and garlic seemed to be particularly surprising since they were often present in excessive amounts even in dishes where one would ordinarily expect none. Worse still, some of the local peppers literally left burns on the skin and wreaked sheer havoc on oral mucosa. Even a teetotaler would begin drinking by the bucket under such circumstances, Luther reasoned, since the need to quell the fire in one’s mouth and stomach quickly became paramount, and mere water was deemed demeaning of a noble knight.

Having been introduced to Rita, Duke Myrthon had become somewhat subdued and taciturn, apparently reassessing his views on traditional gender roles. Though there was no more talk of knighthood, he still seated the lady at his own table, cautiously placing Luther between her and himself. The rest of the seating arrangements were fairly haphazard, with Udur and Deirdre finding themselves shoved to the table near the entrance, far away from the main action. Udur didn’t care much one way or the other, but Deirdre was clearly pissed, shooting killer glances at Luther across the hall every step of the way. The servants somehow managed to revive about half of the “first-wave” of revelers that joined in again with renewed vigor. There were no other women in the hall but Rita and Deirdre, not counting the server girls that kept coming and going all the time.

The feast itself hardly felt festive—in fact, it was somewhat dull. Everyone ate and drank in silence, only whispering among themselves or shouting occasionally. The only entertainment was a trio of suspicious vagrants brought into the hall and positioned near the exit. They played what Luther assumed were local “hits” on pipes and crude zithers—mercilessly butchering the tunes, singing off-key, and often stopping altogether to scratch themselves or pick their noses. But the heavily inebriated revelers seemed to be beyond caring.

However, the wine gradually did its work, and Duke Myrthon began to come around. The first sign of a change in his mood was his loosening tongue.

“Come again, what’s the lady’s name?” Myrthon whispered loudly, half-turning to Luther.

“Rita.”

“Oh! What an unusual name! You know, I initially mistook her for a man. It’s the wine, you see—it blurs your vision. And it’s unseemly for women to wear men’s attire! It’s wrong… wrong of you to allow them to wear such things. She’s quite a beauty too! Although, come to think of it, if the puts on a dress she won’t be able to shoot as well. It’s a pity she doesn’t understand our language… such a pity! Well, never mind, tell her that I’m about to toast her unparalleled good looks.”

The duke stood up and bellowed across the hall,

“Why are you lot so gloomy—as if a judge were about to read your death sentence! Come on, drink up, everyone! Drink to the unrivaled beauty of Lady Rita!"

The cheering crowd eagerly raised their cups and goblets.

“They are all now toasting your unmatched beauty, Rita,” Luther said with a wink.

“Oh, like they need a reason,” the girl muttered. “How much longer are we going to sit here?”

“Who knows? Let’s try and be diplomatic.”

Myrthon slapped Luther on the shoulder.

“What did she say?”

“She said she is flattered by all this attention you’ve lavished upon her.”

“Good! Tell her this: Myrthon is about to become king of both banks, but his wife is now dying and will join her ancestors soon. And good riddance too. That cow turned out to be barren. Were she not Duke Lowshield’s daughter, I’d have got rid of her long ago. So, there’ll soon be a vacancy. I see Rita is quite stately, good hips and all, so she can surely bear children. In these perilous times, a wife who can deftly handle a bow is a valuable asset. Tell her that!”

“His grace will soon be a widower,” Luther translated. “When this happens, he proposes that you become his hope and comfort and the mother of fifteen little dukelings, heh-heh. He will be king, and you will be queen, naturally. How’s that? What should I tell him?”

“Tell him he’s an old asshole.”

“Alas, Rita is not yet ready to take such a serious step,” Luther told the duke.

“What’s there to be ready for?” Myrthon grumbled. “Look at that old cow, she stayed a maiden too long. Or does she already have a husband? If she does, just say so—I’ll negotiate with the husband, pay him a nice compensation. He'll be happy. And a wife like her will do me credit—my vassals will appreciate me having a warrior queen.”

The duke banged his goblet on the table, signaling the servants that it was time to refill.

“All right, Luther, no more talk about women for now. Before the wine muddles my mind again, let’s discuss business. Your little ship came from the north, but you don’t look like you’re from Sumalid. Rumor has it that some people have now settled around the Nara. Is that true?”

“Yes, Your Grace, we have indeed come from those parts.”

“That’s good! You’re just the ones I need! Ah, Luther… since that battle, I’ve been sitting in this dismal castle, drinking and doing nothing. It’s been almost a month now. But I have to stay put for the time being. Like I said, this war has been going on for almost fifty-five years. We cut each other down mercilessly, quite often for no good reason. Look at Shobbo—he’s now the heir. The third son, pfft! Where are his brothers, you ask? Gone, both of them. And theirs is not the worst case by far. Some families have been wiped out completely, with no survivors. Meanwhile, commoners breed like flies—they’ve been barely touched by the battle for the throne. It might have been pure entertainment for them before, but after so many years it’s long become old, tiresome news. And we’ve had enough of it too, it looks like. Very much so… Fifty years is a long time.”

Duke Myrthon suddenly turned to the musicians.

“Hey, are you napping, you scoundrels? Play something lively before you put me to sleep with your howling!”

The trio obediently perked up with some kind of a crude tarantella tune. The duke listened for a few moments and nodded his approval.

“Beyond these borders lies a vast land,” he turned back to Luther. “Currently, there’s no one but the Vuxes there, but we are going to fix that soon. This year alone, I sent three ships up the river, and they began pushing the savages out. A couple of fortresses are already under construction, and folks have started trickling into the area to settle. Say you’re a pauper here because all of your family inheritance went to the eldest son. Well, don’t despair, there’s a place for you up north. Take all the land you can stomach and work it. Work for yourself! Afraid of the Vuxes or the Haitas? My soldiers will protect you from them. Are you a merchant that struggles because all the existing trade is dominated by Hamir and Hidat? Go north then and trade with the people on the Nara. There is no southern monopoly on those places yet. And from there, it’s not far to Sumalid either. Or perhaps you are a skilled warrior, and your head is not just for shoving food into it. Well, you can become a knight in the new lands. That’s what I’ve been trying to achieve for the second year now, and the results are evident—everyone supports me, absolutely everyone. Peasants and townsmen, serfs and freemen, merchants and guildsmen alike—they all love me. They can’t wait to see me become king. In half a century, there has not been anyone whom the entire country backed so wholeheartedly. And now only the last viper’s nest remains on the left bank—several festering blue-blooded boils. They don’t like it that my blood isn’t as old and stale as theirs. Well, let me tell you, they have little choice now: acknowledge me as their seigneur or wait for another year or two until I wipe them all out. They’ll be gone then, and the country will finally be one. Do you understand now what I am waiting for here, twiddling my thumbs in this pigsty of a castle?”

“Honestly, no.”

“Boy, you are slow… I’m waiting to see what that serpent’s spawn decides. After the beating I gave them at Kishan, they’ve been quite downcast. They still have plenty of knights, but what can a knight do against a mob of peasants and townsmen armed with good pikes? Nothing, except get their guts spooled on the tips. Let them think… The people are already tired of them—they want order and a full life. I’ll provide order: I’ll hang all the marauding aristocrats and give freedom of action to anyone willing to work. Do you get it now?”

“Sort of, but I’m still not quite sure what it is you want from us.”

“I need the North, which is where you come in. Relax, I lay no claims to your lands—they’re too far from us anyway. But the area immediately beyond the rapids is very important to me. I don’t want any Haitas around. True, the Haitas these days are not what they used to be, but still… They are fearsome. How do you fellows manage to handle them over there?”

“Well, we have to fight them off, and more often than we would like,” Luther shrugged. “So far, we are still standing. But I’ve been to Haitana myself, and there is one hell of a lot of them there. If they really descend upon us in force, we’ll be in a tight spot.”

“I understand,” Myrthon nodded. “Luther, once I sort out my affairs here at home, all my soldiers will come stand with you. But I need time: one or two years if things go smoothly, three to four if the remaining nobles resist. You’ll continue your journey in the morning, and I’ll send two galleys to help you with the portage. Then it’ll be the rainy season, and then winter, and nothing happens during that time. But come spring, expect visitors—I’ll send a ship with official envoys to you. It would really cement our relations if you could hand over Rita—a marriage like that would be advantageous to everyone. My army would respect a warrior queen, and the commoners will be happy to welcome a northerner. You see, I am serious about this northern expansion business.”

“The duke seems dead serious, Rita,” Luther said, leaning towards his master markswoman. “And he has a good shot at becoming king. Are you sure you don’t want a chance at being royalty? Because that’s the stuff of history books, you know.”

“I’ve already said all there is to say on this matter, Luther. And for heaven’s sake, where’s the bathroom in this dump?”

“Ahem, Your Grace,” Luther told Myrthon, “the lady of your heart isn’t thinking about marriage right now, she’s got a more pressing business to attend to. Like, freshen up, perhaps? Where can she do that?”

The puzzled duke raised his eyebrows, mulling the question over for a moment, and then pointed to the nearest gun port. A young knight was swaying there drunkenly, relieving himself right on the wall.

“Is that what she meant?”

“Ahem…” Luther said. “Ahem… all right.”

He was becoming quite a diplomat.

* * *

Portage barely took a week this time. With the help of the men the duke had sent to help them, they could have done it even faster, but in the end their equipment let them down. The capstan winch broke again, and the frame became loose, threatening to come out of its housing altogether. Everyone had to do it the old-fashioned way: through pure brawn, muscle power, and back-breaking labor. Then it was time to say goodbye to the Arlans. They were all right, Luther had to admit, and everyone on the crew liked them fine, although on the morning after the unexpected bout of their hospitality half of his own crew suffered from gastrointestinal issues or nursed a hangover. Local cuisine and customs did take some getting used to it seemed.

The Intrepid, which had been waiting for the Yamato above the rapids, had quite a surprise for them. Once the ship weighed anchor and began moving towards the beach, Luther could see no sails or oars moving. Instead, he saw a foamy trail and heard engine noise. They finally had them their first powered cruiser.


Chapter 12

The Freona was indeed a major river that stretched three to four miles wide in some places. North of the Nara, it narrowed down a bit but still remained no mere stream. Whatever else lay in this world beyond the earthlings’ immediate points of reference, the Freona was the true Amazon of their immediate domain. The river was also similarly bountiful, sustaining hundreds of different fish, bird, and animal species. In addition to larger game, the banks were full of beavers, muskrats, and otters. Small river shrimp and huge, dark crawfish were also abundant. However, fishing wasn’t feasible everywhere. Setting nets on the stretches with faster currents caused them to get clogged with debris and weeds fairly quickly, and hooked lines got tangled too. In some places, the depths were truly unfathomable, providing a home to such river monsters as massive catfish and belugas weighing up to half a ton. Even pike and carp in those areas could easily reach fifty pounds. Trying to net any of those in was a fool’s errand since they usually went through any light netting like knife through butter. However, slightly shallower backwaters were a true fisherman’s paradise. In places like that, the bream were fattening up, and carp and perch were really lining up to get scooped up. The sterlet, too, came by the thousands to feast on mosquito larvae—because, naturally, it was a mosquito paradise as well.

Kieran slapped his forehead and looked at the bloody spot left on his palm.

“That bastard! Got a good fill, eh?”

Uncle Daniel glanced at the teenager and shrugged.

“You never seen mosquitoes before? Come on, get back on it or we won’t finish before it gets dark.”

The boy suppressed an annoyed sigh and turned his attention to the next fish. Perch tasted good, to be sure, but was tricky to handle. Cleaning it was bad enough, but extracting the fish from the nets was pure hell—it had needle-sharp spines, and if it got tangled, it really got tangled. Today the two of them got really lucky that way—the entire net was full of spiky striped bandits.

Breaking the fish’s gill cover, Kieran turned to drop it into their basket and froze: something flickered among the reeds on the distant riverbank. The next moment the boy barely stifled a cry as a hefty raxa strode through the opening, then vanished in the brush, followed by two more. Cautiously, Kieran tugged at the older fisherman's sleeve.

“Uncle Daniel, there are Haitas out there, on the bank,” he whispered.

“What are you babbling about? What would the Haitas be doing here?”

Daniel turned around to have a look for himself and ducked to the bottom of the boat.

“Hell’s bells! Those really are the Haitas! Drop the net, let’s get closer and have us a better look at them.”

“Why?! We need to get out of here. Before they notice us!”

“Quiet! They won’t see us this far out, and if they do, it’s not like they are going to swim after us. We need to get a feel of how many of them there are out there before we report to Mr. Zhou.”

The wooden paddle dipped into the water carefully, and the light boat glided forward like a needle, obediently stopping in front of the reed wall. Peering through the stalks, Uncle Daniel shrugged.

“Nah, not too many. A dozen or so perhaps. Take the oar, we need to get back to the village ASAP.”

* * *

The messenger found Atahualpa at the new mill where he was using his formidable strength to help install new millstones. The breathless young man took a moment to compose himself and got right to it.

“Haitas! There are Haitas near the Pedrazzo’s village!”

“How many?”

“Not too many, it seems. They came to the riverbank from further inland, right where the Klots captured their galley during the fight at the Platinum Creek. Mr. Zhou said it’s probably those Haitas that fled into the swamp. Now they came back to their ship, but the ship’s long gone!”

“Get out of here! It’s been nearly two months! How could they have survived in that swamp?!”

“I don’t know. But there seemed to be three or four dozen of them there.”

“That’s nothing. Why did Mr. Zhou send you to us then?”

“Well, it looks like they realized there's no ship coming back for them, so they began walking upstream along the riverbank. By the time our folks get organized, they'll be long gone. So Mr. Zhou asked if perhaps you could send one of your ships after them.”

“That kind of makes sense. All right, go to the mess hall, they’ll feed you, then head back and tell Zhou that we’ll send the ship.”

On the way back to the village to give necessary orders, Atahualpa caught sight of Max sitting on a cliff above the river. The hunter hadn’t yet recovered completely from the arduous trek across the swamp. Noticeably thinner, he was slow to put on weight, and the sickly pallor of his face was still evident. He no longer required a doctor, but unlike O’Brien, who had fully recovered and gone back to the epicenter with another expedition, Max stayed in the village, spending his time making arrows. A recognized authority on all things hunting, he also had good hands, and his arrows were in high demand. Yet, something had broken inside of him, making the new Max a pale likeness of his former self. That still had to be fixed. Quietly, Atahualpa sat down next to the hunter.

“You make damn good arrows, Max,” he said. “But you’re even better at shooting them.”

“What do you want, Atahualpa?”

“Straight to the point as always, huh? Well, some Haitas have been spotted on our side. We think it’s the escapees from the Platinum Creek that came back from the swamp.”

“And you’re telling me this because..?”

“Come on, Max, you know why. It’s time you stopped being a wallflower. The ladies are tired of sighing every time they walk by. Get up and take command of the first rifle squad. They’re just back from target practice. Pack for a couple of days—gunpowder, bullets, buckshot. We’ll put those toys to the test. Cut the Haitas off between the Black Bog and the Freona. I’ll see to it that the Brick is prepped for departure. Got it?”

“What if I say no?”

“Why would you?”

“Still convalescing. I don’t see how tramping around another swamp will help me get better faster.”

“Enough of that nonsense, Max! I know what you are and you do too. You are a hunter, and this is a simple job. Just go and shoot these bastards. It’ll do you a world of good.”

“Why don’t we just let them be for once? They're no danger to anyone, it seems. They are just heading north on their own. Friar’s patrols will most likely pick them up there anyway.”

“Why let anyone do something that you could take care of yourself? Go, Max. Give no ground.”

* * *

Originally, no one even considered the Brick for becoming their testbed for jury-rigging a car engine. As a Haita-built galley, the vessel was notorious for its heavy weight and poor handling. In fact, it was hardly anything more than a flat-bottomed transporter barge that also happened to have a bunch of oars on it. Even after a few modifications had been made to the basic design during the winter, such as adding a mast and sails, the vessel remained pretty much what its name implied—a floating brick. Yet one thing led to another, and now there they were, on that crudely motorized flatboat.

“I know you didn’t want to go, Max,” Beowulf said as the two of them were sitting on a large coil of rope on deck. “You look the part too.”

“That’s what I told Atahualpa,” Max shrugged. “But he wouldn’t listen.”

“Be it as it may, we’ll hit the bank in about fifteen minutes. You’ve been to these parts before and we haven’t. You know better than anyone where to set up an ambush. Lead us, Max. Do your job.”

“Don’t worry, I will. I don’t have to like it though, do I?”

“Listen, no one is blaming you for what happened down there in the south, all right? It was just a case of rotten luck. It could have happened to anyone. Can’t you accept that and move on?”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever, Dr. Phil.”

“So what do you want us to do?”

“We have fourteen men, right?

“Yeah, five rifles and five large-bore shotguns loaded with buckshot. Plus myself with a blunderbuss and three of Luther’s Arkulians for mopping up and providing security.”

“There’s a large clearing some two hundred yards further inland from here,” Max said. “The path along the riverside goes right through it. We will position the riflemen on the one side of it, on the northern edge, and the shotguns on the other. This way none of us should be caught in the crossfire. The Arkulians will stay a few steps back to meet those few that may get through and escape into the path itself.”

“Will that be enough?” Beowulf asked.

“We’ll see. I would much rather have half a dozen archers, but we’ll have to make do with what we have. You, with your blunderbuss, will join the shotgunners. Me, I’ll stick to my bow.”

“Archers are a dying breed,” Beowulf smirked. “You are like horse-drawn buggies back home. Say hello to big guns, Max.”

* * *

“Are you sure the Haitas will be taking this path?” Beowulf asked as they were lying in ambush on the edge of the clearing.

“That’s what I would do in their place. It makes no sense to push through the debris and shrubs. And the trail leads straight through the clearing—animals and Vuxes have been walking here for centuries.”

“If the trillas turn out to be in the lead, as always, concentrate on them with your arrows, will you? We will target the big guys.”

“Didn’t you just write us archers off as a dying breed not quite ten minutes ago?”

“Well… you do come in handy sometimes, I won’t argue with that.”

Watching the fusiliers drive their horn-shaped supports into the ground, Max had to admit the weeks of training they all went through hadn’t been in vain. Everyone seemed to know what to do and did it well, without getting in each other’s way. Then a twig cracked and a branch on the other side of the clearing moved. There was no wind to speak of, so that had to be it. And it was—a bush swayed, and a lanky trilla appeared. Dart in hand, it cautiously surveyed the clearing, comically hopping forward, then sprinted ahead. Other dart throwers emerged from the greenery and followed.

“Here they come!” Max hissed. “Get ready!”

“Shut up, everyone!” Beowulf seconded the order. “Hold your fire, no one shoots without order.”

The scouts had been telling the truth—Max counted forty-two trillas and raxas as the entire column pulled into the clearing. Quite a few of them looked much worse for the wear. Some of the raxas were dragging the loot—a bunch of filthy sacks, whatever it was they had in them.

“Muskets, fire at the rear raxas, grapeshot covers the front,” Beowulf whispered. “Max, the trillas are all yours. Leave the raxas alone—by the time they reach us, we'll have time to reload some of the guns.”

Suddenly, a pair of lead trillas, having approached the ambush to within a hundred feet, stopped and stared in the direction of the still-hidden shooters. Their drooping noses twitched, smelling the air.

“They caught whiff of the burning fuses,” Max muttered.

“The bastards!” Beowulf cursed under his breath and roared aloud, “Fire!!!”

The bowstring snapped against Max’s bracer, and igniting powder hissed all along the firing line, followed by the staccato pops of discharging guns. Grabbing a second arrow, Max swore—the thick clouds of black powder smoke had effectively obscured the foe. Damn! The musketeers were feverishly reloading their weapons, and now would be a good time for his bow to shine, except he could not see anything through the smoke. However, once everything came back into focus, Max gasped, unable to conceal his amazement: the platoon of Haitas had ceased to exist. Raxas lay in heaps or crawled along the trail. A couple of trillas, still on their feet, walked around, dazed and confused, as if not quite knowing where they were or what to do next. Max quickly dispatched them both. By then, however, about a dozen of wounded raxas got back to their feet and recovered enough to mount a suicidal charge at the line of humans in front of them. They were barely thirty feet away—close enough for Max to see their savagely grinning faces—when another deafening volley put his ears out of commission and everything drowned in smoke again.

When the much trampled upon stretch of grassland cleared again, the Arkulians burst out of the brush, their off-key battle cries almost as loud as gunfire. However, there was not much they needed to do except finish off a few wounded stragglers. Max could tell the fighters were almost disappointed. Walking up to the nearest fallen body of a raxa, Max kicked it, receiving no response. The gorilla was solidly dead, five bleeding holes in its chest clearly visible. They were large holes too as the thirty-millimeter pipes the shotgun barrels were made from warranted using lead “pellets” that were easily seven to nine millimeters in diameter. Pulling a dirty leather sack from under the body, Max untied it and dumped its contents onto the ground. Several patties of wet mud plopped out, along with a tangled ball of marsh moss. The hunter carefully stirred the moist strands with an arrow, reaching for the core—a slippery greenish oval the size of a large coconut. The outer walls were rubbery-soft, pulsating continuously, giving the impression of something alive squirming inside. And this living thing also made noise—nasty squelching sounds, as if a mouth munching on something. And then the nauseatingly familiar sour smell hit his nose.

“Ah, crap!” Max exclaimed, recoiling from his find.

“What?” Beowulf turned his head to him.

“Quick! Gather all these sacks and burn them! We need to fetch some wood and kill these buggers ASAP!”

“Why?”

“These are the swamp devils. Remember what happened to me? Burn them before the smell of this filth overpowers you.”

The death of Max’s entire party during their expedition to the south was still fresh in everyone’s memories. Without asking any questions, Beowulf’s shooters quickly dragged all the filthy bags into one heap, piled up dry reeds and dead wood on top of them and set the construction on fire. Within minutes, the flames were dancing a happy jig on the funeral pyre of swamp monster eggs.

“Why do the Haitas even need these goddamned things?” Beowulf asked, watching the “nuts” pop from excess heat.

“Why don’t you ask the Haitas themselves?” Max shrugged.

“Look! Something is burning over there too!” one of the archers suddenly yelled, pointing towards the woods the freshly demised Haitas had just come from.

“This is no bonfire,” Max said. “It’s more like someone had just played a nasty trick on Pedrazzo’s village.”

“Could they be burning tar?” Beowulf offered.

“I don’t think so. It’s more like, the Haitas’ doing, I’d say.”

“It’s a small hamlet, basically,” someone else said. “Most men are always away, hunting or fishing. Even a bunch of kids could turn that place inside out.”

“Come, everyone,” Max said. “Let’s go check what’s going on there.”

* * *

Pedrazzo’s village was indeed small—not quite a dozen cabins and huts. There used to be more people there, but most of the residents had long since moved to Zhou City or the island in search of safety in numbers and a better quality of life. Those who remained continued in their original hunter-gatherer ways, trading with their neighbors and keeping to themselves otherwise. If not for the ever present mosquitoes, the swamps around the place could support way more people easily, but hardly anyone wanted to stay in that damp, much isolated place long-term. There were plenty of good reasons to try one’s luck elsewhere.

As if to confirm that sad conclusion, when the weapons squad emerged from the swamped out woods, a sorrowful picture presented itself before their eyes. Not much was left of the unhappy little village. Cabins and barns had been burned down in their entirety, with only smoking ashes remaining. Fish hung out to dry under large canopies now crackled under their feet as if made of glass, and the shreds of burning nets flapped in the wind like some much-battered battle flags. The few remaining residents, most of them waling women and children, were cordoned off in a tight group near the riverbank. Riders on horseback darted among the burning buildings, chasing those that had not yet been caught.

“Jeez…” Beowulf drawled. “Who are these guys? I thought it was the Haitas’ doing.”

“Remember all those stories Boem had told us? About the duke who wanted to be king? This has got to be it. They are finally here."

“Shit! As if the Haitas were not enough!” Beowulf swore, taking his heavy, cannon-like rifle off his shoulder. “How about we give those yahoos a proper welcome?”

“Wait! Tell your people to spread along the edge of the woods. Shotguns in the center, rifles on the flanks. I’ll go out and serve as bait, maybe shoot a few arrows. When they give chase and come close enough, you pounce. It shouldn’t take long.”

“You got it, bro!” Beowulf nodded. “Welcome back to the living!”

Max darted forward into the open, crouching slightly to avoid advertising his presence yet. He needed to come closer. Shooting from fifty feet made all the difference compared to a hundred feet or more. In the meanwhile, the horsemen continued roaming around, apparently still looking for the remaining survivors. Two of them were now moving on a collision course with the hunter without seeing him yet.

“Yo, compadres!” Max yelled, bringing his bow up. “Damn, how do you say ‘assholes’ in Arlan?”

As the riders turned to the sound of his voice, Max let loose, knocking one of them off his mount immediately. The other one ducked, bending low behind his horse’s neck, then flipped his pike expertly from vertical to horizontal, and put the spurs to his mount. Max recalled Boem explaining how killing the opponent’s horse was the meanest act of war and often the most effective. He liked horses fine—just not unconditionally and not at all times. As his arrow pierced the neck of the charging stallion, the animal staggered, then reared up, and went down like a sack of potatoes, taking the rider with it. His leg trapped under the convulsing hulk and apparently broken, the rider squealed—until Max’s second arrow hit him in the left eye, silencing the brazen interloper for good. But by that time the remaining horsemen caught whiff of the unexpected altercation and made Max the sole focus of their attention.

“Tallyho, suckers!” Max yelled, hitting the ground running. “Catch me if you can!” He was now fully engaged again, and the high of the adrenaline rush through his body felt good.

Behind him, the prisoners that were suddenly left to their own devices scattered, dashing away from the river and into the brush.

“Max, duck!” Beowulf yelled from the edge of the woods, and Max did just that, pressing himself into the soggy ground. And then a dozen large-bore guns roared in unison and smoke obscured everything.

The next thing Max heard was the Arkulians chanting their battle ditty again, but their cries died out quickly, cut in mid-sentence. Quickly raising his head, Max immediately saw why: the three brave warriors had once again been cheated out of their chance to shine. There was really nothing left for them to do on that stretch of open space strewn with bodies of men and horses.

“Hold your fire!” Max heard Beowulf yelling. “Let the smoke clear first!”

Two musket shots cracked anyway.

“I said hold your fire!”

“There were two more riders lingering in the back out there,” someone said. “There ain’t none now.”

“And that was that!” Max stated the obvious, getting off the ground and heading towards the firing line not quite a hundred feet away.

“Fresh horsemeat for dinner wouldn’t be so bad,” someone ahead of him reasoned.

As the entire force emerged from the woods and moved slowly towards the devastated village, the big guns in their hands at the ready, Max concentrated on examining the bodies of the fallen raiders. Just as he expected, they could all have been twin brothers or cousins of Boem’s or Pigirus’s men: crude leather armor with rusty metal studs, a few weathered chainmail suits, low steel helmets, round or oval shields. These were not high-born knights. They were mere grunts.

As they approached the smoldering ruins, Max noticed six more riders lingering on the other end of the devastated settlement. However, the vigilant musketeers must have seen them first because shots began popping left and right, and two of the horsemen fell. The rest of them scooted and disappeared from view before the shooters could reload again.

“People of Pedrazzo!” Max heard Beowulf’s booming voice. “Come on out! This is Beowulf from Atahualpa’s village. We have killed all those buggers. You are safe now.”

“Beowulf!” Max called out to the squad leader. “Let’s gather the surviving horses and weapons and go back to the Brick. We’ll take the survivors with us and drop them off near Zhou City. They shouldn’t be staying here all alone any longer. And they’ll tell Zhou about what happened here.”

“I say we butcher a couple of horse carcasses first,” Beowulf said. “Dinkie was right, we could use some fresh meat.”

“I think we’d be better off bringing the ship here first if it’s all clear on the river. Then we won’t have to break our backs hauling all this stuff from afar. And we might as well harvest all the meat we can then.”

“Now I finally hear the old Max talking,” Beowulf agreed. “Welcome back, brother!”


Chapter 13

As the Yamato was docking at its familiar mooring slip, Luther wondered where everyone was. Ordinarily, the entire town would pour out onto the beach to welcome their flagship back home. Now he could barely see a pitiful handful of faces, most of them somber and silent.

“Where is everyone?” Luther asked Atahualpa coming down the gangplank. “This doesn’t look like a hero’s welcome at all.”

“Well duh, they are all in the fields, harvesting. Besides, there was more trouble. You know, the usual kind…”

“What happened?”

“Let’s go talk somewhere in private. How are you guys? Did you bring everyone back alive?”

Leaving Jim White to oversee the unloading, Luther followed Atahualpa to his cabin. The big man silently set out beer and some fish on the table and filled the mugs. They clinked in silence.

“There was a raiding party from the east. Humans, not Haitas. They’ve already burned down three small settlements upriver. Thank God, our guys were there when they attacked Pedrazzo. They killed most of the buggers, and there’s now a chase going on after the rest. You know, it’s that damn swamp again. Plenty of places to hide. How about you?”

“Fine. Everyone’s still in one piece. We don’t even have any wounded to speak of. Just a couple of minor work-related injuries. There were plenty of iffy moments, of course, but in the end everything worked out fine.”

“Did you bring back everything we talked about?”

“No. We couldn’t find that second ship to rent. No one wanted to go as far as the rapids in such troubled times—the war is still very much on. We loaded the Yamato up to the brim, but there’s always a limit to what you can do.”

“That’s all right, I guess. God willing, you’ll go again next year and bring two of our own ships.”

“So all’s peachy then?”

“Not quite. We have a major war looming.”

“You mean more of those duke’s raiders?”

“No, it’s the Haitas again, may they all burn in hell. Friar says they are going to attack us in earnest once the rains start. He is now calling for a unified front to try and stop them.”

“So what’s the plan?”

“Once you are done unloading, we’ll pull the Yamato out for a quick retrofit and install an engine in it as well. Plus more weapons. Good weapons. A new kind. Then you will go upriver. The main combined army will fight on land, with Friar commanding. Zhou and a bunch of others are contributing in a big way. Our task is to go after the Haita ships—troop carriers and supply galleys alike.”

“Are we now friends with Friar?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, but in times like these you can’t be too picky about your allies. Just look at how well this Vux pact you’ve entered us into worked out!”

“Well, yeah, it could have been worse,” Luther agreed.

“So, you’ve been a general already, now you’ll be an admiral too. I wish I could go myself—but can you think of a deputy mayor you would trust enough not to screw things up on the home front and keep everyone in line?”

“No. Don’t even think about it, Atahualpa. You are staying here.”

“I know,” Atahualpa sighed. “With that many people in town now, we do need a sheriff. A big, bad sheriff carrying a large stick. Gosh, I sometimes long for the simpler times when there were so few of us on that island!”

“Don’t forget the defenses. If the Haitas manage to break through and come this far south, it’ll be your turn to play defensive tackle, Atahualpa. You did it once, you can do it again. I wouldn’t trust anyone else in that role. Perhaps not even myself…”

“Push comes to shove, we can try escaping downriver. What’s left of us. But I don’t even want to think about it at the moment. Now, how about you tell me what you did manage to bring?”

* * *

Max spurred his horse, pushing the animal to move even faster. The unfortunate mare briefly whinnied in protest but picked up pace a bit.

“Come on, sweetheart!” Max mumbled. “Just another minute or two, you know the drill!”

The pursuers were hot on his heels: a dozen riders, hooting and hollering. Come to think of it, Max couldn’t even blame the bunch for taking it personally. He had already killed one of them today and put two others out of commission for a long time, if not forever. Throwing a quick glance back, Max saw that the lead rider was swinging a lasso. The damn idiots intended to take him alive, how about that? Boy, did he have a surprise for them! Max flipped the cowboy the bird and spurred the poor horse again. The smart mare remembered the path and instinctively stuck close to the brush on the shoulder to avoid being thrown off on the upcoming sharp turn. Passing through the line of Beowulf’s Gunmen as the weapons squad was now known, the animal stopped, snorting heavily. She knew the sprint was over.

As the enthusiastic pursuers emerged from around the bend, the gun barrels belched clouds of smoke, sending their lethal loads into the mass of the riled up cavalrymen. Only one of them, riding a limping horse and therefore lagging behind a bit, avoided the common fate and had the extra second to turn around and try to flee.

“Oh no, bud!” Max chuckled, giving his much-suffering horse the spurs again. “Two can play that game. Come on, sweetheart, let’s go catch us a runner!”

However, once around that fateful bend again, he pulled the reins back. The limping horse now stood still not quite fifty yards ahead, the rider lying on the ground, face up, sporting two arrows sticking out of his chest. Two somber O’Shargs stood over the body: one quite old, with long, gray hair, the other almost a child. Both held their bows with an ease suggesting considerable skill. It wasn’t for nothing that it was said of the local O’Shargs that unless a bow was placed next to a pregnant woman, her child wouldn’t even think of coming out.

Max waved at the pair.

“Thanks you for your help, gentlemen. Feel free to take the horse and whatever else you want from this rascal.”

The elder nodded.

“If it’s being given, we’ll take it, of course—why not? But you needn’t thank us, we’re always ready to greet these eastern toads with an arrow.”

“I know you have no reason to like them. And you always help us, for which we are grateful. Do you know if there are any more of them anywhere close? There are so many trails here, and we are at a loss as to which one to follow.”

The boy pointed north.

“They went that way!”

The elder gave him a light smack on the back of the head.

“Be quiet, youngster! The adults are talking!”

Max smiled. In his eyes, the old educational methods had never lost their allure.

“He’s right though,” the O’Sharg turned to Max then. “All of that raiding scum pulled north yesterday, towards the Imperial Road.”

“A road? And where might it lead? I don’t remember ever seeing any roads around here.”

“Well, it’s not much to look at,” the old O’Sharg agreed. “It used to be an old road though. If you dig through the dirt a bit, you’ll hit the paving stones. But the name is still very much in use. The Imperial Road, that’s what we call it.”

“Understood. And how far is it from here?”

“You need to cross the Green Creek, and it’ll be right there. The track goes around and between the hills. Those king’s jackals send their soldiers to pluck the Haitas around these parts every fourth year. They say giving them a good thrashing here lessens the amount of damage they can cause further east. I believe there’s some truth to that—it leaves the Haitas weaker and less eager to push further. Me, I say let those wretched barons and dukes do their business on their own turf and stay out of ours. Coming here is like a walk in the park for those rascals. They’ll steal whatever they can, behead an occasional trilla caught off guard, and then spend the next four years bragging about how they saved the world from the Haita invasion. Frogs’ spawn…”

“What’s the old man saying?” Beowulf asked, approaching.

“These O’Shargs say the raiders have moved north.”

“Good riddance then. It makes our job easier. Let Friar deal with them, they are his problem now.”

“I am afraid Friar doesn’t have problems anymore that are his and his alone. They are ours as well. And the rains are about to start, which is when the stuff is supposed to really hit the fan. But in this particular case, I agree: let us not push it. Let’s go home.”

“Should we head towards Zhou City then or take the trail along the riverbank?”

“Let’s take the trail. Maybe we’ll be lucky to bump into some of our fishermen with a boat along the way and send them to town to summon a ship. Hey, guys, carve up a horse ham for dinner, will you?

“I’m already sick of this horse meat,” Beowulf grumbled. “Let’s get moving before I start craving human flesh. And tell the O’Shargs to just leave these buggers to rot here. The crows need to eat too.”

* * *

When Atahualpa awoke, he did not immediately realize what it was that disturbed his sleep. A nightmare? He glanced at the window covered with plastic film: flickers of reflected red light were dancing on the tremulous surface. The last vestiges of his drowsiness instantly vanished. Pulling up his pants and jumping into his heavy boots, he rushed outside.

Thank God, the fire was not in the village, it was somewhere way beyond the city wall and quite far from the Crystalline—which meant it wasn’t the mill burning either. Then the sound of a large explosion boomed in the air, and bright orange flames shot up into the night sky, clearly visible above the wall. Only then did Atahualpa realize the explosion was not the first. The original distant boom was precisely what woke him up.

“Icksy! Damn you, man! You finally blew your shop up!”

People all around him were already streaming out of their homes, some bringing buckets and poles and heading towards the fire. The watchman on the tower finally decided to sound the alarm, banging on their now famous gong brought from the island. The gate began to creak open, and like a good mayor that he was, Atahualpa was the first to slip through the gap and race towards the burning ruins of the “Department of Chemistry and Munitions”.

At the bank of the creek, Icksy was busily slapping and punching Blazer who offered no resistance.

“You idiot! Why did you dump sawdust into it? It triggered the crystallization, do you understand?! And once it started, it was a done deal!”

“Sorry, man, I just mixed those two things up! They are the same color!”

“You imbecile! When you are high, it all looks the same to you!

“Come on, I didn’t do it on purpose!”

“Like it matters! Thank your lucky stars, if I noticed it a few seconds later, the damn shed would have blown up with us inside!”

“Enough!” Atahualpa grabbed him by the hand. “What happened here?”

Blazer, wiping away bloody snot, laughed hysterically.

“Mr. Atahualpa, our shed kind of burned down a little.”

“I noticed that much. Chemists, my butt… It’s a good thing you’re both alive. Was there anything of value in there?”

“A bag of ditch weed,” Blazer muttered.

“Come again?!”

“Nothing,” Icksy said. “This idiot’s mixed up the jars. There was a torpedo warhead in there, but thankfully, it wasn’t primed to detonate yet, or it would’ve blown the roofs off in the entire village. A couple of bags of saltpeter too… See how the flames roar?”

Something crackled in the flames, not unlike toasting rounds of ammunition. Atahualpa instinctively ducked, then righted himself and shook his head.

“We’ll build you a new shed—much further away from the walls this time. Something is telling me this isn’t the last mistake you will make.”

“I don’t make such idiotic mistakes,” Icksy snorted. “But I can’t vouch for anyone else, this here yahoo included.”

“Hey, folks!” Atahualpa bellowed. “Don’t bother trying to put the fire out! Let it burn, there’s nothing left there to save, anyway!”

“Shit!” Icksy swore. “Now all the glassware is ruined too! All the chemicals! We have to start all over again!”

“What about those torpedoes?” Atahualpa asked. “Are you going to meet the deadline?”

“I don’t know,” Icksy grumbled. “All the detonators were there, so now we’ll need to make new ones. And six engines are gone too. The ones we have finished earlier are ready to use, but additional ones… This is really going to throw us back.”

“Shucks! That’s really bad news,” Atahualpa sighed. “Never mind the shed itself. All right, let’s head back to the village, we all need some sleep.”

* * *

For the first time in a year, Atahualpa managed to gather everyone in one place. The fishing village was abandoned until the spring and both hunting camps were now also deserted. No one roamed the forests harvesting mushrooms and berries or scouting for a beehive. The gold diggers stopped working too as the shafts and open pits gradually filled with rainwater. Everyone, young and old, gathered in front of the gate, on top of which Atahualpa stood, ready to speak.

Much had changed over the course of a year. The last “general meeting,” if Atahualpa remembered it correctly, drew a hundred and fifty to two hundred islanders. Now the crowd swelled to nearly fifteen hundred. They were no longer islanders either, having long since claimed a large stretch of the left bank as their own. In fact, only about a third of their number now lived in the village itself, the other two thirds spreading out further and further into the surrounding countryside to plant ever more crops and graze cattle. They were a true “metropolitan area” now, having most likely overtaken Zhou City in terms of both the area settled and the number of residents. Except, of course, for the time being everyone had more pressing worries than disputing the crown of the capital city.

Atahualpa looked down at the tight mass of humanity in front of him and began his address.

“Fancy seeing you folks here, all of you in one place! The Yamato will be ready for battle tomorrow, and the Intrepid is already all done. The northerners are egging us on to launch ASAP. We’ve talked the matter over and decided we should not wait until all the work on the Argo is finished. We’ll send two ships north now. The O’Shargs say we have about ten days before the rains start in earnest, and then the main land forces will march. I have gathered you here for two reasons: to see y’all while you are still here and ask for volunteers to crew the two ships. I want experienced fighters, archers and swordsmen alike. The Yamato needs thirty-five people, and the Intrepid twenty-five. The core crew has already been recruited, but now we need more fighters. Forty more, to be precise. Those who have already participated in river expeditions will be given preference. The rest of you who are willing to do your part will be assigned to Beowulf’s Gunners to fight a guerrilla war against the Haitas. The original squad had already perfected the tactics, and now we have more guns available too. A group of O’Sharg archers will also go with them as guides and additional fighters. That combined company will operate independently from the main force and the fleet any way General Beowulf sees fit.”

“Oh, so he’s a general now?” someone yelled from the crowd.

“Would you rather be led by a mere colonel?” Atahualpa smiled.

A tentative whiff of laughter rose above the gathering, but then silence fell again. No one dared to step forward first. Then, suddenly, three young men, the village’s leading troublemakers, made the move, and others followed—first one by one, then in small groups. Momentarily, Atahualpa wondered if the unbearable daily drudgery of back-breaking physical work had something to do with that splendid display of bravery—because going to war would provide at least some entertainment and change, right?—but what did it matter? They’d have their crews.

“No, no, no!” Atahualpa wagged his finger, seeing a number of women among the volunteers. “We are not signing up women at this point, thank you, ladies!”

“Isn’t Rita going,” Deirdre asked, unfazed.

“Rita is Rita. There’s no one else like her,” Atahualpa shrugged. “She’s a force of nature. But I am not going to argue with you, Deirdre, that’s like arguing with a stone wall.”

“My point exactly!”

“All right. Now, all of you who have already traveled up to the Nara or south, please move to the right. Those who haven’t, go left. I’ll decide who goes and who stays. And let me make it clear for all of you that will get to go: you’ll be the vanguard of the entire southern army, so make sure you show the locals what we’re capable of. Be fair but firm. Everyone needs to know it’s not a good idea to mess with us. Because you know, there’s already rumors that now that winter is approaching, Friar has begun looking south. It will be your job, among other things, to disabuse him of that preposterous notion.”

* * *

More than ten thousand earthlings were now under Friar’s command and control. Another five thousand, scattered in settlements in the far north and east, were affiliated with the man’s quirky empire through a system of treaties that obligated them to provide warriors for his army when and if needed. In contrast, the entire population of the southern areas barely reached ten thousand. Indeed, there was a good reason for Atahualpa to be apprehensive about their sudden ally from the north. Hopefully, the good mayor reasoned, the little dictator would know better than getting mired in a civil war while their common existential struggle against the Haitas was in progress.

Sitting on his pony, at a high vantage point, Friar was looking over the riverbank where his personal guards stood in formation. Known as the Werewolves, the even hundred of select cutthroats looked resplendent in their distinctive new uniforms. Most of them had military experience from back on Earth and plenty of opportunities to hone their skills further in the violent new world. Well-fed, well-dressed, and well-armed, each of the men carried a bow or a crossbow in addition to their other weapons, and a few even had brand new short-barreled muskets of Friar’s own design. Helmets with wolf skulls mounted on top of them gave the men a particularly formidable look. All of them also had necklaces of animal fangs around their necks; a wolf’s chopper stood for one enemy killed, a bear’s—for a full dozen. They would now probably have to find tigers to hunt, Friar chuckled, since the necklaces some of those elite troopers wore were getting dangerously heavy.

Two enemy galleys were bobbing at anchor in full view a couple of hundred yards away from the riverbank. However, Friar knew that the Haitas would not dare mess with his praetorian guard. Having had quite a bit of awfully painful experience with them, they now preferred to stay away from the human crack troops at all costs. No, the Haitas were not landing today. There was not going to be a battle. Incidentally, convenient landing spots alongside that particular section of the Freona were few and far between. Forbidding cliffs obstructed access further north, and sticky swamps abounded in the south. Therefore, controlling the entire riverbank mostly involved stationing troops at the few exposed points of entry, which communicated with each other through an elaborate system of smoke and light signals. That way the residents of the area were now largely protected from minor incursions by Haita raiders. Whether the arrangement would work against a massive invasion remained to be seen.

To make matters worse, in the previous few weeks, Friar’s troops had been jerked around by constant alarms, most of them false. To be sure, Haita ships were a regular sight on the river, always searching for an opening to land troops. On some days, he was getting up to a dozen reports of such brazen activity in different places. Yet the Haitas wouldn’t engage: at the first sight of human warriors, they would retreat back to their ships and sail off. Even an occasional potshot taken at them failed to provoke a response. On the other hand, being constantly on alert made the men tired and jittery. Neither peace nor war—a state of affairs the Haitas were seemingly trying to perpetuate on purpose—was indeed very uncomfortable. In the meantime, yet another threat was gradually emerging from the east, Friar had to admit—roving gangs of knights and their foot soldiers that were probably doing reconnaissance for a major raid of their own. Unlike the Haitas, those unruly “hunting parties” were never too shy to engage with Friar’s men and steal whatever they could lay their hands on. Several small villages that were under his express protection had already been pillaged and burned, prompting Friar to allocate a substantial part of his forces to preventing any further incursions. Now he hardly had any room for maneuver left at all and was desperate to finally see additional allied forces arriving from the south. Who said Napoleon had it easy?


Chapter 14

As expected, no one else wanted to play admiral. That Luther was to command the departing fleet was not even a matter for discussion. It was going to be his first time leading more than one ship and, to make things even more interesting, both of those were now fielding a totally new weapon, the likes of which this world had most likely not seen yet. Atahualpa, generally a little tight with a buck, as any good manager should be, spared no expense that time and even sacrificed the galley they had captured from the Haitas during the battle of the Platinum Creek for target practice. The much burned and blasted hulk finally sank, proving the value of the new weapon beyond any doubt and offering a much-needed morale boost to the troops and the general populace. However, at the end of the day, only the shots fired in anger would really matter.

But above all, Luther valued the engines. Totally unremarkable six-cylinder workhorses salvaged from some of the cars found at the epicenter among other useful things, they transformed modest merchant hulls into real warships—and lightning fast too, by local standards. With a favorable wind on, a full complement of rowers at work, and the little propeller in the back turning, both the Yamato and the Intrepid were now untouchable. No other ship in this medieval world would be able to catch up with them. To be sure, gasoline would always remain a problem, but with at least two tankfuls of it discovered at the one-time train station and since then largely recovered and moved to the new town in metal barrels, their nascent navy would be okay for a while. And, when it came to that, the power plants could probably be modified to work on alcohol from the still. Both ships also had radios now—put together by Spood and a few other such tinkerers from the treasure trove of electronic and computer equipment sourced at the same place. Beowulf’s Gunners also had a set now, giving the ships and the land troops the ability to communicate with the central station in town and among themselves. Additionally, Luther and Spood, who now captained the Intrepid, had UHF walkie-talkies for coordinating their actions directly. Indeed, Luther reasoned, had he known beforehand what kind of a life-altering stockpile he was going to discover on the way out of captivity in Haitana, he would have gladly surrendered to the Haitas for that reason alone.

The ships sailed down the Crystalline, turned north, and continued up the Freona under sail, hugging the left bank. All in all, it was a good start.

* * *

Having spent the night at anchor in the middle of the river, the two ships resumed their journey just before dawn. There was no wind, and the crew took to the oars. Luther himself was not averse to stretching his muscles in the morning and quickly took a seat beside Jim White, both of them firmly grasping the polished handles. Jim, who was now one of Luther’s best friends, may well have been related to Deirdre—in the sense that he found life unbearable without talking.

“We’re paddling away like galley slaves,” he grumbled, pulling the oar towards him. “Why did you even bother putting that fancy motor of yours in?”

“The motor is for maneuvering in battle and for emergencies,” Luther said. “Unless you are willing to go into refinery business or at least buy a gas station. Are you?”

“Nah, with the kind of margins they get, why bother? I’ll row. But look at us—a prehistoric ship with a propeller and an antenna up top.”

“Just you wait, Jim,” Luther chuckled. “Give it a couple of years and we’ll be sailing steam-powered ironclads.”

“Sujit was already bragging that he’s preparing to cast parts for a steam boiler. But it’s a long way from running your mouth to delivering a complete product. Hey, Lady D, what are you seeing up ahead?”

“Nothing, just thick fog everywhere.”

“Try turning the binoculars the other way, then the anti-fog lenses will kick in.”

“Very funny! Oh, damn! Everyone, stop rowing and shut up for a moment!”

“What is it, honey?” Luther whispered, getting up from the bench.

“I heard something like shots from your rifles, but distant. Muffled.”

“Could it be Beowulf and his guys hunting?” Jim suggested.

“No,” Luther said, “we wouldn’t hear him from this far away. Besides, we are way ahead of his party, and they are also taking a route that’s further inland.”

“Well, I stand corrected then,” Whitey grumbled.

“Udur, what’s further up the river?” Luther turned to their permanent fixture at the helm. “Any ships nearby? Any nasty surprises?”

“Many ships today. Always many here. Hard to know everything—strange waters speak poorly. Need to go further and closer to land. Then we can see.”

“What’s Udur muttering about?” Whitey asked.

“He said let’s move further upriver. That’s where the shots must have come from.”

“Who else could be shooting around here?”

“Friar has muskets. I hope it’s his guys blasting away because if it’s not, we’re in trouble. The locals do know about gunpowder, as it turns out. Mlish says they make fireworks with it. But they haven’t discovered firearms yet. If those eastern guys have, things are going to be even more interesting…”

* * *

A light breeze that rose after dawn pushed the fog towards the western bank. Deirdre, who never parted with her binoculars, was the first to spot the enemy.

“Haitas! Two ships! Near the shore!”

Luther dropped his oar and rushed to join his wife at the gunwale.

“Let me see!”

“Ah, these are just two standard galleys,” he said after scrutinizing the potential target for a minute. “About a hundred Haitas each. And I don’t think they’ve noticed us yet. But what the hell is that? There are people on the bank… greeting them. Some are even on horseback.”

“Could they be those human raiders from the east?” Deirdre asked.

“Anything’s possible. All right, everyone, battle stations! Signal the Intrepid. Tell Spood to turn on his radio.”

Batteries for the walkie-talkies were worth their weight in gold at the moment and Luther tried doing his damnedest to save the juice as much as possible.

“Stow oars! Start the engine,” he commanded.

“Now you are talking!” Jim White beamed.

"Quiet! Uncover the launchers! Lock and load!"

The deck suddenly came abuzz with a flurry of activity.

“Intrepid, start your engine,” Luther spoke into his small handheld radio. “We have two Haita vessels to port. Straight ahead, at your eleven o’clock. Let’s try and burn them. We take the lead, you take the second one. Watch for their ballistae and do not, repeat, do not come closer after you fire. I have no intent of boarding them. This is a kill mission.”

“We see them too,” Spood’s voice came in through the crackle of static. “Ready when you are!”

“On my mark! One, two, three—fire!”

No one really knew how the new weapon worked, and Icksy, it’s designer and doting father, was not particularly forthcoming with details. All Luther knew was that the launcher looked like an ordinary cannon but wasn’t. The charge was regular powder, yes, but the projectile—a long, sleek, fairly light “fish” looked more like a rocket. In addition to the gun’s propellant, it also seemed to have a solid fuel engine of its own, which ignited while in flight. As test firings showed, the projectile split in half or disintegrated in its entirety on impact, splashing its burning content all around—much like a napalm bomb. Similarly, the visibly unimpressive flames could not be extinguished with water and burned for a long time, incinerating everything around them. Icksy called the stuff Greek fire although Luther doubted it was in fact the same original formula. And best of all, the weapon had a range of no less than three hundred yards, which meant it could be launched from a distance with total impunity.

The Haitas finally noticed the approaching threat and raised the alarm. The sides of their unwieldy galleys sprung oars at once and they began turning slowly, preparing to meet the attackers head on. In fact, Luther reckoned, they were following their standard tactic: close the distance – board – kill.

One of the new guns made a light popping sound, and the silvery projectile sped towards the galley, leaving behind a trail of bluish smoke. In a few seconds, it hit the ship’s starboard side at a forty-five degree angle, but for some reason Luther could not see the much expected flames rising. The projectile was either a dud or simply bounced off the inclined surface before the flammable jelly could ignite. Not even Icksy pretended the new weapon was perfect just yet.

“Stern ballista, follow up with a fire pot! Now!” Luther yelled.

The wooden machine thudded, sending the smoking ball on its trajectory, but before it could reach its apogee, the Haitas fired their own nose ballista. The two projectiles hit at about the same time—the heavy ball launched by the Haitas crashing into the Yamato’s stern, sending a small cloud of splinters and debris into the air, and the fire pot bursting as advertised smack in the center of the galley’s deck.

“Second tube, fire!” Luther ordered, watching the Haitas scurrying on deck with buckets of water.

The second missile worked just fine, hitting the galley’s raised bow. The ballista on it was immediately engulfed in flames, and from there the burning viscous jelly quickly spread down, towards the mast. Quite a few raxas were now rolling on deck, trying to extinguish the patches of flames on various parts of their bodies. The ballista crew of two that had quickly become live torches jumped overboard, screaming. All that time, the unwieldy ship kept turning and getting closer to the Yamato.

“Shotgunners, fire!” Luther yelled.

The next moment, a volley of grapeshot from half a dozen large barrels swept the galley’s deck, knocking just about everyone on it down. There was no longer anyone left in sight trying to extinguish the flames. The galley was quickly becoming a jolly bonfire.

In the meantime, the Intrepid’s attack seemed to have been much less successful. The smaller vessel had only one—smaller, too—ballista on the bow and two movable missile launchers, which both fired and missed. The incendiary pot from the ballista hit its target in the starboard side, just below the gunwale, but the Haitas quickly washed a few resulting licks of fire off with plenty of water.

“Spood! You’re shooting like a goddamned pacifist!” Luther yelled into the radio. “Turn to starboard, now! We are going to have a go at them ourselves.”

The radio crackled back, producing nothing intelligible.

“Udur! Head straight for the second galley!” Luther told the helmsman. “When we are ten hull lengths away, turn to port, sharply. We’ll fire a volley from the starboard side and keep turning.”

“Aye, Luther!”

“Launchers, report readiness! Stern ballista crew, stand ready to follow up with an HE round!”

Indeed, they had another newfangled ace up their sleeve—a bomb that looked much like a usual flaming pot (heck, it was still a pot), only filled with a mixture of nitrocellulose and scrap metal shrapnel. It was time to see how the thing stacked up in a real battle.

“Ready! Ready! Ready!” the gun crews reported.

“Fire!” Luther yelled.

As the two launchers spit their fish out, releasing a cloud of smoke, at first Luther could not quite see if they hit their target. Then a substantial boom announced that the ballista bomb had hit something solid. After that, it took the smoke another few seconds to clear, and a mighty cheer hit his ears: all three rounds seemed to have hit the enemy ship, which was now not only ablaze, but also missing a substantial part of its midsection and leaning to port.

“The bomb worked, huh!” Luther grinned, turning to Deirdre.

The young lady whom he had forgotten to order below decks in the confusion only shrugged. Still smiling, Luther reached for the walkie-talkie again.

“Spood, finish these guys off! We’ll go see if the first galley needs any more attention.”

Surprisingly, the fire aboard the first ship was no longer burning with the same jolly vigor, and no, the volley of grapeshot had not killed everyone. Quite a few raxas were still on deck with buckets and stretches of wet sailcloth, trying to smother the fire. However, another bomb put a definitive stop to all that hectic activity, and this time Luther had a chance to observe the devastation it caused as it was happening. It looked almost as good as at their improvised firing range, when they first tested the new ordnance on the condemned Haita galley near home. Only back then no survivors were jumping overboard. Now there were quite a few. Moreover, a large group of indisputably human fighters that had materialized on the beach out of nowhere were busily finishing off those of them that managed to reach dry land.

“Cease fire!” Luther yelled. “No point in wasting any more rounds. Udur, steer towards them but don’t get too close. I want to see who these new people are.”

As the Yamato obediently crawled forward, Luther scoured the approaching riverbank through the binoculars Deirdre handed him. There were now dozens of men watching the Haita ships burn, all of them wearing armor of various kinds and wielding weapons. Quite a few sported bows and crossbows, and some even had short, thick-barreled muskets that looked remarkably similar to the renown Lewis machine gun of World War I fame—only sans the ammo pan on top. Three riders atop the cliff overlooking the beach were watching the aftermath of the battle in complete silence. Adjusting the focus a little, Luther could see one of them wore shoulder pads made of car tires. No, those could not possibly be the duke’s raiders from the east.

“Stop the engine!” he barked the order. “Hey, you! On the bank!! Who are you guys?!”

“Fellow earthlings!” one of the warriors yelled back in English.

“I don’t recognize you!”

One of the riders, tall and gaunt as the Grim Reaper, was now quickly coming down the cliff to the water edge.

“This is the Northern Guard!” he cupped his hands around his mouth. “Are you Atahualpa’s people from down south?”

“Yes!”

“Finally! We almost lost all hope of ever seeing you!”

“It took time getting here.”

“Welcome! Head upstream, and in about a mile you’ll see a small river! Make a turn and go up. Soon enough, there will be a village with a fortress to your port! That’s us. We’ll talk there. Just make sure you stick to the middle of the channel, the banks are way too shallow!”

* * *

The river turned out to be nothing more than a glorified stream. Though marginally navigable, it was a real pain to negotiate. “Soon enough” turned out to be around half a mile, if not more, giving the crew plenty of time to voice what they thought about that self-styled Northern Guard and their humble abode. The village was uninspiring at best—a dozen huts perched atop the high riverbank in a single row. The roofs were thatched, with no chimneys. In most villages in the south, only complete good-for-nothings lived in such shacks now. The fortress was more impressive—a perfect square of log walls, with chubby little towers in each corner, the two of them that faced the river having some kind of ballistae on top. A single narrow gate looked just as solid. The entire place was much smaller than the original fortress Atahualpa had built on the island before the fateful Haita siege.

As the two ships dropped anchor in the middle of the channel—Udur said forget about coming closer—the same three riders appeared on the bank, near a small pier that had multiple boats and barges moored on both sides. The Yamato’s crew quickly lowered a boat of their own, and in a matter of minutes Luther was climbing up that pier himself. As the triumvirate dismounted and came closer, he shook hands with them all.

“My name is Luther,” he told the gaunt man. “I remember you—we’ve met before.”

“I remember you too,” Friar nodded. “The man who went to the end of the earth to recover his beloved. We’ve heard about your adventures in Haitana after you left us. Word travels fast. You, sir, are officially a legend now.”

“Well, that was a totally private effort. I was just trying to find my wife, you know. Now, as you can see, I have a small navy with me.”

“What about your land forces?”

“They are on their way, but, naturally, it takes longer to move overland. Either way, the fleet doesn’t have to wait for them.”

“Not much of a fleet if you ask me,” a bearded man to Friar’s right grumbled. “Just two ships, pfft.”

“Tell that to the Haitas we’ve just roasted.”

“Oh, that was one hell of a sight,” Friar agreed. “Never mind Mensch, he’s never happy about anything.”

“Next time, let’s meet in less confined places,” Luther said. “We couldn’t even dock at your pier—not even if there was any room. The waters are just too shallow here.”

“Mirko,” Friar turned to the third man who had theretofore remained silent. “Go find out whose barges these are clogging the dock. I want to talk to these people later.”

“I apologize,” he turned back to Luther. “We’re not quite used to dealing with such large ships yet. We only have two galleys ourselves, the ones we captured from the Haitas, and to be honest, we don’t even know yet what to do with them. Building a fleet and training the crews takes time, as I am sure you know. However you guys did it, you seemed to be perfectly in your element there. What was it you fired at them? It looked almost like that Russian thermobaric rocket I once saw used in Afghanistan in my past life.”

“Oh, I only ride 'em, I don't know what makes’em work,” Luther smiled. “We call it Greek fire.”

“Well, whatever it is, it seems to be just the thing for Haita ships. They are all pure wood.”

“Do their ships often come this close to the bank?”

“Lately, yes. There’s really nothing we can do about it until they try landing. I say today you changed that.”

“No biggie. So, since you called us in, what do we do now?”

“I’ll give you one of my men as a guide. He knows the area well, and he’ll even have a map.”

“A map?”

“Well, here it is, have a look for yourself. We’ve scouted most of Haita fortresses, docks, and moorings across the Freona. Burn however many of those you can. Ships too. I think if you knock at least a couple more of them out, that sure will get their attention. Maybe they’ll even decide this entire ‘fourth year’ thing isn’t worth it.”

“Well, we can deal with the galleys, unless they come at us a dozen at a time. But I know it for a fact they have this one big behemoth with several rows of oars on each side and plenty of weapons. I’ve seen it myself. Let’s hope they don’t have more of them. Because if they do…”

“Well, do what you can, and if you need any help from us, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“We don’t need anything for now, thank you. Perhaps just some fresh water if you have any.”

“Of course. We have an excellent well right here, inside the fortress.”

“Great! I’ll send my men with the barrels, and then we’ll take off and keep going north. Oh, bear it in mind that we also have a force of shooters moving up the bank. Hopefully, they’ll open a second front against the Haitas from land soon. If you bump into each other, don’t mistake them for those medieval rascals from the east.”

“Oh, those… We’ve already had some experience with them here. If you ask me, those guys are totally unhinged. Worse than the Haitas.”

“Either way, spread the word that there may be friendlies on the other side too, will you?”

“All right. Incidentally, I see you have women on your crew as well?”

“Yes, we do. The one you’re looking at can put an arrow in a person’s eye from the distance of two hundred feet. Easy-peasy.”

“Good for you,” Friar smiled. “We’ve heard that the peaceful life down south made you guys soft. But now, look, even your women know how to fight. We’ve heard wrong, I guess.”

“Well, let me tell you, the tales of our posh living are greatly exaggerated. It was mostly the Vuxes at first, but soon enough there were the Haitas too. There’s just so damn many of them.”

As Luther walked away to go back to his ship, Friar turned to the grumpy bearded man.

“Mensch, send Goran along with them. Make sure he watches them every step of the way and reports back what he finds. I want to know all there is to know about their ships, down to the last nail. And send some men to where they burned those Haita galleys. I saw some of their projectiles miss and fall into the water. Tell your men to retrieve those. I don’t care if they all drown searching for them. I need those rockets. I want to know what’s inside.”


Chapter 15

Around the Green Creek, the swamped out forest became truly impassable, making for a natural buffer between the “south” and the “north”. It seemed not even animals wanted to live in that godforsaken watery morass—not unless they were toads or snakes, of course. Or bugs—oh, God! The locals simply called it the Swamp and stayed away from it as much as they could. However, further upriver from that awfulness incarnate, a fertile, dry area would start that could easily be paradise, of which the ruins of multiple ancient cities offered ample proof. And then the Haitas came. Whether it was them who had wiped out the great old ones or the poor buggers went extinct way before that was fairly immaterial at that point. Beowulf’s Gunners had been moving through the Swamp for hours now. Comprised of forty-five islanders, three Arkulians, and seventeen O’Shargs with bows, the force was truly formidable by local standards. However, at the moment swarms of mosquitoes had made them barely operational.

Max clapped in front of his face again and turned his palms to have a look at his trophy.

“God Almighty, six at once! There’s more of them here than sand on the beach!”

An O’Sharg walking beside him swatted his own handful and cursed.

“The rains will start soon, that’s why they’re out in force,” he said. “They are at the end of their line. Winter’s coming.”

“Yeah, Hitler kaput,” Max mumbled under his breath. Although the shooters were now universally known as Beowulf’s Gunners, Max was in command of the entire force. If Beowulf, as Atahualpa put it back at that meeting, was a general, that made him, Max, a field marshal at least. He smiled at the thought.

Up ahead on the trail, the returning Arkulians appeared. Beowulf waved at them, acknowledging the men’s return.

“Mongu, what happened?”

“There’s a man there, hanging from a tree. Hanging by the neck. Very dead. Been hanging a long time.”

“Oh! Max, why don’t we take one of your O’Shargs and go have us a look? The rest of you guys stay here for now—and stay frosty!”

The Arkulians were right: there was a corpse swaying from a crooked aspen not quite two hundred feet away. Beowulf approached cautiously and poked the stiff with the muzzle of his musket. The body turned, revealing the bloated dark-blue face of someone who had been dead for quite some time.

“Eew… this dude stinks to high heaven. Max, do you know him?”

“Am I supposed to know every dead guy around these parts?”

“He’s not one of ours,” the O’Sharg shook his head. “His jacket is like one of those the barons’ servants wear. But it’s an old jacket, which is why they left it on him. The boots are missing though. They must have been good boots…”

“Do they often hang people barefoot here in the Swamp?”

“I haven’t heard of any such thing. But this isn’t our doing. See, there are horseshoe tracks. A troop passed through here on the way north. This fella may have committed some offence. The easterners like hanging people. Even their own. Look at the calluses on the guy’s fingers—you can only get those from a sword. He was a warrior. I say his own people strung him up for some reason or another.”

“Oh, these damn horsemen again!” Beowulf grumbled. “We’ve already wasted so much gunpowder on them! And we haven’t even seen the Haitas yet!”

“Boem said a huge troop was heading this way, hundreds of warriors,” Max said. We won’t have enough powder for all of them, to be sure.”

“Well, I may not have traveled as widely as you, Max, and I’m no great hunter, but for the life of me, I fail to see hundreds that passed through here. Not from these tracks anyway. There may or may not be a large force somewhere around here, but so far we’ve only been dealing with small gangs. I think they’ve been raiding O’Sharg settlements while their knight bosses were looking away. You know, hit and run style.”

“It’s kind of ironic, you know. Both them and us came here because of the Haitas—and now we are fighting each other.”

“Well, at least we haven’t taken any losses yet. Let’s head back, we need to get out of here before dark or the mosquitoes will be the death of us all tonight.”

* * *

By twilight, they reached the first earthling village nestled at the edge of the Swamp. There wasn’t much of it left—just ashes and charred remains of houses and utility buildings. The multiple foot and horseshoe tracks around, which seemed to be quite fresh, suggested the village had been razed no more than a week earlier. Strangely enough, there were no corpses lying around. Hopefully, the residents had a chance to escape before the roving bandits slaughtered them all.

The primary reason for building the village in that particular place, Max reckoned, was that the area around was dry yet had a spring that fed the creek running through it. They set up camp right next to the spring, positioning their heavy guns to face outward on their swivel mounts in case someone stupid enough decided to rush the force at night. Six bucket-sized pots went over fires, and soon a simple soup of millet and smoked meat was bubbling in all of them. After a day’s march through the flooded wilderness, a hot meal, no matter what it was made of, was just what the doctor ordered.

“I hear what lies ahead, on this side of the Swamp, is a fairly decent chunk of land. Is that so?” Max asked the O’Sharg sitting next to him by the fire.

“Yes, but still no one lives there. Because of the Haitas. They used to maintain permanent outposts in the area, but now they just come raiding every now and then.”

“There are no large forests or secluded islands in the swamps here,” the O’Sharg archers’ grey-haired “patriarch” offered an explanation. “Nowhere to hide during a raid. That’s why our people don’t want to settle here.”

“Do the Haitas ever come in force or is it just small raiding parties, like these human brigands from further east?”

“Yes, every fourth year they come. Those are very bad years. Last time my entire village was hiding on an island in the swamp until the first snow. And when we finally came back, everything was gone, burned to the ground. I lost two of my children then.”

“Sorry to hear that. So you rebuilt after that?”

“Yes, but in a different place. The Haitas have a long memory. Why make it easy for them to find us again?”

“And you never tried fighting them off? You just hide?”

“Mostly, yes. But, of course, young hotheads can’t sit still. They take to the woods and take their revenge on the Haitas. Stakes, arrows, traps—anything goes. But in the end, it’s to no avail. The hairy bastards keep coming back.”

“Do you know why they always take prisoners?” Max continued. “I mean, hundreds and hundreds of them, time and again. What for?”

“Oh, different people say different things. I don’t think any of those stories are to be believed. They are just idle talk, is all.”

“Still, tell me.”

“Well, some say the Haitas are ruled by a huge serpent, and it feeds on people. Others speak of a deep abyss where all the prisoners are kept, smelting metals and making weapons for the Haitas. And since the place is so far down underground, there is no escaping from it.”

“Ah, no one knows anything for sure about the Haitas,” Max shrugged.

“Well, we don’t know much about your people either. It’s like you fell from the sky. Lightning flashed and thunder struck—and there you all were. I say this is a much bigger mystery than that of the Haitas. And I don’t think they have anything on you. This may well be their last raid. And then, over time, all of Haitana will become yours too. That’s what our old ones say. And they should know. They talk to the gods.”

“Thank you for your vote of confidence,” Max smiled. “Now, with your permission, I will get some more tea and go devise a plan to conquer the world before it is time to go to sleep.”

* * *

In the morning, the grass all around was covered with a silvery sheen of the first frost.

“Oh, that’s just what we need!” Beowulf grumbled. “Say goodbye to hot days and warm nights, everyone. Or was it the other way around? Ah, never mind…”

“Just you wait until the rains start,” Max shrugged. “There won’t be any frost then.”

“Oh, jeez, I’ll take the frost, thank you. Anyway, how do you even keep warm on cold nights when hunting, Max?”

“Nothing to it, really. Dig a hole in the ground and light a fire in it. Then cover it up, put some fresh branches or reeds on top—and voila! The ground cools off much slower than the air. It actually stays warm enough until winter hits in earnest.”

“Why didn’t you do it tonight then?”

“How was I supposed to know it would get this cold?”

After a quick morning tea, the force hit the pathway along the riverbank again, the Arkulians leading. After about an hour, they chanced upon another devastated village, and then a battlefield. Or rather, the battle must have occurred on the river itself, with charred skeletons of two burnt Haita galleys now sitting semi-submerged on nearby sand banks. Entire swarms of crows on the ships told Max the engagement had taken place mere days earlier. Dozens of bloated Haita corpses had also washed ashore and were still being devoured by crows and vultures. Swarms of crabs and fish in the shallows also seemed busy enough, pecking and nibbling.

“This has to be Luther’s work,” Beowulf said. “He mentioned something about a river battle during a call last night.”

Max only nodded and gave the order to get going again. This time, he could tell the enthusiasm among the troops went at least two notches up. There was no better morale booster than the sight of dead enemies.

* * *

Friar shook his head, looking at the ragtag formation of southerners.

“We heard you singing an hour before you got here. And so did the Haitas and those eastern rovers if there are any around.”

“We were trying to lure them in,” Beowulf smirked.

“Well, your confidence seems to be much greater than your numbers. I wish it were the other way around.”

“Oh, we are just a band of guerrillas. The main force under Victor Zhou is still coming.”

“Well, hopefully before winter sets in. Anyway, we think the main action will take place further north. I’ll leave a few scouts here to meet your general, but the rest of us should keep going.”

“And Luther? Are his ships also going north?”

“That was the plan all along, wasn’t it? But I hear you have a radio now too. Why don’t you call him directly and coordinate if need be? I’d also like to know what they saw up there and what they’re doing about it.”

“We keep that radio for emergencies only to save the batteries. While on board, we could at least recharge them off the running engine. Here, on land, there’s no such luxury. Unless, that is, you guys have a generator somewhere.”

“We do, as a matter of fact, but it sits fairly far away from here, in our galvanic shop. Forget about it then. It’s lunchtime, and we have plenty of food for you guys. Let’s eat and get going. We have a long journey ahead…”

* * *

A hot, shimmering sheet of steel lay on the molding anvil. Upon putting it there, two trainees dropped their tongs and immediately covered their ears. Sujit never gave them a fair warning or time to step back. Temperature was crucial, he always said, the hotter the better, if one wanted to make quality product. Whether that was in fact the case or not, the following moment the “automatic” stamping hammer was released and came crushing down, pressing hot steel into the mold as easily as if it were playdough. Atahualpa, standing a substantial distance away, in the doorway, winced but continued watching the workers that picked up their tongs again and were already maneuvering the crude breastplate from between the massive mechanical “rock” and the hard place.

“How come you are not deaf yet, Sujit?” the mayor asked as the chief blacksmith came close. “Anyway, how are those bombs coming along?”

“You’re driving me nuts with your never-ending requests!” Sujit grumbled. “Make up your mind about what you want first: armor, muskets, cannons, bombs, or swords. Because you know, I need to retool for each of them, and that alone takes forever. Not to mention that I cannot reasonably expect to produce ever more things without additional workers or equipment.”

“For the time being, you’ll have to make do with what you have, I am afraid. Ever heard of higher productivity of labor? That’s the way to go, my friend.”

“Ah… arguing with you is hopeless. We’re essentially just a large village, yet we are running a chemical plant, a smelting facility, and a hardware factory—all at the same time. And none of those ever stop. People are already complaining out there, you know.”

“There will be time to relax, I promise—once we win this goddamn new war. In the meantime, I’d like to remind you tomorrow’s the last day. After that, the troops are leaving, ready or not. Try to finish as much stuff as you can before that.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Sujit groaned and went back, deep into his dreary, thunderous kingdom.


Chapter 16

The Yamato was adrift. Having brought it closer to the left bank, Udur shipped his steering oar and confidently declared nothing bad was going to happen to them before morning. Luther hoped the Klot spoke the truth. He was not so much concerned about the proximity of the Haitas as the whims of the river currents that could easily drive them into an invisible underwater obstacle. And the shoals on that side of the river were notoriously tricky to extricate a ship from.

It was a moonless night, the ship’s stove was glowing red with smokeless charcoal, and with the riverbank almost a mile away the Haitas were not likely to see or hear the little flotilla in the dark. Yet the crews were not rushing to go to sleep. No one was really tired. After the battle on the previous morning, there had been no more excitement. Surprisingly, their raid upstream—a couple of dozen miles at least by Luther’s reckoning—proved to be fruitless, and even the bank revealed no immediate signs of enemy activity. There had to be Haitas around, and they simply had to develop an interest in what came through as two small, defenseless merchants in the middle of the channel. Some speculated that the Haitas had drawn the right conclusions from that fire-breathing morning engagement, but Luther did not share in the opinion. Something was definitely off—but what?

Deirdre sat down next to her husband, placing a kettle of boiling water on the deck.

“Here, drink it before it cools,” she said.

Boem who did not understand a word of English knew very well what tea was. Grabbing the kettle by the still-hot handle with his bare hands, he splashed some water into his mug, sprinkled a pinch of local tea on top, and dunk a piece of hardtack in it.

“Kapuna pondi, Deirdre!” he smiled at the girl.

“He said thank you, Deirdre,” Luther translated.

“I figured that much. Bitunda kerbe, Boem.”

“Two years ago, the Argo was attacked on a night just like this one,” Rita said. “We were adrift too.”

“Yeah, I remember,” Luther nodded. “That was when Spood got wounded, right? I doubt they’d risk attacking at night again though. Udur would have known. I don’t know how, but he would.”

“Everyone needs to sleep, I guess,” Deirdre said. “I remember seeing some of the raxas sleeping back when we were held captive in Haitana.”

“Lights! Lights ashore!” the lookout on the bow announced in a dramatic whisper. “On the left bank!”

Luther jumped to his feet and stood at the railing, straining to make anything out in the dark of the night. The best he could do was discern a vague outline of the land mass dotted with little fireflies. The lookout was right: there were indeed multiple campfires burning out there, in the distance—a few dozen of them at least.

“What is it?” Deirdre whispered in his ear.

“Campfires. According to the map, there should be a Haitan port somewhere around here. Hey, Udur, are you asleep?”

“Not any longer. I woke up when you called me.”

“What are your water spirits telling you? Is it the Haitas?”

“The spirits go to bed at night, just like we do.”

“Can you at least remember the spot? I want to come back here in the morning and check the place out.”

“Yes, Luther, Udur will remember.”

“All right, lights out then. Go to sleep, everyone. It looks like we’ll have to earn our keep again tomorrow.”

* * *

“Ship oars!” Luther gave the order.

The rowers pulled their oars in right away, but for some time the Yamato continued drifting to the riverbank, carried by momentum alone. As always, the water edge was obscured by a wall of ever-present reeds that made what was happening in the small bay almost invisible.

“You said the dock was somewhere around here,” Luther turned to Goran, their guide from the Northern Alliance. Except they are the Northern Guards, of course, he corrected himself a gazillionth time. Talk about mental snags from the past.

“I’ve only been here once myself,” the stocky, dark-haired man said. “And even then, we saw it from some distance. But I clearly remember those two islets. And yes, there was a pier sticking out into the water there. I think.”

“Could it have been old and abandoned? Like, about to collapse any moment?”

“No, it didn’t look old at all. And there was a stockade next to it, and Mensch said there were more piers nearby. We thought this was their freight port or something.”

“Udur, take a look,” Luther offered the binoculars to the Klot. “There’s supposed to be an entire river port around here somewhere, but we can’t find it for some reason.”

“Udur needs no magic glass. Udur can see just fine. But the ships are blocking the view.”

“You mean the Intrepid is in the way? Should we ask them to move?”

“No, it’s the ships right in front of us. Spood is behind.”

“I don’t see anything but the riverbank in front of us and those goddamn reeds.”

“No, Luther, there are many ships. They are near us, and they are churning the water. If they weren’t there, I’d be able to see where all the piers are.”

None of it made any sense, of course, but Luther had long since learned to take what Udur said at face value.

“General quarters!” he barked. “Start the engine! Load all the guns! Musketeers, lock and load, and be ready to fire. There are enemy ships ahead!”

“I can’t see a thing,” Rita said, hastily stringing her bow. “Are you sure?”

“No. But Udur is saying there are multiple ships ahead, behind the reed wall. And you know, he’s never been wrong before.”

“Well, maybe someone should have another look from up there.”

“Great idea! And I even know the right someone for the job.”

The ship’s mast was over thirty feet tall, and a thick hemp rope attached to the very top made climbing to the little platform up above almost a breeze. Taking his first look from some fifty feet above the water level, Luther gave a surprised whistle. Udur was right—there were plenty of ships ahead, inside the well-hidden bay.

The Haitas proved themselves to be quite adept engineers—their camouflaged harbor was invisible even from a few hundred feet away. But once it was discovered, everything fell into place, offering a plausible explanation as to why there were suddenly reeds at all on an otherwise perfectly dry, unswamped stretch of the shore. Well, duh, it was an artificial screen, perhaps mounted on movable barges or smaller boats designed to conceal the goings-on in the harbor from a stray observer passing by up or down the river. And what goings-on they were! There were a total of five piers in the harbor with multiple standard Haita galleys bobbing near them. Even more were pulled out of the water and lining the beach side by side. Beyond them, on the far end of the narrow strip of sand, stretched rows of huts and a number of long, low barns. Luther didn’t even bother counting the ships. There was no doubt in his mind anymore—this was the mother lode.

Having seen what he needed to see, Luther quickly rappelled down the rope back to the deck.

“Bow guns, fire at the reeds! Aim at the very base of the reed wall! Don’t just stand there gawking at me. Fire!”

The first shot went high, disappearing over the wall and landing on land somewhere, but the second hit right where intended. The rocket split, splashing the pontoon and the dry reeds on it with blazing gel. Before the gunners could even reload, the fire spread all along the screen, quickly stripping the Port of Haita of its clever disguise.

“Full speed ahead!” Luther ordered. “Bow guns, stand ready to fire!”

Next, he spoke into his walkie-talkie.

“Spood, go three hundred feet ahead of us and start shelling their ships. If you need to come closer, just break through that reed wall. It’s but a screen. If the Haitas give chase, break contact and try drawing them out, towards those islets. Hopefully, they’ll get stuck there. I don’t want anyone getting away.”

By the time he finished giving the orders, the Yamato was already breaking through the line of the camouflage pontoons that seemed to be linked together with ropes. However, two men were already going over the gunwale to cut them. The barrier was not going to hold them back for long. Indeed, hardly a minute passed before the Yamato was in the clear and the Haita galleys on the bank and by the piers came into unobstructed view. Surprisingly, there was still hardly anyone on any of the multiple decks. Apparently, the crews never expected to fight any battles in their home port, overly relying on camouflage. The humans were about to change that.

“Bow guns, shoot at the piers, and then reload and fire at will. Launch!”

The first two fish whooshed forward, one of them immediately hitting the closest pier and splashing the two galleys on its both sides with their flaming proto-napalm. The second missed its intended target and fell on land, smack in the middle of grounded galleys that seemed ready to launch next. Luther chuckled: all of a sudden, precision targeting took a step back. It was like shooting fish in a barrel. Behind him, the stern ballista thudded, sending a smoking pot towards the orderly row of “bricks” lined up on the beach. Turning sideways, Luther could see the Intrepid, some three or four hundred yards away from them doing much of the same, with similar results. Before long, the intense fires onshore generated the first whiff of a hot wind of their own, blowing clouds of smoke across the harbor.

“Luther, the raxas are trying to flank us!” someone screamed.

Luther turned and saw a long column of gorillas running towards the ship along the chain of smoldering pontoons they had just left behind. For a moment, he wondered what their plan was since the Haitas had no bows, and the gap between the Yamato and the closest barge was too wide to jump over and onto their deck. Plus the entire structure was still smoking after the reeds had burned down. But either way, he was not going to give the enemy the benefit of the doubt under the circumstances.

“Musketeers, to the starboard side, now! Give’em hell! Ready, set—fire!”

The volley literally blew the Haitas off the first two pontoons, but more were coming from the shore.

“Stern ballista!” Luther yelled. “I want an HE round on the pontoons! We need to break the chain while the shooters are reloading!”

The effect of five pounds of nitrocellulose on the third barge back from the break point was devastating. The flat wooden vessel disintegrated altogether, cutting dozens of Haitas on the closest two barges off. Two more musket volleys made short work of them. With no easy way forward remaining, the rest of what seemed like an infinite supply of hairy black bodies turned back to shore.

“Ballista, load incendiaries again! Resume shelling the port!” Luther barked.

By that time, the entire shoreline seemed to have turned into a massive inferno, with multiple galleys, both on the beach and on the water, now ablaze and fire quickly spreading to the huts and storage barns further inland. The heat from the fires was getting so intense that even from three hundred yards away Luther could feel his skin tingling and tightening. The blaze from the two burning pontoons was also getting dangerously close, the flames threatening to lick the Yamato’s stern any moment. There was really no point in sticking around any longer. No amount of effort was going to put the growing conflagration down before everything flammable within reach burned to a crisp.

“Udur, turn us around!” Luther yelled. “Let’s get out of here! Cease fire! Cease fire!”

The Intrepid was already heading away from the blazing shoreline. They had done their part too, and done it well.

“What a sight, huh?!” Luther slapped Goran on the shoulder. “I bet you’ll have plenty of stories to tell you buddies later.”

The man next to him, still watching the shore, transfixed, said nothing at first.

“Oh, man…” he finally gave a sigh. “What now?”

“We are going back to Friar’s lair. Our gunners have finally come up from downriver, and they need more powder. They saw plenty of action on the way there, as it turns out.”

“Surprise, surprise!” Goran shook his head. “Say, what was that stuff you were shooting? I mean, I do get the cannons and the ballista, but what’s the catch here? What’s inside those pots?”

“Sorry, commercial secret,” Luther smiled.

“No, seriously. Tell me!”

“If I did, it wouldn’t be a secret anymore, would it?”


Chapter 17

The little fort on the narrow river turned out to be Friar’s capital, Urbis, commonly referred to as the City. Unlike most human settlements in the area that sprang up in a fairly ad hoc manner, this was what could be rightfully called a “planned development”. The top man himself had chosen the spot for what was envisaged to become the future center of the entire northern territories. The hill above the Tranquille, a tributary of the Freona, would offer a strategic advantage when defending against the Haitas. The river itself was full of fish, and the soil in the surrounding meadows seemed black and fertile. The nearby forests would provide ample timber for construction, and the cliffs overlooking the river offered an immediate source of clay and soft limestone. As an extra bonus, a geologist in Friar’s employ found rich sources of copper and lead nearby and thought there might be some gold too. The place was perfect. As if to corroborate that assumption, multiple ruins and abandoned old mines, quarries, and burial mounds suggested the man was not the first to succumb to the charms of the little northern paradise.

Luther hated the idea of navigating up the narrow channel again, but what seemed to be even worse was parking the ships at the mouth and dragging themselves—and three hundred pounds of powder—upriver through what looked like an impenetrable wall of vegetation. He swore under his breath and told Udur to make the turn.

A sizable delegation greeted the flotilla at the same small dock. From a distance, Luther recognized the bearded man who was with Friar during their earlier visit, as well as Beowulf, Max, and several other islanders. Spacious berthing slips at the pier had been cleared for the Yamato and the Intrepid in advance.

“Friar is waiting for you,” the bearded guy told Luther, skipping the small talk. “Follow me, fellas.” Unlike docking space, the man’s grumpy attitude remained very much unchanged, Luther noted.

The house the much feared dictator of the north lived in hardly resembled a palace. A mere log cabin, although spacious, solid, and having a high ceiling, it was essentially a loft with no dividing walls or doors. There was no fancy furniture either—just a heavy table with sturdy stools around it, and a cupboard that had small curtains instead of doors. A foldable screen in the corner concealed what Luther figured would be a narrow bunk. The small windows had glued mica in them, intermixed with irregular chunks of glass panes.

Friar greeted the guests at the threshold, nodding at each of them. Once inside, he gestured towards the table.

“Take a seat. Beowulf has already told us about your glorious victory. Unfortunately, he didn’t give me much details, so I hope to get the full story from you. But first, let’s eat. The food is simple, but we are no gourmets here, I am afraid.”

As they all sat around the table, a stout middle-aged woman quietly entered and ladled steaming soup into crude ceramic bowls. The aroma suggested dried porcini mushrooms and venison. In a few minutes, the matron and two more, younger girls came back and placed a whole roasted piglet at the center, along with various trimmings: greens, salads, pies, pickled mushrooms, and such. Luther particularly noted smoked fish, sturgeon caviar, and hefty crawfish from the Freona—a local equivalent of lobster. Despite his claims of gastronomic austerity, the Napoleon of the North who lived in a cabin apparently ate quite well. As the guests, quite weary of the monotonous shipboard fare, dug in with much enthusiasm, Friar got up, retrieved a sizeable bottle from a wooden icebox by the cupboard, and poured a clear liquid into bulbous glasses.

“By the way, this is our own glass,” he said. “Learning to make it took a while. At first, it came out either brown or dark yellow, but I think we finally got it right. The shop is now gearing up to produce window glass. Here’s to victory, everyone!”

Luther downed his drink in one gulp—and wished he hadn’t. The cold liquid scorched his throat, prompting him to hurriedly spear a large pickled mushroom with his fork, and then another.

“Hell’s bells!” Spood next to him grunted. “I’ve never had such firewater before—not even during my wildest college years! What is this, liquid nitrogen?”

“The man who makes it calls it vodka,” Friar smiled. “But he is probably joking.”

“Yep,” Whitey agreed, tearing off a sizable piece of the piglet. “I bet it’s great for pregnant women before childbirth. Epi something, whatever it’s called.”

“I think even I could give birth after a few more shots of this rocket fuel,” Luther chuckled.

No one gave birth, to be sure, but after the second toast the atmosphere at the table became quite relaxed. Everyone oohed and aahed over the story of the annihilation of the Haita fleet, which was quickly becoming a tall tale in its own right. All that time Luther kept eating heartily, trying to take it as easy on the drink as possible. There was no doubt in his mind it was for a reason Friar was going all out feting the southerners.

“I understand your flagship sustained some serious damage in this battle, or didn’t it?” their host finally asked the loaded question.

“No, not a scratch.”

“Goran told me he saw a large impact point and plenty of broken wood on the stern.”

“That was from the first battle—we did take a ballista hit back then. We patched it up for now. It’s not a big deal.”

“I am glad to hear it,” Friar nodded. “We need you guys operational. This isn’t over yet. If you require any help fixing the damage, let me know.”

“We’ll be fine, thanks,” Luther said. “What we do need is more lead for the bullets and grapeshot. We’ve used up most of what you sent us earlier.”

“We’ll give you more, no problem,” Friar promised. “We’ve got plenty, and we have little use for it since we don’t have enough firearms just yet. And for the life of me, I can’t think of anything else we could do with it.”

“Great! Once we get it, we can make bullets right there, on board. Oh, and don’t worry about the payment. Once the war is over, we’ll square it all up. You know we are good for it.”

“Pfft, of course.”

“Lucky you,” Luther continued. “You have both lead and copper. We have neither.”

“But you have good iron, and that’s even better.”

“Iron isn't scarce. But copper and lead are. Plus, they almost always come together with zinc, which you need for making brass, for instance.”

“Oh? How do you know that? We’ve been mining lead and copper for a year here and never gave zinc a thought.”

“It’s common knowledge, really. Plus I was a geologist back on Earth. It was I who found our iron and other stuff. Old habits die hard, you know.”

“Indeed you are a man of many talents, Luther. Hold on, I'll be right back.”

Friar left the cabin but came back in a few minutes, placing a leather pouch onto the table.

“What do you think this is?” he asked, pointing to a pile of uneven ingots inside.

Luther picked one up, tossed it in his palm, gauging the weight, then scraped the edge with the back of his fork.

“Looks like silver or some alloy that contains it.”

“You are right, it is silver. We found these ingots under one of the ancient slabs when we were moving them to use in construction. Apparently, this is an old hoard, but these ingots must have been produced somewhere around here. Had the silver come from elsewhere, it would have been in the form of coins or artifacts, don’t you think?”

“Oh, absolutely. It has to be local. Almost all of the silver on Earth is produced when extracting lead ores. Where there’s lead, there's usually silver too. And copper. That’s why they call them polymetallic replacement deposits. There could also be gold, cobalt, and half of the rest of the periodic table, albeit in much smaller amounts. You, sir, are sitting on a potential treasure trove here.”

“Huh, interesting… At the moment, we are especially curious about silver.”

“It’s possible there are no separate silver veins here at all, and it is simply dispersed in the lead ore. Whoever produced these ingots may have had the technology for separating the metals during smelting.”

“Luther, if it’s not too much trouble, could you possibly have a look at our mines tomorrow while your people are making bullets and patching up the ship? I’ll send Mr. Barletta to show you. He was a chemistry teacher on Earth, and now we put him in charge of mining and metal smelting. Maybe you can teach him a thing or two about prospecting or even find out where this silver came from. In return, we’ll give you all the lead you want. No charge.”

“Sure,” Luther nodded. “I’ll be glad to help. Except don’t expect any miracles. In this business, there’s only that much one could do in a day.”

* * *

Mr. Barletta looked so old there was really no point asking about his age. Grey as a badger and hunched over, the man walked with an uncertain gait that left Luther wondering about how far they would really be able to go. But his eyes still shone with unabashed youthful fire, and his voice was firm and clear.

“The old mines are down there, at the base of the hill,” Mr. Barletta explained as the two of them stood on the edge of a cliff. “And in that ravine too. But they have long since collapsed, or maybe they filled them back in on purpose. We haven’t tried digging there yet.”

“So where do you mine your ore?”

“Initially, over there. See those tailings mounds? There was still so much ore in them, and over the years the rains washed most of the dirt away. The good stuff was just sitting there, ready for the taking. Funny how we started washing that slag in pans, like gold. But now all alluvial deposits are gone, and we have to dig for more—over there, where the ravine begins. We are getting a little copper and plenty of lead.”

“Can we take a closer look?”

“Yep, follow me. Just make sure you stay on the path. There are plenty of sinkholes and ancient shafts around. Several of our people have already died in them or broken their legs.”

“So you are the mining boss here?”

“Yes. Unfortunately, I am.”

“Why unfortunately?”

“Not exactly my kettle of fish, you know. They just couldn’t find anyone better. I don’t know much geology, I have to admit. I am a chemist by training. I know what to do with the stuff, I don’t know how to find it.

“You only know what makes them work, you don’t ride them,” Luther smiled.

“Something like that, yes. But you don’t need to know much when you come across free state copper nuggets in the dirt.”

“Have you ever found any free state silver?”

“Unfortunately, no. But one of our workers unearthed an ancient silver coin once. Another time, there was a small gold artifact. We still haven’t figured out what it was—it looks like a belt buckle.”

Over a dozen men were working in the pit, drilling holes and wedging stakes into them to break off chunks of rock, which were then carted downhill and out of sight. Judging by the heavy smoke rising over the invisible site, that was where the smelter was located.

Luther crouched and picked up a piece of the ore. It was indeed mostly lead, with an occasional sheen of copper.

“Have you tried extracting silver from the smelted lead?”

“I haven’t thought about that. I guess we could try. We just need to figure out the right way to do it.”

“Well, you are the chemist here. Honestly, I wouldn’t know how.”

“Yeah, you only ride them.”

“Touché,” Luther smiled. “Anyhow, it looks like the vein is thin and goes deep down quickly. Soon enough you won’t be able to mine it as an open pit. I’d recommend trying to excavate a couple of trenches over there, behind those bushes. The vein may extend that way just under the surface, so you won’t need to dig deep. There’s gotta be a good reason for all those old pits over there.”

“Oh, there’s old pits anywhere you go around here. We’ve found so much stuff in them that we could open a museum. Human bones, bronze, even stone tools and pottery shards. Once or twice, we even found old hidden stashes.”

“I know, Friar showed me those silver nuggets.”

“Yeah, and I am still wondering where those may have come from. So far we have not found any free state silver.”

“That’s why I suggested trying to separate it from the lead. Or piles of old slag. Are there any such things around?”

“Come, I’ll show you. Just stay right behind me, all right? This entire damn place is like Swiss cheese.”

As they approached a small, three-humped mound, Luther gave a surprised whistle. It was indeed a large heap of old smelting refuse. He bent forward and scooped up a handful of fused lumps.

“Metallurgy isn’t my strongest suit, but I don’t think they smelted silver here,” he said. “Most likely, it was copper and lead. Silver smelting furnaces would have been separate, and there wouldn’t have been so many tailings.”

“All right, let me show you another one then.”

Following the old man to wherever it was he was taking him, Luther suddenly stopped in his tracks.

“Mr. Barletta! What’s that up there?”

Not quite a thousand feet away on the left, on top of a small hill, there was a distinctive bunch of stones that could only be ancient ruins of some sort.

“I don’t know. Some old tower or small fortress. I mean, what’s left of it. Incidentally, that was where they found those ingots Friar had shown you.”

“Oh! I thought those came from where you guys are building your city.”

“What difference does it make?”

“A huge one. See all those mounds next to the ruins? Someone was definitely digging adits and shafts into the hill and dumping soil and rocks outside.”

“Oh, all right, I see what you mean. I remember we checked there but found no silver. Besides, once you start digging, there’s still plenty of soil in those mounds. For some reason, they haven’t been all that much affected by the rains and such.”

“Yet somehow someone has taken the pains of digging deep into that hill.”

“You think that’s where the silver vein is?”

“I don’t know. But why else would they build a massive fortification up there, in the middle of nowhere, if not to guard something valuable?”

“Well, why don’t we go and have a look then?”

Time healed the wounds of the earth well—the mounds were heavily overgrown with grass and brush and even sported a few small trees in places. Lay public might have just passed by without a clue as to what those bumps were or what might be hidden underneath. Luther, however, quickly found a washout and began sorting through pieces of rocks. Next to him, Mr. Barletta was doing the same.

“Well, I see nothing particularly interesting,” he finally said. “It’s the same stuff as everywhere around here.”

“That’s to be expected. No one would have just dumped rich silver ore into tailings. But I would still dig deeper here. Think of it this way: digging takes time and effort. If the ancients went into all that trouble, it must have been worth it. Have you tried excavating any of these old adits?”

“No.”

“Look over there. See that dry channel? It’s a seasonal stream. When the snow melts or during the rainy season, water seeps underground, and then some of it finds its way back to the surface again through this adit here. That means that in all likelihood the ground is very porous up top or perhaps there’s even some underground dug-outs we can’t see. Wait for me here. I’ll go back to the ship and bring an oil lamp. Now I really want to see what’s inside.”

* * *

The entrance to the adit was indeed thoroughly blocked with an outer dirt slide that looked just about as old as the gallery itself. However, once Luther made his way past the initial pile of rocks and soil, which were thoroughly overgrown with grass and small shrubs, the way ahead was clear and the tunnel tall and wide enough for him to stand and walk freely.

“Mr. Barletta,” he called back. “The rock here is solid to last another thousand years. It’s just the entrance that’s blocked. I’ll go check what’s further in quickly and come back. Stay put!”

“For God’s sake, Luther, take no risks! To hell with this damn silver!”

“Don’t worry, I’ll be a good boy!”

Luther knew there was really no risk with the kind of quartz-rich rock he was seeing all around—unless, that is, the massif had an invisible hairline crack in it somewhere that could trigger a monumental collapse and close the entire passage, burying everything in it. But the chances of that happening were small, and he was now really curious. In fact, old, abandoned mines, tunnels, and natural caves had always fascinated him. A serious speleologist he wasn’t, of course, but a certain amount of adventurousness was de rigueur in his professional occupation. Back in his old apartment on earth, he kept a vintage bronze mining helmet covered with greenish patina—a trophy found in an old coal mine in Pennsylvania. That, in all fairness, was a much iffier expedition, but it also turned out all right.

Quickly reaching the first crosscut that extended to both sides of the adit, he also found some mine props that also appeared to be unexpectedly solid. Whatever trees those logs came from, the humid, stale air of the underground tunnel seemed to have made them almost petrified, rather than cause the timber to rot. Another few yards in, he bumped into an entire pile of already excavated ore, although in the dim light of his lantern it was impossible to tell how much of what it had in it. Luther quickly collected a pound or two of samples from different part of the pile and kept moving forward.

He was about to turn back when some unexplainable force compelled him to take a peek into another crosscut. He found nothing of interest to the left of the main adit, but to the right of it lay something huge and completely unidentifiable. Could it be a mining machine of some kind? Or… Oh, God! Luther lifted the lamp, casting a brighter light on his find and stopped as something crunched sharply underfoot. He looked down again and flinched: there were bones scattered all over the floor—human bones. What had just cracked under his boot was a large fragment of an old skull polished by time and moisture to the color or white porcelain. But what lay ahead, blocking the passage… At first Luther thought it was a large log, perhaps a collapsed support, but for some reason it was hanging from the ceiling instead of rising up from the floor, and boy, was it crooked! No, it couldn’t possibly be a log. It was… oh, no! It was… He quickly turned around, and from there his legs carried him back on their own, requiring no conscious commands from the brain.

“I am coming, Mr. Barletta!” he yelled, approaching the blockage at the entrance. “I’ve had enough of this place.”

“Well, what’s in there?” the old man asked as Luther climbed back over the pile of debris, grazing his forearm painfully on a sharp chunk of rock.

Luther looked at him, then back at the dark entrance gaping behind him. A slight involuntary shudder went through his entire body, but hopefully the old man would be blind enough to notice. Without saying a word, he emptied the content of his bag on the ground.

“Here, Mr. Barletta. I think this is silver sulfide.”

“That’s excellent! Is there a lot of it there?”

For a moment, Luther wondered if he should tell the old chemist what he had just seen and decided against it. What was there to tell? He himself was not quite sure whether what he saw was indeed what he thought he saw or his eyes were simply playing tricks on him in the shimmering darkness of the tunnel.

“I think that’s what they were digging for, Mr. Barletta, but the adit is old and potentially hazardous. If you were to try and work it, I’d start with clearing the debris and reinforcing the roof. Because you know, an abandoned mine is an abandoned mine.”

“Of course! But that’s for Friar to decide whether the gains will be worth the effort, especially at the moment. In any case, he’ll be glad you have found the deposit after all. Let’s move on and check out another quarry on the other side of the hill. And in the evening, you can show your finds to Friar yourself. Me, I am just a frail old man. I do as I am told.”

Luther nodded. There were some things he knew he was not going to mention to their host or anyone else for that matter. It was not his personal property. Let whoever wanted that silver so badly figure it all out by themselves. The last thing he needed was getting the reputation of a madman. Because what would they think of someone who told them he had seen the carcass of a mammoth underground—with a giant crab’s claw dangling over it?


Chapter 18

Friar’s cabin was now conspicuously devoid of any signs of the drunken revelry that raged there the night before. Instead of a tablecloth, a detailed map drawn on a tanned moose hide covered the table. The high command of the land forces of the north gathered on one side of the table, directly opposite their counterparts from the south on the other—Zhou, O’Brien, Beowulf, and Max. Il Duce himself, a narrow dagger in his hand in lieu of a pointer, was explaining the tactical situation.

“Here and here, we had two skirmishes with their ships. In the first one, we burned two of them, in the second, one. And this is where Luther found a well-camouflaged harbor and torched about two dozen of their galleys. The crews were all onshore, and the raid proved to be very successful. He’s currently at this point here, or thereabouts, but apparently there was no further contact with the enemy. Overall, ever since your two ships came from the south, the Haitas have become much more circumspect.”

“He burned two dozen galleys?” Zhou asked, incredulous. “What are they going to use to bring troops and supplies across?”

“I wouldn’t worry about the Haitas. They’ll find more ships. We don’t know the exact size of their fleet, but somehow I don’t think these are the kind of losses that would put a stop to their plans. And we haven’t even seen their main battle assets yet—the two huge cruisers. If Luther cannot handle those, we won’t be able to stop the attack from proceeding. We once came under fire from those behemoths already. They lobbed iron balls at us from half a mile away, and those are a fearsome weapon in their own right. On another occasion, they burned a village with incendiary shells. God only knows what else those big ships have up their sleeve.”

“We ran into one such ship ourselves last year,” Max said. “Are you sure there’s two of them?”

“My people saw two, but perhaps there’s even more. But that’s beyond the point now. What matters is that the Haitas still have plenty of installations left across the river, which they apparently use for military purposes. Look here. Luther reported on the radio that last night they saw numerous lights here and here. The first location is at the mouth of a large tributary with a clearly navigable path upstream. This means there may be more ships coming from there. And we presume the other one is a camp they use to transfer prisoners. Plus there are multiple other camps around. The Haitas will easily make up for the losses they suffered.”

“All right, we get it,” O’Brien grumbled. “They will strike. But where?”

“Our best guess is on the stretch up from the mouth of the Tranquille. The riverbank there is low, with plenty of beaches, and the currents are now calm. That would be a perfect place to land.”

“Yes, but that’s a stretch of dozens of miles,” Max said. “Incidentally, is this a fortress?”—he pointed at a little square on the map.

“Yes, and it’s one of ours. We keep a small garrison there in case of a raid. But the fortress is quite far from the river. It’s on higher ground further inland to avoid any chance of getting flooded.”

“The O’Shargs say the Haitas like to advance along the Imperial Road. That’s much lower down, right across the river from where Luther saw campfires.”

“That may or may not be the case. Things change.”

“So what do you suggest we do?” Zhou asked.

Friar jabbed at the map.

“We’ll move our main forces to this fortress Max asked about. We call it Rome. It is smack in the middle of the entire potential landing zone. Once we know exactly where the Haitas disembark, we could move there quickly and attack. This is not going to be another Normandy. They will most likely land a ship or two first and then send more reinforcements as their advance party makes progress. So hopefully we’ll get them all one batch at a time. I also suggest we send Beowulf and his shooters south to Masada. Him and your friends the Vuxes. And the third ship. Didn’t you say your third ship finally arrived yesterday?”

“Yes,” Max said. “The Argo.”

“Good. If we are wrong and the Haitas attack further south from where we expect, or if they launch a diversionary raid of some kind, there will be someone there to meet them and hold them back while we reposition the main force.”

“Does anyone have an idea of what kind of numbers the Haitas usually send over during these fourth year raids?” O’Brien asked.

“No,” Friar shook his head. “But I guess we’ll find out soon enough. In any case, we have come together to smash them, not count them.”

* * *

The Freona had plenty of islands, and in places they came closely together, forming an intricate maze. The straights and channels that separated them were usually shallow, marshy, and overgrown with reeds that sometimes resembled impenetrable jungle. Small boats and canoes could easily shuffle through those but a full-blown warship was a different matter. That was why the pair of scouts were now riding a dinghy, with the Yamato staying concealed in a cozy little inlet at the entrance to the maze where the water was still deep enough.

”Nada!” Luther complained out loud, looking around through his binoculars. “Udur, do you see anything?”

“I do.”

“What do you see?”

“I see you. I see water. I see trees. Stars too.”

“No, I mean do you see any Haitas? Or their ships?”

“No. There is not enough water here for ships. And now I can’t see the stars anymore.”

“Well, Friar is sure their fleet is hiding somewhere here among the islands.”

“You should have brought Friar along, so he could show us where their fleet is hiding.”

“Great idea! Why didn’t you say that earlier?”

“You didn’t tell me Friar knew where the Haitas hide their ships.”

“That’s called sarcasm, Udur. Ah, never mind…”

“Now I see fire,” Udur said. Behind that island.”

“Let’s go check it out then. Those have to be the lights I saw from up on the mast. Maybe there’s a larger channel, deep enough for a galley."

“No, Luther, I do not see deep water. It’s…”

“Shush!” Luther put a finger to his lips. “Keep your voice down. I don’t want them to hear us, whoever they are.”

Luther himself now saw a faint glow behind the trees, but it still didn’t look like anything worthy of a large naval force at anchor. Perhaps Friar, the Big Kahuna of land warfare around the region, simply did not know much about fighting on the water. But then Udur took the boat around a sandy cape, and suddenly a sizable bay opened up ahead—with dozens of campfires burning all along the shore. Luther brought the binoculars back up to his eyes.

“Shit! The Haitas! Hundreds of them! Sleeping, huh?”

Except not all of them were sleeping, he told himself. A few still sat around their fires hardly moving. Straining his eyes, Luther stared into his binocular, not quite believing what he saw. The upright figures by the fires were effigies haphazardly thrown together from reeds and rags. Then a trilla emerged from the woods, carrying a bundle of twigs, threw a couple of them into a campfire and moved on to the next one. Incredulous, Luther watched the lanky figure feed another three and then go back into the forest, apparently for more firewood. And to add insult to injury, there were no galleys or other ships anywhere in sight.

“Udur! Get us closer. Quietly!” Luther whispered.

The boat moved forward a little and stopped.

“No can do no more,” the Klot said. “They will see us. Throw a dart. Bring much pain.”

“That’s all right,” Luther whispered. “I’ve seen what I wanted to see. We can go back to the ship now.”

As the small boat slid through the reeds silently, Luther could see more fires burning further inland. The attempt at deception, although fairly crude and inept, had to be massive. What the two of them needed to do now was get back to the Yamato and call Spood on the Intrepid. The smaller ship was parked by the opposite bank, so that the radio message could be quickly relayed to the land force.

Suddenly, a strange sound caught Luther’s attention.

“Udur, what’s that rustling noise?”

“It’s water.”

“What do you mean, water?”

A drop fell on Luther’s nose, and then another.

“It’s raining!”

“Yes, Luther, the skies have opened up.”

“I don’t remember you telling me it was going to rain!”

“I did.”

“How come I don’t remember?”

“I told you I couldn’t see the stars anymore.”

Luther clenched his fists and pulled his jacket over his head. Now the rain, which was clearly picking up, was going to quickly extinguish all those campfires, and that would be the end of the exercise. But they needed a different plan now.

* * *

Robert Beauchamp was not a professional sailor. He had spent his entire life in an inland city where the only river running through it was more like a stream one could easily jump across and the “navy” consisted of paddle boats on an artificial pond in the park. As a result, Robert hardly ever had a chance to row. However, had he so wished, he could have easily built a boat himself for he had an amazing talent working with wood. Back in the old world, it was but a hobby. In the new world, it became the man’s full time occupation. He was now in charge of all ship modernization and repair on the island (as everyone still called Atahualpa’s new town, even though it had now been on the mainland for months) without ever going on the water himself, save for a few short test runs up and down the Crystalline.

Imagine the man’s surprise when Atahualpa suddenly appointed him captain of the Argo. To be sure, Robert had plenty of management experience back on Earth and in his new woodworking-related role, and he knew every inch of the ship and its operations, yet none of that translated easily into taking said ship to war. Which was exactly the argument he made the first time Atahualpa broached the subject.

“Leaders are made, not born,” the mayor shrugged. “You do know how to sail this thing, don’t you, Bob?”

“Well, yeah, I guess.”

“There you go. We don’t have anyone more suitable left anyway. Consider yourself commissioned, Captain.”

Who ever said no to the generalissimo at the time of war? Now, as the Argo was sailing slowly down the Freona, having completed its intended supporting role, the newfangled skipper was standing on the bow, all alone, wondering what the hell he was going to do if a Haita galley suddenly emerged from the congealing darkness. Yes, the absence of direct supervision was liberating in the extreme, but seriously? Him, a middle-aged former insurance broker from a flyover state giving orders in battle?

“Why aren’t you resting, Bob?” asked Brawny, the watchman—a hulk of a man who in his past life was a bouncer in one of the city’s raunchiest nightspots.

“Ah, I am not sleepy.”

“Take my word for it, Captain, don’t pass up a chance to catch a wink, ever. You never know when you’ll have another one.”

“Perhaps,” Robert sighed. “Wait, what is this?”

“I think it’s the rain starting.”

“No, that’s not it. Listen.”

Up above, something large and angry buzzed. If trucks could fly, they might well make that kind of sound. Then a boom came from behind and another “truck” roared over the Argo.

Robert could see their helmsman, another Klot, was getting progressively more uncomfortable.

“The water speaks ill. Very ill,” he finally said, struggling with English words.

“Yeah, I think I can hear oars now,” Brawny seconded.

“General quarters! General quarters!” Robert yelled. “We are under attack! Start the engine!” The ship came abuzz with action, and in less than a minute their six-cylinder dual overhead camshaft roared to life in the back of the hold. All the while, Robert noticed, the fog was rapidly congealing, with visibility tending to zero.

“Rowing team! Step on it!” Robert gave another order before turning to the helmsman. “Ohu, zig to starboard. Give it a hundred feet, than zag to port. Then repeat the maneuver. Can you do that without hitting the shore or a sand bank?”

“Water speak Ohu can.”

“Good! Keep doing it until I tell you to stop. They cannot see us either in this soup, so they’ll just try to lead with their next shot. I think.”

Just as the Argo began the first turn, a fiery orb sailed over the deck and plunged into the water some fifty yards ahead of them. A few seconds later, another one hit their stern, shattering the arm of the rear ballista and decapitating the rower closest to it. Another one was thrown sideways, immediately springing a fountain of blood from his torn arm. Bluish flames whooshed at the point of impact but fizzled quickly, leaving but a small, jittery hotbed. There were definitely more than one throwing machine at play, Robert told himself, but at least the Argo’s deck planks were fairly wet now and failed to catch on fire right away. Or perhaps the incendiary mixture the enemy used was simply not up to snuff.

“Ore team, keep rowing!” Robert yelled. “Everyone else, grab the buckets! We need to kill this fire before it spreads!”

Another projectile hit the water where the center of the Argo’s deck was mere moments earlier. Their simple evasion trick seemed to be working, at least for now. Only then did Robert remember the radio and rushed below decks.

“Central, this is the Argo! Over!” he yelled into the mouthpiece immediately after flipping the switch.

“Central here.”

“Central, we are under attack, heading downriver, approximately twenty miles south of the mouth of the Tranquille. Visibility is zero so we don’t know what it is we are dealing with. I have initiated evasive maneuvers. We sustained some minor damage and casualties. Warn Luther and Beowulf!”

“Understood, Argo. I’m sending for Atahualpa now and will start calling the others. Good luck out there.”

“Oh, boy, we’ll need it,” Robert sighed, turning the radio off. “Argo out.”

* * *

Friar woke up because something was knocking on the roof. He jumped in his bunk, his right hand automatically reaching for the bare sword he kept under it. His left already had a dagger in it. After a couple of assassination attempts perpetrated by early contenders for the number one spot, he was not taking any chances even now, after doing away with all of them. But then, as momentary confusion wore off, Friar realized it was just the drops of rain pounding on the shingles. False alarm. But his sleep was already gone, and then someone knocked again—this time on the door.

“Who is it?”

“Friar, it’s me, Mensch. Luther has come back and he has urgent news.”

Friar pulled up his pants and, the sword still in his hand, went to open the door.

“Come inside. You’re drenched to the bone.”

“We had to ride up here all the way from the dock, and the weather today sucks big time.”

As the man stepped in, Friar realized Luther was also right there, behind him.

“Come on in, come on in,” Friar said.

Luther got straight to business.

“We went to those islands.”

“And?”

“They are trying to pull a fast one on us. There are in fact plenty of campfires there—tended to by a mere handful of trillas. They’ve even set up effigies here and there. But no live troops, and no ships. And in all fairness, they couldn’t bring anything larger than a canoe there even if they wanted to. There’s nothing but shallows and sandbanks at that place.”

“Interesting.”

“Tell me about it. We've already informed our central station and they will in turn relay the message to Max and Beowulf. I suspect the main assault will now happen in the south. And all they have there is barely a hundred men plus a couple of hundred Vuxes and the Argo—a ship with no major guns and an unproven captain. They are not going to be able to hold against the main thrust.”

“The rain has finally started, as you can see,” Friar said. “The trails will become pure mud overnight, so we won’t be able to relocate the troops quickly. Even if we begin marching at first light, we won’t make it to the Imperial Road by evening. Which means the force will have to spend the night outdoors, in the rain. You can imagine what kind of havoc this is going to wreak on their combat efficiency. Then again, the Haitas won’t be able to move quickly either, and anyway there are not that many convenient places to land in those parts. What did you tell your dispatch to tell Max?”

“That the Haitas are gunning for them, most likely. It’s up to them to decide what to do.”

“If I were him, I’d hole up in Masada and hold the fort until reinforcements arrive”

“Well, maybe that’s what they’ll do. In the meantime, I’m going back to the ship. We’ll sail at dawn. If the landing has already started, we will at least try to interfere with the galleys arriving with fresh troops. Do you have a better idea?”

“No. Mensch will lead the main army south at first light too. And we’ll man the defenses here, in Urbis. Godspeed, Luther!”

* * *

The rain hammered on the waxed, tightly stretched canvas of the tent as if it were a drum. However, that didn’t bother Beowulf at all; he had always slept like a baby. Besides, they were all dug in, with their nightly campfires burning in covered pits. The O’Shargs knew the rain was coming, so there were no surprises there.

While five of them in the tent, including Max and Beowulf, snored away happily, the sixth person always stayed up. When the message came, Porky the watchman was hypnotizing the hourglass with his drowsy eyes, counting the grains of sand back to the blessed moment when it would be time to wake up Beefer who was coming on shift next. And then the radio cackled.

“Beowulf, this is Central! Central calling Beowulf! Beowulf, come in!”

“Stand by for Beowulf,” Porky spoke into the mouthpiece and got up from the tree stub he was sitting on for a quick trip to the corner.

“Hey, boss, you’ve got mail! And I don’t think it is from your girlfriend.”


Chapter 19

His wolf pelt cloak was now as heavy as if it were made of cast iron and just about as comforting. But doing without in the pouring rain would be worse still. Reaching the edge of the shrubbery thicket, Max took a cautious peek out and down. There, at the foot of the steep riverbank cliff, the beach teemed with a boatload of Haitas. Another galley ran aground a hundred yards out right in front of his eyes, and the raxas quickly began disembarking and wading towards the shore, their axes held high. Further out, a different kind of galley Max had never seen before came into view. Bulging outward and bulbous, the tops of its sides nearly vertical, it looked like half a huge fuel drum cut lengthwise and pinched on one side to form a somewhat pointier bow. Coming closer to shore, the strange vessel turned around and dropped the head of the drum (or the bottom, rather) to form a kind of a landing ramp. The next moment, frackas—the “dead knights”—began emerging from the ship’s gaping belly and right onto dry land. Their snake-like “steeds” were hissing like angry cats. Perhaps they did not like the rain much either.

Max sighed and stepped up to the edge of the cliff, abandoning his dreary, waterlogged cover.

“Hey, assholes! Yes, you, down below! Would you mind if I took a leak on you guys from up here?”

Most of the Haitas on the beach looked up right away but took no immediate action.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Max said, undoing his fly buttons.

That finally got their attention. Good two dozen raxas dashed to the left where the cliff petered out somewhat, descending into a perpendicular ravine that would allow climbers for an easier way up. Done relieving himself, Max pulled his capricious bow from a long, waxed canvas sheath that was supposed to keep it dry in the rain and quickly nocked an arrow. His string was synthetic fiber now—courtesy of the wayward train station, the unbeatable source of all things good in the new world—and thus impervious to getting soaked, but even a few drops of rain on the arrow fletchings could harm performance. As a trilla, hit right in the chest, fell down, screeching in a high falsetto, Max quickly fired another arrow.

“What’s the matter?” he yelled as another trilla tumbled. Arms too short?”

A dozen or so trillas had now begun throwing their darts up, but good luck trying to beat gravity on a rainy day. Max, on the other hand, had his unimpeded choice of targets and took full advantage of it. Finally, with at least a dozen raxas and trillas down, two frackas also followed the earlier posse on their flanking maneuver. Taking a step back from the edge, Max flipped the Haitas the bird, quickly threw the bow back into the sheath and darted leftward, towards the ravine. Anyone watching the unfolding events might assume the crazy archer had just gotten crazier still, because wouldn’t it be natural to run away from danger rather than directly towards it?

Max could not see the musketeers positioned across the thirty-feet-wide bottleneck at the very opening of the gully but he knew they were going to be there, waiting. The first line of eight would fire their weapons and take a step back, making room for the next chalk. By the time the third volley was fired, the first team would have reloaded and been ready to fire again. On and on it would go until the Haita attackers stopped coming or the shooters ran out of ammo. And the steep walls of the canyon would prevent the Haitas from flanking the shooters. At least that was the idea.

Unimpeded by heavy gear, Max reached the firing line first.

“They’re thick as mud down there,” he told Beowulf. “We should have sent half a dozen shooters with me to fire into the crowd from the cliff.”

“Too late now. How many are coming this way?”

“It’s hard to say. A couple of dozen at least, plus two frackas. But there may be more to follow.”

“Ah, we are all going to die sooner or later,” Beowulf shrugged. “Today is as good a day as any. I should have been dead long ago actually.”

At that moment, a group of six—rather than mere two—riders turned the corner and galloped to the yet invisible firing position.

“First team, get up!” Beowulf bellowed, bringing his own musket up. “Fire at will!”

The guns roared, and a mighty cloud of smoke rose over the ravine. Max, too, fired an arrow at random and wished he hadn’t. His was a precision-targeted weapon, not a shrapnel tube. As the second team rose, holding their guns at the ready, he nocked another arrow and just stood there, waiting for the smoke to clear. But before it did, a lone fracka emerged from it, looking somewhat stunned, yet not much worse for the wear. Three more guns boomed, sending an expanding cone of grapeshot towards the rider and hiding it from view again. “Hooray! They are all down!” someone yelled. “All six of them!”

“Hold steady!” Beowulf grumbled. “This isn’t the end of it yet. I am just getting warmed up!”

* * *

The Yamato was drifting slowly a few hundred yards away from the right bank. The dark hull of the ship wouldn’t be easy to spot against the backdrop of the forested bank, especially in the rain. Especially if no one expected it to be there. For the second hour straight, Luther had been perched on the bow, glued to his binoculars, watching the enemy galleys up ahead shuttle back and force, bringing reinforcements and supplies. Unfortunately, even after the horrible losses they had suffered during the human flotilla’s raid on their port, the Haitas still had way too many ships—more than enough anyway to meet all their transportation needs. And, worst of all, they were now taking precautions.

A big battle cruiser—the kind they had barely escaped from at the end of the previous campaign—was parked in the middle of the channel, about a mile away from the bank where the galleys were disgorging their content. The mere thought of the silvery fish the behemoth was shooting at them back then gave Luther the jitters. The big ship’s guns, whatever they were, had way more range than the Yamato’s—even after all the improvements and the addition of the cannons they did not have before. No, they had no chances whatsoever in a direct engagement with the dreadnaught, and if they attacked any of the galleys, that would be the inevitable and swift consequence. At best, they would suffer the fate of the Argo, which was now limping back to the home port, heavily damaged. At worst… well, he did not even want to think about it. Further down, a couple of miles to the south of the landing beach, another cruiser stood motionless in the middle of the river. On a rainy day such as that one, not even his 20x binoculars allowed Luther to see what was happening on the deck of the second ship from that far away. For the time being, they would simply have to contend themselves with knowing it was indeed there.

Whitey emerged from the hatch, closing it tightly behind him to prevent water from getting into the hold.

“No way, Jose,” he said, coming closer. “We are not going to be able to do anything, not with these two buggers watching. Unless we attack at night, that is.”

“The Argo already did, and look where it got them. Even at night.”

“That pussy Beauchamp! He must have slept through the entire engagement.”

“Everyone’s a critic… You were not there, and neither was I.”

“So what are we going to do—wait for a miracle to happen? Soon we’ll drift close enough for them to spot us, and you know what will happen then. Shouldn’t we at least drop the anchor to stay where we are?”

“No. Udur said as long as the ship isn’t rowing or anchored, the Klots wouldn’t be able to sense it properly. Who knows, maybe it works the same way with the Haitas. Otherwise, how did they manage to sneak up on the Argo so cleverly on that rainy night?”

“In that case, I say let’s start the engine. The battleship will chase us, and we will then lead it upriver and strike from both sides, the Intrepid and us.”

“Perhaps. The problem is I still don’t understand what kind of guns they have under those bronze cupolas.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed them too. They look like tank turrets.”

“From what I remember of last time, they also reloaded them awfully fast. Like, twenty or thirty seconds, perhaps. If that’s still the case, by the time we close the distance for an effective shot of our own, they will have fired at least five times. And not all of those shots will miss. But this is all speculation, of course, until we know for sure what the gun’s approximate range is.”

“How about we make them show us?”

“Huh? Are you thinking what I am thinking?”

“Hell yeah!”

“Well, why not,” Luther shrugged. “Udur, head for the middle of the river, then turn to port! Let’s play us some catch the bunny. Motorists, start the engine. Not too fast, 2000 rpm, tops.”

The crew of the enemy cruiser had apparently noticed the Yamato now. A few Haitas rushed onto the deck, staring in the direction of the approaching ship. Three rows of oars immediately went into the water, and the monster slowly headed upstream to intercept the approaching threat. The bow turret turned a bit too, tracking the target. No one rushed to fire it though. The Haitas must have been well aware they were still out of range. It was only when the Yamato was half a mile away that Luther could finally see a flash.

“Udur, turn now!” he shouted. ”Full speed ahead!”

Presenting its stern to the enemy (flashing their butt at them, Luther smiled, suddenly remembering Mongu), the Yamato quickly picked up speed. The shell promptly buried itself in the water behind them, falling about a hundred and fifty feet short. Now, if only they could lure the dreadnaught another five miles or so upriver where the Intrepid was lying in ambush in a narrow channel between two islands!

“Rowing team, step on it too!” Luther barked. “We need to keep it interesting for the hunters!”

However, the Haitas did not take the bait. Seeing that the smaller ship was picking up speed, they turned around slowly and headed back to their earlier position.

“Bastards! They are not hunting today. They are just babysitting the crossing,” Luther grumbled. “We have us an entire town full of smart alecks back home. Why can’t anyone give me a longer-range weapon?”

“Spood said he could make a remote-controlled torpedo,” Whitey said, spitting overboard. “But I guess by the time he gets to it, the river will be all frozen. If any of us is even alive by then.”

“Oh, well…” Luther sighed. “Let’s go back to where the Intrepid is and then move towards the other bank together. Maybe we could intercept some of those galleys as they leave their port at dawn.”

“And what if another of them big buggers shows up?”

“We’ll worry about it then. Hey, motormen, shut it down!”

* * *

Beowulf’s Gunners and the rest of the small force were heading north. After a victorious skirmish on the landing beach, they decided not to push their luck and go directly to Masada. There were now hundreds upon hundreds of Haitas crawling around and the shooters would not have enough powder for all of them even if the raiders formed an orderly line, patiently waiting for their turn to be shot. Nor was the weather conducive to a prolonged field campaign. Now they were all muddy, and tired, and wet—and still marching.

“Another hour like this and we’ll have to start walking on all fours,” Beowulf grumbled.

“Oh, it can always get worse,” philosophical Max shrugged. “You should have seen that stinking swamp we had to cross on the way back home from the south.”

“The powder is probably getting wet too.”

“I know. The O’Shargs have also been complaining about their soggy bowstrings. You know, they are still using sinew.”

“Why do the Haitas insist on fighting a war in the rain? Everyone does it exactly the other way around.”

“Who knows? They are not human, they have their own logic, I guess. No worries, we’ll get them all dry again once we get to Masada. Incidentally, next time we should bring portable metal ovens with us. You know, like those little open barbecue things.”

“What for?”

“You could bring them into the tent at night when they are full of hot coals and dry the gunpowder next to them. Plus it’ll keep you warm.”

“Are you crazy? This is the surest way to blow yourself up.”

“On the contrary, it’s… Wait!” Max sharply brought his hand up, stopping the column behind them. “Something’s not right!”

One of the Arkulian scouts sent ahead earlier was running towards them.

“What happened?”

“Mongu sent me. We’ve reached the fortress by the river, but it’s swarming with Haitas.”

“What?! They’ve taken the fortress?!”

“Not yet, but they will soon.”

“Damn it! How did they get ahead of us? Do you think they pulled off another landing unopposed further upriver, Beowulf?”

“I wouldn’t put it past them.”

“Shucks! Let me go have a look for myself.”

“All right, you do that, and I’ll wait for the rest of the column to pull up. We are now stretched out for at least half a mile.”

A few hundred yards further ahead up the path, two more Arkulians were hiding in the brush, watching the Haitas that were rapidly encircling their intended destination for the night. The leaves were almost gone now, and the naked branches only provided nominal cover, but the enemy seemed to be too busy doing what they were doing. As a general rule, they were not particularly vigilant, let alone cunning or creative.

Max crouched next to Mongu and joined the neighborhood watch. Calling Masada a fortress was a bit of a stretch. A small square of nondescript wooden logs intended for a small garrison, it would not be particularly suitable for withstanding a protracted siege. But at least it did have towers and small catapults on them. Friar had mercilessly slashed all outpost garrisons to field his main force, and Masada was no exception. Now there would be barely a dozen fighters holed up inside, plus the fishermen from a nearby village. The village itself, a mile to the east by the river, must have already been burning—as suggested by thick clouds of smoke rising from there. Overall, the balance of forces was clearly not in the humans’ favor.

“They’re doomed,” Max thought out loud. “Unless we get involved, the Haitas will make short work of all of them.”

He was about to head back to discuss their assault options with Beowulf when a flicker of movement in the east, at the far end of a wide meadow, caught his attention. Riders! And they were neither the frackas, nor Friar’s own cavalry. That left only one feasible option: those pesky human raiders from the east! Before he could even think of how that new development might affect the equation, the warriors lowered their lances and charged across the field. There were about two hundred of them from what Max could see, a dozen or so true tanks, with horses protected with heavy armor as much as the riders that from this far away looked more like astronauts in their space suits.

The Haitas also noticed the arrival of those new players on the field, it seemed, and quickly turned away from the fortress to form a long, dense formation bristling with spears and halberds, ready to repel the attack. Trillas began hurling their darts from behind the front line of raxas, but before the attacking cavalry could even come into range, a substantial part of it veered right on a flanking maneuver, apparently trying to encircle the cohort. Some riders even began shooting arrows at it while still in motion. A few raxas in the center fell, and three “tanks” charged into the breach, the heavily armored knights hacking away wildly, trying to widen the gap. Within a minute, the Haita formation was split in half, and the lightly armed riders attacking from the flank and rear began slicing through the scattering trillas. The raxas struggled to close ranks but it was clear to Max they were not going to be able to hold for long.

“Damn, I’ve never seen these guys in action before,” Max said, addressing no one in particular. “They are good!”

And then at least a dozen frackas emerged from the edge of the woods in the west—the only side of the developing encirclement that was not closed yet. As the mesmerized Max and much more matter-of-fact Arkulians watched, ever more black riders kept coming.

“I’ll be damned,” Max swore. “There’s at least four dozen of them!”

Before long, it was all over, with few surviving human cavalrymen scattering and gunning back towards the river. The frackas, too, had sustained horrible losses, with barely half of them giving chase.

“This is our chance to save Masada,” Max told the Arkulians. “Wait here, I’ll bring the gunners over.”

In barely a few minutes, having slipped in the mud at least twice on the way, he was standing in front of Beowulf, covered in dirt and panting.

“There were about five hundred Haitas there, ready to lay siege—and then cavalry from the east showed up. There’s now barely half of them left, from both sides. We need to advance, quickly, before either side regains its bearings.”

“Understood,” Beowulf nodded.

Soon enough, the first of the gunners were knocking at the gate of the fortress.


Chapter 20

Autumn nights were dark enough as it is, and the low clouds and incessant drizzling made that particular one totally impenetrable. A ship on the ink-black water could easily be invisible two paces away, so crews usually hung lanterns on the bow and stern to prevent collisions in the darkness. That night, however, the Yamato maintained a complete blackout, drifting lazily without the benefit of any deliberate means of propulsion, such as the motor or oars. Somewhere nearby, the Intrepid was doing the same. If the Haitas, like the Klots, had some sort of built-in hydrophones in their heads, there would be nothing for them to go on now.

Deirdre emerged from the hold, wrapped in some sort of a cloak that made her look like a dark cone.

“There’s another Haita camp out there,” she whispered, pointing at the distant riverbank. “We are drifting right past it.”

“I don’t think it’s a camp,” Luther said. “They’re just marking the landing spot with fires.”

“I thought they could see well in the dark.”

“They can. Better than us anyway. But they still don’t have full night vision. Why don’t you go back below decks, honey? You’ll get wet before you know it.”

“My cloak is dry, and the rain has almost stopped. It’s better up here than in the hold. It’s damp and cold there, with water dripping down in places. And you said no fires.”

“Don’t even think about catching a cold on me.”

“I’ll try. By the way, a couple of guys down there already have it. They are really sick and coughing badly. Maybe we should try isolating them somehow.”

“Ah, I think it’s too late for that at this point.”

“Look, there are lights on the river,” Deirdre pointed straight ahead. “A little to port, yes.”

“Keen eyesight—priceless,” Luther smiled. “I think it’s another galley carrying troops. Gimme a sec, honey.”

He briskly walked to the stern and lifted the canvas covering the ballista. Beneath it, on a reed mat, their helmsman lay dozing.

“Udur, wake up. Look over there. Do you see the ship ahead of us?”

“Yes, Luther. It’s the Haitas. They are rowing.”

“Do you sense any other ships nearby?”

“I do. Behind us, a big ship. A very big ship. A bad ship.”

“The cruiser! Are they moving under oars?!”

“No, the oars are not in the water.”

“Then how do you sense it?”

“I don’t know, Luther. But they buzz sometimes.”

“Buzz?”

“Like a bee that hides honey in trees, that kind of buzzing. Small ships don't buzz. Big ships do. But not always.”

“Right on… clear as mud. Get ready anyway, we’re going to try and burn this galley. Since we are past the cruisers already, they won’t be able to do anything about it quickly enough.”

He took a few steps back and lifted the hatch cover.

“Battle stations, everyone. I want fish in the bow launchers and firepots on the ballistae. And try to keep the noise down.”

“Darling, now would be a good time for you to go back down again,” he told Deirdre upon returning to his usual spot on the bow.

“Are you going to fight them? In the dark?”

“We’ll fight them any chance we get. But don’t worry, they’re sitting ducks. They are not going to shoot back.”

“What about those big ships?”

“They are way back there, they won’t be able to get here in time. Go, sweetheart—or do I need to pull rank here?”

“You can always try,” she smiled, kissing him on the stubbly cheek. “Be careful, honey!”

The crew was already on deck, going about their business quickly and in relative silence. In the meantime, the galley kept moving, its lights now distinctly visible to their starboard. They were now barely half a mile away from the landing beach.

Luther grabbed his walkie-talkie and pressed the PTT button.

“Spood, you awake?”

“I think so.”

“What are you up to?”

“Trimming nose hairs with a halberd. What, you bored and want to chat?”

“I wish. There’s a galley crossing up ahead, and we are going to have a go at it. Don’t get involved, we don’t need any collisions here. Once you see the scuffle starting, fire up the engine and head downstream at full power. Hide among those islands opposite the Marsh. Remember that place where the sandbar has a lone dry tree at the end? We’ll meet you there in the morning.”

“Understood. Good luck. Give them hell!”

Jim White who now served as Luther’s XO, came close.

“Everything’s loaded, but the guys can’t see squat in the darkness. I don’t think they can target the rascals just by those little running lights.”

Luther clapped his friend on the shoulder.

“Don’t worry, I’ll fix that soon enough.”

“Start the engine!” he yelled, no longer bothering to maintaining the stealth mode. “Full speed ahead!”

“We need to talk after this is over,” Jim said. “I think I have an idea about how to sink those cruisers.”

“All right. We’ll talk. But for now, get me an illumination rocket, will you?”

“One second!”

Luther crouched near the special hold on the bow used to secure flare and signal launch tubes.

“Gimme the fuse,” he turned to the gunners.

Bringing the small flame to the nitrate-infused cord, he took two quick steps back. Icksy’s products were not quite known for their reliability and lacked the regulatory approvals they would have required in the old world. It was all liberating in the extreme—until one of those things blew up in your hands. Luckily, this one worked, and a brilliant ball of fire shot into the sky, trailed by smoke and multiple sparks. Before the small rocket could even reach its apogee, Luther could clearly see a large potbellied vessel not quite three hundred yards away. It was a transporter, not a regular raiding ship, and had to have more Haita troops on board.

“Right tube, fire!” he ordered.

A much larger rocket launched with a whoosh.

The Haitas were already scurrying aimlessly about the deck, gawking every which way, trying to figure out where the invisible enemy was. When the first fish struck them aft on the starboard side, a large explosion knocked them all down.

“Yesssss!” Luther yelped. “Now I want the second fish in the exact same place. Ballistae, follow up with the incendiaries!”

The second rocket hit closer to the bow and clearly penetrated, although it failed to explode. Of the two firepots, one overshot by at least a dozen yards, but the second hit smack amidships and worked as advertised. The transporter with its slightly concave deck seemed ideally suited for accommodating incendiary projectiles, and the fire began spreading immediately in all directions at once.

“Ballistae, do it again! Adjust aim as necessary!”

This time, both firepots hit, and the entire deck was suddenly ablaze. The surviving Haitas huddled at the bow, desperately scooping up water with their buckets and dousing the flames. But Luther could see they were losing that battle and quickly.

“That should do it,” he mumbled under his breath and turned to give the orders. “Let’s get out of here before the big guy shows up! Udur! Head downstream!”

The Klot, who was already positioning the Yamato for another volley, aborted the maneuver and changed course, steering the ship past and away from the burning galley. When the raging fire was over a hundred yards behind them, the doomed ship suddenly blew up in a spectacular show of light, debris and bodies that flew overboard like flaming rag dolls. Luther could tell one of them was a fracka, mount and all.

“That’s gotta be that second fish finally working, huh, Whitey?”

“Yeah, a delayed action fuse. Cutting edge, bro!”

“Yeah, something like that. I’ll kick that junkie bastard’s butt when we get back home.”

“Oars. Lots of oars,” Udur’s basso came from the stern. “Behind us. And lots of buzzing.”

“Good luck catching us now,” Luther shrugged. “Happy buzzing!”

They were in the clear.

* * *

Max settled on the second floor of the tower. It was warmer on the first floor that had a massive fireplace and no windows, but up here, closer to the rafters, it wasn’t too bad either—the key was to pick a good spot. Luckily, he managed to do just that, squeezing himself into a narrow nook between the cooking stove and the wall. It was where firewood was usually stored, but there was enough room there for a person too, and Max was not a large man. No matter how much you heated the place, it seemed, it would still be chilly since the warm air escaped freely through the open narrow shooting ports. On the other hand, sitting downstairs, one could easily catch a cold running from that sauna-like splendor into the cold dampness outside every time an alarm was sounded. There was no such thing as a perfect place.

Dave, the garrison commander, clearly wasn’t fond of excessive warmth either and sat right there, next to him, showing no desire to move to the hotter climes downstairs. Seeing how Beowulf, too, was with them, manning the other side of the massive stone chimney, the second floor had emerged as a sort of headquarters, although, in all fairness, there was not much in the way of general staff activities taking places there. The commanders stared out into the night, along with their soldiers, sometimes resuming their fairly listless hypothesizing about what may or may not happen and why. Indeed, there was not much to build more specific conjectures on since the Haitas made no attempt to storm the place. They could not have possibly failed to notice the fact of new reinforcements arriving to join the small garrison, which, perhaps, threw some cold water on their burning desire to take the fortress by storm. Not at the cost such an endeavor was likely to incur anyway. Consequently, things seemed to stand pat for the time being: multiple campfires burned out there in the impenetrable darkness outside the walls, and Max, too, got to enjoy the warm chimney his back was leaning against. That said, the axes in the enemy camp kept pounding through the night, which suggested the Haitas were building something—something nasty, of course, if Max’s past experience was any indication. Additionally, darts were flying in from the darkness every once in a while, with the invisible trillas apparently trying to keep the human guards on the walls honest. Come to think of it, the creepy bastards were doing them all a favor.

The wooden stairs leading to the first floor creaked, suggesting someone was coming up, and Max turned to see who it was. Involuntarily, his lips spread into a broad, happy smile. The girl wasn’t exactly beautiful, but some women had that rare, precious gift of warming the hearts of just about anyone getting to look at them, be they of male or female persuasion. Which, in this particular young lady’s case, wasn’t surprising at all, Max thought. All those delicious freckles!

“Ah! Get your tableware out, gents,” Dave smiled too. ”Dinner’s here.”

Max fumbled awkwardly, pulling his aluminum bowl from his bag, and froze, holding it in his hands, not sure where to put it. After serving Dave, Beowulf, and the archer by the embrasure, the girl came to the hunter concealed in his small nook. Scooping a serving of overcooked cabbage with peas from the bucket and spilling some on the stone floor, she then followed the first ladle with a second, topping Max’s plate off to the brim and flashing a quick smile back at him, as if trying to conceal the deed from everyone else. Mesmerized, Max forgot all about the bowl for a moment, tilting it clumsily and spilling a good portion of his uninspiring slop onto his cargo pants. Watching him struggle with the unexpected calamity, the girl burst out laughing, good-naturedly, and hurried upstairs to the third floor, where a lookout was shivering under the canopy by the ballista.

“Them girls, huh,” Beowulf grinned with his mouth full. “Miss a beat—and you get your balls scalded. With your own damn soup.”

Dave, slurping his hot mush in fully loaded spoonfuls, gave a quick chuckle too.

“Who is she?” Max asked. “She doesn’t look like one of ours.”

“She’s not. She’s from the east. That’s why she has that… ahem, look.”

“An easterner, huh?”

“Yes. You’ve got plenty of them in your forests too, the locals.”

“We call them O’Shargs. I didn’t think you had them up here. They tend to stay way to the south.”

“That’s right, they don’t like the Haitas much. But this one family showed up here in late spring. Or perhaps it’s a small clan because there are about a dozen of them. They apparently had some trouble back among their kin, so they fled and went north. Friar himself spoke with them and allowed them to settle near Masada. That’s what they did—built a cabin upriver from here and went right at it. Let me tell you, they work like oxen. Give them free rein, and they’d have a palace up in a year. They can do anything—their smoked fish is so good you’d be happy to swallow it whole, scales and all. They’re good hunters and good with horses, they know all sorts of herbs and wild plants and can heal anything but a chopped-off head. All in all, they’re very useful to have around. Good people, too.”

“And what’s the girl doing in the fortress?”

“Why, you getting sweet on her or something?” Dave chuckled. “Look at you! The Haitas are all over us. We may all croak at any moment—and here you are, a frigging Romeo, no less. Way to go, man!”

Above them, the hatch to the roof slammed shut, and light footsteps rustled down. Passing by, the girl turned quickly and graced Max with another smile—this one undoubtedly intended for him and him alone. Max felt his heart skip a bit. Shit, he cursed himself silently, what are you, a teen?

“I think she likes you too, man,” Beowulf said, momentarily diverting his attention from the bone with some leftover meat he had been lucky to find in his bowl.

“My point exactly!” Dave agreed. “I am smelling sweet nuptials in the air.”

“Sweet what?” Beowulf looked up again.

“So she’s not married?” Max asked.

“Married? To whom? They live like hermits. Her siblings never even visited here. Only the parents did—once. So who would she marry living out there, a bear?”

“Compared to some, a bear might actually sound like a decent catch.”

Taking a moment to scrape his bowl, Max got up to put a kettle on the stove for tea and proceed further, to the nearest embrasure, to have a quick peek outside.

“It looks like the darkness got darker still,” he said, coming back to his place. “It’s giving me the willies.”

“It’s always like that,” Beowulf nodded. “Last year, when they besieged our village on the island, it was the same story. The Haitas know how to summon darkness.”

“Tell me about it,” Dave grumbled. “You think they’ll make their move now?”

“I would if I were them,” Max said. “They probably have five out there to each one of ours. The only question is what is it they are building out there. I hope it’s not a battering ram.”

“Well, we used to have eight cannons in Masada, but now there’s only two left. Friar told us to ship the other six up the coast for the main force to use. So here we are now, twiddling our thumbs.”

“Ah, I’ve seen those cannons of yours,” Beowulf waved him off. “They ain’t much to look at. They’ve gotta be utterly useless beyond a hundred feet.”

“That’s all we need here.” Dave grumbled. “But in all fairness, we haven’t even had a chance to test them in action yet.”

“Jeez,” Max sighed. “I liked it better when we were discussing girls.”

A dart flew in through the embrasure, clattering against the opposite wall.

“They are here, the bastards!” Dave said. “They must be crawling right under the walls. I’ll go tell the guys to get ready.”

Another dart flew in followed by alarmed shouts outside.

Dave flopped on his belly next to the stairs to the first floor, leaning heavily into the dark hole.

“Wake up, everyone!” he yelled on top of his voice. “Man your battle stations, it’s getting started!"

Beowulf quickly went up and opened the trapdoor to the roof.

“Hey! You on the walls! Launch the illumination rockets!”

Max quickly tightened his bowstring. The recent firearms craze had left him much unimpressed. He was an archer, and that was that, just like back on Earth he started using computers when DOS was still king and then missed all that GUI revolution altogether. But that was alright. He liked his bow just fine.

The night suddenly brightened as the first of the rockets went up and, taking a quick peek out of the embrasure, Max could see a few trillas standing right next to the wall, watching a bright orb descending upon them on its invisible parachute. He loosed an arrow, and one of the dart throwers fell, the tail end of the shaft sticking out of its chest. The rest of them scurried away quickly and out of Max’s field of vision. But then he heard more bowstrings slapping on the wall: the O’Shargs’ were up, running, and lethal. Then he could finally see a column of raxas emerge from outside the light circle, dragging two crude ladders.

“Hold your fire!” he heard Beowulf’s voice booming on the wall above him. “Let them get a bit closer!”

However, someone’s nerves snapped in the neighboring tower, and the first gunshots went off, proving to be highly contagious. As more shots popped left and right, the illumination charge burned out, and there was darkness again. Max peeked out and saw nothing but the eerie darkness. Shooting on the other wall quickly subsided too.

“What’s going on out there?” an invisible, slightly trembling voice asked.

“Nothing… They’re just testing us,” came the response.

“They’ll be back then?”

“Jeez, they have not even left!”

* * *

Mur was known as the Devourer of Heads, but not because he had a special taste for that particular delicacy. His entire clan was the Devourers, but hardly anyone else among them had the honor of adding “head” to their names. Come to think of it, the head was not all that good to eat, Mur much preferred the liver and ribs, but as everyone knew, the head was the vessel of wisdom. Any Eater was a warrior, but a warrior imbued with the enemy’s smarts became truly formidable.

Mur was a formidable warrior. Naturally smart, he had multiplied his intelligence by consuming the brains of his enemies. Even though they were not intelligent themselves—because why would they have allowed themselves to be eaten if they were?—but it all added up, every little bit mattered. The key was not to eat everything and all at once. One was supposed to bring a shaman in first to settle the matter with the spirits and share in the spoils (the shaman was smarter still). Only then could the victor enjoy his well-deserved reward. But of course, no one could get by using only such crude methods involving the stomach, so Mur also dabbled in other, non-transcendental technologies. In fact, he was always eager to learn. Naturally, simply eating the wise teacher’s brain would be much easier, but in this complex world, the straightforward path was not always the right one.

Luther, undoubtedly, was a wise teacher. He knew a great deal, and all his knowledge was interesting and useful. It was difficult to obtain such valuable information from the other earthlings because they either didn’t know the Vux language (so unsmart of them!) or taught things that were thoroughly impractical or outright harmful. The main shaman of the earthlings, Icksy, had once enchanted Lutab the Devourer of Hands with the magical smoke of steppe herbs so badly that the mighty warrior would shake with fear at the slightest noise for days on end, periodically soiling himself. That was very bad knowledge, and Lutab preferred to forget it. Spood, another shaman, albeit of a lesser caliber, tried teaching Mur’s warriors to call each other orcs and suggested Naruk the Devourer of Buttocks, an experienced old warrior with a scorched face, change his name to Purdy. Jim White taught them to say “Hey, asshole!” when greeting the earthlings or each other—the value of this bit of enlightenment still being unclear since it tended to produce quite a tumultuous reaction from some of their new allies. Luther explained that the second word was not very nice and referred to an unclean part of the human body—but how could words by themselves be bad or why would one part of a warrior’s body be cleaner than any other? Even though Whitey tried using the magic of writing to put said unproven information on the shields of some of the warriors, the initiative never took root. It was all right, a wise man knew better than to expect every bit of new knowledge to have an immediate beneficial application.

Overall, Luther was at least two or three cuts above all the rest of them. Among other things, he taught Mur about gunpowder, and how not to bring that magical substance near fire, unless one wanted to end up as “Purdy” as Naruk or, worse yet, consumed by bugs and other wise animals in one’s entirety after moving on to the warrior heaven. He showed Mur how to put a hissing spark on a fuse that would then be impossible to extinguish and demonstrated that sharpened sticks could make an awkward trail more passable. It turned out one did not need to swing an axe with full force all the time—sometimes, a light flick or jab would be enough—and looking at a fire in the dark could impair the enemy’s vision—a tactic that could be invaluable in battle. And above all, if one ate well before drinking honey mead, they would get to keep their head relatively clear long after everyone else had passed out. Oh, Luther was a great savant indeed!

Beowulf had left the Vux warriors behind, in a clearing in the woods, and had Mur promise they would stay put. Mur did. But he was not called the Eater of Heads for nothing. He was cunning. Why sit in the forest when the surrounding area was full of loot waiting to be stolen? But Mur still kept his promise—he had left Naruk behind, in that clearing. The warrior may have been old but still showed a lot of character. He was particularly good at treating foot ailments and battle wounds—an invaluable skill during any campaign. With at least one warrior remaining, the clearing was technically not abandoned. The two hundred warriors that occupied it simply stepped out for a short while and would come back momentarily. No one would be able to steal the clearing.

Their trackers quickly found a trail used by the prey. The Vuxes had previously fought with the Haitas at the Platinum Creek and knew there was plenty of goodies to be had from them. If the Haitas passed there once, nothing would prevent them from doing so again. It was just a matter of choosing a convenient spot for ambushing the enemies and stealing their possessions and lives. One of the trackers quickly returned reporting a small group of humans that must have traversed the area fairly recently. Unfortunately, hunting humans on that expedition would be strictly off-limits, so Mur had to resist the temptation. But soon enough, another pathfinder had better luck and found an ideal spot for a surprise attack on the Haitas. Moreover, it offered shelter from the pervasive rain, which would be a welcome change. No matter how much grease a warrior put on his fur, the damp chill always found a way in.

Soon enough, two hundred Vuxes positioned themselves on the steep slope of a ravine, sheltering under the protruding slabs of quartz sandstone. Those were no caves, but they still kept the rain mostly out. Mur told his troops to plant long acacia thorns on the trail down below, leaving a secret path through in case they needed to take it themselves later. A couple of smart, up-and-coming young guys positioned themselves way below the main force, above the trail, equipped with flints, fuses, and barrels of gunpowder. Beowulf had left quite a lot of gunpowder in that clearing, and Mur hoped the commander wouldn’t even notice that a couple were missing. Really, what was a barrel or two among friends?

Having finished their preparations, the Vuxes settled in to wait. They were quite adept at waiting. Some patiently cleaned their nostrils, others searched for fleas, while the rest simply dozed off, undisturbed by the cold stones. Vuxes could sit in one place for a long time without water or food. Very long. And they could be battle-ready in a matter of seconds. Fortunately, the scouts that had ventured out along the trail in both directions quickly brought news of the Haitas approaching. Mur slid down to the warriors with the gunpowder, growled, kicked both of them into action, and silently pointed downwards. The “explosive ordnance technicians” quickly worked their flints, setting the smoking fuses alight. Mur himself opened a barrel of gunpowder and rushed to where they were planning to ambush the enemy, leaving behind a thick trail of the dark-grey stuff. He knew he needed to protect the gunpowder from moisture, but the rocks on the slope were almost dry already, with only a light mist hanging in the air. That magic stuff simply wouldn’t have the time to get wet.

After placing the barrel on the trail, Mur returned for another and positioned it nearby. Giving the warriors with the fuses a stern look, he hurried upwards again—it wasn’t befitting a leader to remain in such a dangerous spot for long. Mur had already seen gunpowder burn on numerous occasions but never had a chance to witness a large detonation. Out of the abundance of caution, he ordered his warriors to leave their makeshift cave shelter and backtrack higher up the slope. He did not want any of them burned or wounded in the explosion. Hiding among the rocks with the rest of them, Mur wondered if gunpowder could blind him through the ears and covered them with his hands just in case. One could never be too cautious when dealing with such powerful magic.

Finally, the noise down below announced the arrival of the enemy—many enemies, as a matter of fact. That was all right. After the battle of Platinum Creek, Mur was no longer as afraid of the Haitas as he used to be. They were respectable warriors, yes, but they were still mortal, just like everyone else. The important trick would be to assess the situation properly once the gunpowder barrels blew up. If there were still too many enemies left standing after that, he and his Vuxes could escape without engaging in a melee. They were all far enough from the path. They’d be all right—as long as his unintelligent rank and file remembered to keep their eyes tightly shut until he gave the signal. Finally, a hissing sound below them was quickly followed by an ugly squealing shriek, and then one of the barrels blew up with such force that Mur knew right away he had done well to cover his ears. Another explosion followed, and it was now or never. Springing from his hiding place, Mur unleashed a long, powerful roar, opened his eyes, and charged downhill. The Haitas were still many, but Mur also had quite a few warriors. There was no need to flee, not yet anyway. For the time being, they needed to seize the moment, giving the blinded and deafened enemy no time to recover their bearings and their anger.

Mur himself was the first to plunge the sharp, triangular tip of his battle axe into the face of a bewildered trilla. Shaking the instantly limp body off, he quickly turned, swinging, and chopped a raxa’s arm clean off. Next came the head of a third enemy, which split like a ripe pumpkin, spilling all that precious wisdom onto the ground. It was going to be a good fight, Mur told himself—the kind to tell his multiple grandchildren about when he grew old. Around him, other warriors were busily earning their own storytelling rights. In the first few moments, the glorious Vuxes quickly thinned out the Haita column quite a bit, but then, increasingly, metal began clanging against metal. Luckily, most of the enemy force turned out to be the trillas, which quickly began scattering down the path to gain enough distance to throw their darts safely. Mur scowled, imagining all those acacia thorns littering the trail. Surprise, surprise, suckers! Indeed, dozens of those barefoot sissies were out of action immediately, rolling on the ground and howling in pain as they nursed their injured feet. The rest clearly had other, much more urgent things on their minds than throwing darts. The raxas kept fighting though—fiercely, but foolishly, Mur had to admit. They should have quickly figured the Vuxes now outnumbered them at least three to one, and their steel breastplates provided by the generous human allies were vastly superior to the pathetic Haita reed armor, let alone bare skin or fur. So was the Vux warrior spirit. The weapons were at least on a par. Heck, they were often the same weapons—multiple trophies captured from the Haitas at the Platinum Creek or elsewhere. With five or six Vux warriors now attacking every raxa, it was all going to be over soon.

However, the cries of Mur’s dying or wounded troops in the air suddenly became an uninterrupted background din. He turned around and took a reflexive step back: it was every troglodyte’s worst nightmare—a knight on a heavy horse. But then, still gung-ho from the excitement of the battle, Mur realized it was just a different type of a Haita, mounted on the strangest horse he had ever seen. It wasn’t going to be a big deal. With a roar, the mighty Devourer of Heads charged towards the new enemy.

Unfortunately, within the first few seconds of his attack, Mur realized he had greatly underestimated the danger of his opponent. Yes, it was a single rider, but it seemed to be worth a hundred. Perhaps not even the southern knights could match the swiftness with which it wielded its short pike with a curved, broad blade at the end that was now wreaking unimaginable havoc. Mur’s valiant warriors were falling one after another, left and right, missing heads or other, less important parts of their bodies before they could even come close enough to the strange rider to strike it with their own weapons. It was so unfortunate they had left all their spears in the clearing.

Taking a step back, Mur realized it was time to put conventional weapons aside. The sudden demon could not be defeated without magic. Dropping his axe, Mur quickly reached for the tiny leather pouch hanging from his neck. The cyda stone in it was small and clouded from centuries of use. No one remembered how it had come into the possession of the clan’s shamans, but in the spring, after a fierce battle with the knights in the south, it had become Mur’s property. Mur himself was not a shaman by any measure—he knew little and could do even less with the magic stone—but it would still be better than nothing. Anyhow, there were no good shamans left in his clan at that point.

Clutching the glowing cyda in his palm, Mur raised his hand upward, his entire body stretching along with it. The closer the amulet was to the sky spirits, the more powerful the strike would be. Then, unable to bear the pain and cramps in his strained arm any longer, he exhaled sharply and opened his fist. The fireball thus launched struck the black knight directly in the visor. To be sure, the flash didn’t kill him outright, but it did blind him, and a blind enemy is no enemy at all. A young warrior dashed forward, skillfully cutting the “horse’s” left front leg. Another one did the same thing from the other side. As the rider collapsed, other warriors swarmed in, frenziedly hacking at the fallen enemy. Within seconds, it was all over.

Mur, the fading star still in his hand, took a few extra moments to make sure the stone was intact. Then, stashing it back in the pouch, he told his surviving warriors to pick up what weapons and food they could find. Not that they needed any special invitation for that, of course. The rules of war were clear and wiser than any shaman, no matter how old or powerful. All those goodies scattered around now belonged to the victors.

Then Mur had an idea.

“We’ll take this dead enemy with us,” he told his troops. “The devil that rode the hissing horse. I know we can’t bring him whole, he’s too heavy, but make sure to cut off his legs, arms, and head. Take his heart and liver too.”

It would be a sin to waste such good stuff. The warrior was very strong indeed. Perhaps eating his flesh would transfer some of that strength to Mur’s warriors. The brain he was not so sure about. Strong or not, it was foolish of the dead rider to engage an entire gang of glorious Vux warriors all alone. But Mur would still give that brain a try. What did he have to lose?


Chapter 21

Friar stabbed the map with his dagger.

“We are here, in this village. Masada is just over six miles ahead. I see only two options: the first is to let our people rest until noon, then make a forced march and attack as the night falls. The second is to stay here through tomorrow morning. The fighters will have a good rest, and then at dawn we could move straight to the fortress and attack. Me, I would rather take the first option. Hopefully, the Haitas have not yet managed to gather a large enough force around the fortress, so we could take them all out quickly and then defeat the arriving reinforcements piecemeal. Think of it as a series of smaller skirmishes instead of one large, decisive battle. Naturally, the second option is safer. We could send scouts out overnight to reconnoiter the area before we proceed. What do you think, gents?”

“Hopefully, Beowulf’s people will make contact before we get started and tell us what’s happening,” O’Brian said.

“No, we can’t count on that,” Friar said. “We haven’t heard from them since last night. We must assume we won’t have any radio communications with them anymore. It’s probably a problem with the radio itself.”

“It might not be the radio,” Zhou suggested. “Maybe the Haitas are already in Masada.”

Friar shook his head.

“I doubt it. The Haitas burn everything they capture first thing. Our cavalry scouts haven’t seen any smoke from that direction. If the fortress were burning, there would have been plenty of smoke. I say we go with the first option. If we give the Haitas until morning, they’ll only get stronger. And who needs that?”

“What if there’s really a lot of Haitas there?” asked the cautious Zhou.

“Well, we are not exactly a bunch of stragglers either. And we have cannons and almost a hundred of lesser guns altogether. If it doesn’t work out as we expect, we’ll fall back and post a rearguard of shooters. We should be all right.”

“The men have been marching all night,” O’Brien grumbled. “Everyone’s soaked to the bone, and some even managed to get their gunpowder wet. Another march will finish us off without a fight.”

“That’s why we’ll be giving them time until noon to rest and prepare. The village is way too small to accommodate everyone anyway, so most men would have to spend the night outdoors by their fires, one way or the other. Now, Zhou, what about those ships? What did Luther say on the radio?”

“They moved downriver after torching a galley that was transporting frackas. Good catch.”

“Just one galley—after all those glorious victories earlier?”

“There’s two of those big cruisers guarding the crossing now. Luther said they haven’t quite figured yet how to deal with those, but at least they have an idea. They are now waiting for a boat from their own place to bring some sort of a new weapon over.”

“Well, if he says so… We’ll wait for the new weapon then.”

* * *

Max was sitting on a log next to a shooting port. Since he didn’t like staying idle for long, he used the down time to sharpen and polish his sword. A couple of times, he got up and took another look outside to check if the weather might be improving. It was not. There was rain, rain, and more rain. In fact, their situation seemed to have grown worse overnight. Out there, there were more Haitas than he had ever seen in one place. The count would now easily be in the thousands, not hundreds.

Just as Max thought breakfast would make for a nice distraction from all that gloom, a door slammed down below and light footsteps thudded up the stairs. As a girl emerged from the square hole in the floor, Max realized to his unconscious dismay she was a different girl—a child, really. But she did look like a younger version of the one from the night before, freckles and all.

“Where’s your beautiful sister?” he asked softly when his turn to be served came.

"Uh… father told me to bring the food up here. That’s all I know.”

“Well, tell her Max from upstairs said hello. Thank you, sweetheart.”

The child smiled, and nodded, and headed to the stairs leading to the roof. That was when Beowulf awoke, apparently brought back from his slumber by the smell of fresh food.

“So, what’s the story with the radio?” he asked, stifling a yawn.

“The same—still not working.”

“That’s bad… And we have no one to fix it.”

“Yeah, whatever,” Max shrugged.

“I feel chilly,” Beowulf grumbled. “I may have caught a cold in these damp woods. Damn!”

“Well, why don’t you go downstairs and warm up a bit then?”

“We’ll warm up in the afterlife. The moment I curl up in the warmth, I’ll come apart and stay that way for days. I know, I’ve been there.”

They ate their breakfast in silence. Then, despite not feeling well, Beowulf suddenly decided he needed to speak with Dave who was wandering around the fortress somewhere. Left alone, Max took one last look at the Haitas outside, mentally wishing them to freeze to death in the rain, and collapsed back onto his sleeping mat. He would now stay out of it all until lunch—because who knew when they’d get their next chance to take a breather?

* * *

Jim White emerged from the hold, looking resoundingly not happy.

“Remember I wondered why we hardly ever use that damn engine?”

“I remember.”

“Well, I take back what I said—it’s driving me nuts. It stinks down there! It’s like a gas chamber!”

“That’s strange. The exhaust pipe is supposed to vent outside.”

“It might be, but it still stinks. And the noise is getting on my nerves. What’s the rush anyway? At this rate, we’ll reach Crystalline in a couple of hours, and then we’re home.”

“We are not going home. I talked to Atahualpa this morning. They are sending Icksy out on a boat to meet us. That’s why I am in a hurry to make the rendezvous.”

“Why did he send Icksy?”

“Are you an idiot or did your brain take a hike while you were sleeping? Because you were the one who came up with the idea about how to sink those cruisers.”

“Where in my idea was there anything about Icksy? Or are you going to send him instead of me? I don’t mind, but just so you’d know, he might make a good diver, he’ll sink like a rock to be sure, but as a swimmer… I don’t know. He’s not going to make it.”

“No, I am not sending him,” Luther said. “He’s just bringing this gadget of his. Personally.”

“How come he managed to put it together so quickly? I mean, a stoner like him, you know…”

“He isn’t done yet, but he’ll finish it while we are on the way back. If all goes well, we’ll try it out tonight.”

“Yeah, right. And if he makes a mistake, this Yamamoto of ours will take off and fly to the skies, right?”

“Yamato.”

“Yeah, that. But the point stands. Look, even your Deirdre is suddenly jittery. More than usual anyway.”

“Come again?” Luther turned sharply to where his wife stood in her usual place on the bow, binoculars in hand.

“I think she spotted that boat,” Whitey grumbled. “Damn, I hate junkies! What’s wrong with the good old booze?”

“Luther, come quick!” Deirdre yelled. “There’s a boat! A big one! With a sail!”

* * *

Lunch, again, was brought in by the beautiful sister. Upon hearing the familiar light footsteps, Max sprang up from his mat swiftly, stirring up a cloud of straw dust. The girl caught a glimpse of his mad dash as she rose above the floor and smiled quickly, lighting up the somber, chilly room. She then resumed her most serious, unflappable demeanor and began serving the food out of the same bucket. Beowulf and Dave received their usual portions, but this time a hefty bone with quite a bit of meat on it landed in Max's bowl. The mischievous spark in her eyes quickly told Max it was no accident.

“Thank you,” he smiled back at her. “What might your name be?”

Grabbing the bucket, the girl hurried towards the roof floor, but just before hitting the stairs she turned back for a moment.

“Littali.”

“Yo, man, you speak Eastern too? Ain’t you quick!”

“I know a few words. We have plenty of O’Shargs back home, and I traveled through the borderlands with them quite a bit.”

“Pfft, we all traveled, but somehow no one knows anything but ‘eat’ and ‘shit’. You seem to know a secret or something, man. Look, even their girls like you. I’ve never seen that much meat from my own damn wife!”

Max shrugged and turned to the stairs leading up, on top of which the trapdoor had just banged.

“Thank you, Littali,” he said as the girl was crossing the room on her way back down. “You are very kind.”

The girl threw him a quick look, hiding a smile, and nodded slightly.

“And by the way, my name’s Max. Just in case you’re wondering.”

“Shucks,” Dave sighed. “Now none of us here is going to see any meat anymore. Except this sly dude who is speaking in tongues.”

“Why doesn’t your wife feed you?” Max chuckled.

“She’s in Urbis.”

“Interesting… So you’re here in a garrison in the middle of nowhere and your better half is enjoying the good life in the capital, huh?”

“I’ve been seconded here temporarily, until winter. Or until this entire damn mess with the Haitas is over. What’s that to you anyway?”

“Oh, nothing. Something’s telling me… ah, never mind.”

“And something is telling me you’ve been going too long without getting punched in the face,” Dave grumbled.

“Knock it off, you two,” Beowulf looked up from his bowl. “Save it for the Haitas. I’ve already broken up two fights going around the fortress.”

“What did you expect?” Max shrugged. “People are on edge. There are so many Haitas out there you get scared just counting them. That’s stress, man. And it’s killing you.”

“Yeah, yeah, just take it easy, both of you, all right?”

“Stress my butt!” Dave grumbled. “You guys sleep like the logs and the righteous!”

“I guess we are just used to it, is all,” Beowulf shrugged. “Keep fighting, and you’ll be like that too. Ain’t no secrets here.”

“What’s that noise outside?” Dave suddenly perked up. “Has it started?”

It had not. As the three of them stood on the wall, watching and shivering under the light drizzle, the Haitas were running towards the river meadow, on which the battle with the eastern cavalry had been fought earlier. In fact, quite a few dead bodies were still there—dark lumps dotting the dull, watery green.

“What is it?” Dave asked. “Have the easterners come back for more trashing?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Max said, squinting. “It’s… it’s… Wait! The flag with the copper disk in the middle, like the Japanese sun, that’s your flag, right? Friar’s?”

“I can see cannons and muskets,” Beowulf nodded. “This has got to be the main force, finally! Not a minute too soon!”

“Wow! If they came all the way from Urbis, they must have been running all the way down,” Dave whistled.

In the meantime, the Haitas quickly formed a phalanx and charged the center of the human line that was now fully visible, stretching along the edge of the woods. And then the first volley of gunfire clogged everyone’s ears. The battle had begun.

* * *

O’Brien swore as he heard the gunfire.

“Guys, wake up! Move it! It’s already started!”

There was no need to push the men—they had already achieved the near-impossible. At the high command’s meeting the night before, everyone agreed that in the event of a forced retreat they wouldn’t be able to save the heavy cannons, and no one wanted to take that risk. To minimize it, the battery was to be placed farther away—or very far away, to be more precise, on the other bank of the small river that bordered the meadow. O’Brien furrowed his brow: what was that river even called? Escra? Forca? Something with an “a” in the end anyway. To be sure, they wouldn’t quite be firing point blank from there, but the meadow was still going to be within range, and in case the Haitas decided to ford that pitiful waterway, all of forty yards across, pfft, and attack the battery, there would be a security force of two dozen O’Sharg archers and a dozen of musketeers dug in at the water edge. No, O’Brien told himself, they were not going to decide the fate of the battle, not with that meager amount of firepower, but at least he would finally get a chance to try the four hefty pieces in action. Otherwise, why had they been dragging all that heavy metal with them along the muddy trails?

Alas, bringing their artillery to the riverbank took some doing. The horses had to be left half a mile behind, and the crews pushed and pulled their big guns through the woods on the strength of grit and foul language alone. However, it was all over now, and the dirt-splattered cannons lined up on the high bank were facing the meadow some three hundred yards out. In fact, some of the Haita formations—perhaps the reserve or the second line of defense—were even closer. A hundred, hundred and fifty yards, tops, O’Brien estimated the distance. The other firing line, from which the muskets of the main force were now popping nonstop, producing clouds of smoke, was to the right of the artillery position, along the edge of the woods that ran perpendicular to the river. So far, things were shaping up better than he had expected. That said, they only had four guns—not four dozen—and a limited amount of powder and projectiles. Besides, there were no experienced artillery gunners among the crews. They were all still learning by doing, including him, the new General Sherman, known in his new incarnation as Billy O’Brien.

“I want to see the gun commanders!” O’Brien yelled. Having not served in his previous life himself, what did he know about proper military language. But the boss wasn’t supposed to fraternize with the troops in battle, was he?

“All right, here’s what we are going to do,” he said when four grubby men stood in front of him. “Load the balls first, we need to zero in on those buggers. The gun on the right fires first. The rest of you watch where the shell lands and make adjustments as needed. Aim for the center of the closest formation. No one fires without my command. Clear?”

Four heads nodded.

As the first gun fired and the metal ball hit the ground some fifty yards away from the Haita phalanx, scattering clumps of mud, O’Brien cursed, releasing his pent up frustration.

“Short, damn it! Next time, aim higher. Remember, we’re shooting downhill! Second gun—fire!”

This time the gunners undershot by mere single yards. The cannonball bounced off the ground, leaped further, and hit one of the raxas, severing its leg above the knee. It then kept going and finished its journey smack in the middle of the formation, sending up a fountain of bloody debris.

“Yessss!” “O’Brien yelled. Just half an inch higher, and you’ll be golden! Three and four—fire!”

Two more guns roared in quick succession, both inflicting limited damage on the enemy.

“Keep your aim and load canister shot, now!” O’Brien gave the order. “Fire at will!”

The following moment, O’Brien’s reality changed, obscured in its entirety by clouds of thick smoke. Naturally, he knew what was going to happen and managed to press his palms to his ears and close his eyes before the first shot went off, but, as O’Brien knew full well from their time at the range, a massive broadside never failed to put all life on hold for a moment or two. Waiting for the crews to reload, which was going to take at least a minute, he sniffed the air cautiously and then took a brief peek. One of the canisters landed smack in the middle of a group of frackas, essentially halving it, and the rest abandoned the charge, concentrating instead on trying to stop their mounts from going berserk altogether. Before O’Brien could even finish counting the number of riders still remaining upright, the gun he was standing next to boomed again, and once again the world went blind and deaf. When the smoke cleared, O’Brien knew right away they had hit the mother lode: the wave of attacking raxas, stopped by the musketeers firing from the tree line, began rolling back and came into optimal range of his battery. The carnage seemed total and absolute—but then it all changed in a split second. Watching the musketeers on the right edge of his field of vision, O’Brien suddenly realized they were retreating—in an orderly fashion, yes, one line of shooters covering another, and on, and on, but retreating they still were. Why? Weren’t the Haitas, too, rolling back and right into the battery’s kill zone? And then it dawned on him: the multiple figures that were flickering in the distant woods, on the firing position’s right flank, were Haitas. Shucks, the attacking enemy had executed a successful flanking maneuver and was now pushing the combined human force towards the Dorka or Shcmorka, or whatever that damn shit creek’s name really was.

As the first of the retreating human infantrymen reached the river and began crossing to the other side, wading through shallow waters, O’Brien knew their own position became untenable—not if they wanted to save their guns, that is. The decision he was about to make didn’t come easy, but they really had no choice.

“Cease fire! Cease fire!” O’Brien yelled. “We are getting out of here. Move, people, move!”

Whether it was a miracle or pure adrenaline working, pulling the guns through the woods back to the clearing where they had left the horses only took half the time. On the minus side, the rain had intensified, producing even more mud and threatening to render their powder—what was left of it at that point—altogether unserviceable. It was going to be a clear case of use it or lose it, O’Brien chuckled, pushing hard against a slippery, oversized carriage wheel of the last gun. The three others were already lined up on the far side of the clearing, next to the path they had taken earlier on the way to Masada, and the O’Shargs were scurrying around them, hooking up horses to the rear ends of the carriages.

“Load grapeshot if you still have any left and report when ready,” O’Brien ordered.

“We only have balls left,” one of the gunners yelled.

“Well, use that then. It’s still better than nothing.”

“Ready!” came the first report.

“Ready,” followed the second.

By that time the first of the charging raxas were already emerging from the woods on the other side of the clearing.

“We will fire one by one,” O’Brien said. “Once you are done, don’t reload. Whip those horses and hit the trail like your life depends on it. Because it does. Then the next one will do the same, and on, and on, until we are all on the trail and heading back north. Understood?”

A murmur of voices rose into the air, acknowledging the plan.

“All right then. Make’em count, people. Number one—fire!”

By the time all the four guns spat out their deadly loads, the Haitas were no longer anxious to give chase. However, as the small convoy sped up the path, their rearguard of O’Sharg archers stayed vigilant. Before long, the battery caught up with the tail end of the withdrawing main force. The retreat was strategic, rather than tactical.

Leaving Bear, his second in command, in charge, O’Brien quickly made his way up the column to find Zhou under whose “jurisdiction” the battery technically fell.

“All the guns safely retrieved and operational,” he reported to their somewhat bewildered allied general. “No manpower losses. We are low on everything, but I have just passed the supply wagons. We’ll get what we need.”

“Good man,” Zhou nodded. “I didn’t expect to see you guys ever again, yet here you are, all sharp and dapper.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” O’Brien chuckled, “but yeah, we are still very much around. What happened out there? Why did you guys run?”

“The damn frackas flanked us through the woods, using the trees for cover. And we couldn’t shoot for shit in that wilderness. Not with any reasonable effect anyway.”

“I saw some of it from where we were and it didn’t look so bad.”

“It was.”

“So what now then?”

“Hell if I know. It’s Friar’s show, basically, and I haven’t seen him since we set out from that damn little village.”

“Ugh, figures.”

They both sighed.

* * *

Sticking his head far out from behind a bulwark, Beowulf was scanning the meadow, which was no longer green, littered that it was with black, hairy bodies.

“I don’t see anyone. And the shooting is fading away. It looks like our guys bolted and left us behind.”

“I would have bolted too if I were in their shoes,” Max said. “The Haitas are swarming this place like locusts. I don’t think we have enough arrows or bullets for them all.”

“I guess we are next then,” Beowulf sighed. “My gunners—”

Before he could finish the sentence, a dart launched almost vertically from under the wall hit the big man smack in the chest with a loud thud. As he staggered back, Max took a quick peek down himself and shot the trilla that was already winding up to throw a second one.

“Are you blind, man?” Dave shrieked, grabbing Beowulf under his armpits from behind to steady him. “These damn trillas are crawling right under the wall, like they own the place! Stay on your feet! Don’t fall! Let’s get you down while your legs still work. Max! Don’t touch that damn thing. Don’t even think of pulling it out!”

“You don’t need to tell me. Easy, don’t rush him!”

Together, they led their wounded top gunner down the stairs, step by step. By the time the three of them reached the ground, Beowulf was pale as a ghost, each of his steps more uncertain than the last. As insignificant as they seemed, trilla darts were no laughing matter. The needle-sharp point that could easily penetrate reed or leather armor grew progressively wider towards the back, forming a kind of a long, skewed triangle that inflicted deep, ghastly wounds, piercing flesh and bone alike. Circular rearward-facing fish hook barbs along both edges made pulling the weapon out of the wound a true surgical nightmare, and God only knew what kind of microscopic filth lived on the dirty steel.

“You just had to take your damn breastplate off, didn’t you?” Max swore. “Shush! Take it easy, buddy. You’ll be all right.”

Dave pointed at a shack near the perpendicular wall on their left.

“There! We are taking him there! That’s our sick bay.”

“Sick bay my butt!” Max grumbled. “Do you guys even have a doctor?”

“Well, kind of. There’s this fella patches our guys up when someone needs patching.”

“Kinda?”

“You’ll see.”

As Max kicked the door of the shack open with his foot, a chubby, rosy-cheeked twenty-something jumped from behind a table, on which some kind of a garment was spread. Masada’s resident quack was apparently running a side gig mending clothes. Or perhaps he was in fact a tailor masquerading as a part-time medic.

"What happened to him?" the young man asked, the frightened expression on his face apparent.

“A bout of clap, don’t you see?! Make room on that table, quick!”

As the three of them eased Beowulf onto his back, Max turned to Dave again.

“That your doctor? Really?”

“Well… he’s the only one we’ve got.”

“Tell him to run and bring those O’Shargs over! The ones you call easterners. If anyone here can heal anyone, it’s them.”

“Shit, I should have thought of that!”

By then, the pink-faced pant doctor was already out of the shack.

“Max!” Beowulf uttered a meek whisper that, coming from such a large, gregarious body, seemed almost scandalous.

“Shush! Don’t talk!”

“It’s just you now,” Beowulf said again, breathing heavily. “Dave ain’t gonna cut it, and he only has a bunch of cripples under him anyway. It’s your fortress now. You da man, Max!”

“I know,” Max nodded. “Now, shut up and smell the roses!”


Chapter 22

“Perfect!” Icksy declared after dunking the “infernal contraption” into a barrel of water. “Almost zero buoyancy. Just what the doctor ordered.”

“What does that mean?” Luther asked.

“It means that if our little oaf here drops it in the water, it won’t sink like an axe but will stay afloat.”

“Who are you calling an oaf, you pothead?” Whitey woke up.

“Yo, relax, I am just trying to help here, you know.”

“Then keep your mouth shut and keep going. How does this thing even work?”

“So do you want me to shut up or to keep going? Make up your mind!”

“Enough, you two!” Luther barked. “Get on with it, Icksy.”

“All right. The barrel’s filled with ammonia dynamite. You’ve heard of dynamite, right? It’s an explosive. The barrel is sealed with tar to keep water out, except for this tube sticking out. The bottom of the tube is packed with C4, well, kind of, and at the top, there’s a mechanical detonator. Be careful with it—the tube’s sealed with a plastic bag for now and there’s a handle underneath. You need to twist it 180 degrees to activate the detonator.”

“And then the cruiser will blow up—and me too?”

“If you ask me, that wouldn’t be so bad, but no. There’s a spring mechanism inside. The bomb won’t explode until the spring unwinds fully. I tested it earlier—you’ll have 140 seconds to get away. Two minutes, basically.”

“And how do I attach this thing to the ship?”

“That’s the easy part. Sujit has made something special—just for you, bozo.

“What are those, corkscrews?”

“Uh-huh, for your butt! It’s like a bit brace, but it’s also a screw. The boat is all wood, right, so all you’ll have to do is screw two of these things into the side and attach the bomb to them—see those loops here? Then turn the detonator handle and get the hell out of there. Piece of cake. You won’t even break a sweat.”

“Are you sure this thing will even work?” Luther asked, a note of skepticism in his voice.

“Don’t worry, jefe, it’ll blow up just fine. The real trick is to make sure it doesn’t before the time’s right.”

“Oh, man,” Whitey sighed, taking an involuntary step back.

“You’ll be fine, Whitey,” Icksy said, suddenly serious. “Just be careful with the detonator, it’s kind of sensitive. It’ll just be a breeze, you’ll see.”

“It better be or your ass is mine,” Whitey grumbled. “All right, when do we start?”

“Let’s give them a half hour or so,” Luther said. “Let them calm down after they spotted us.”

“Well, maybe you should have made sure they didn’t spot us at all!”

“Did you really want to swim a mile and a half, Whitey?”

“I grew up on the Mississippi,” Whitey grumbled. “I could do a mile and a half twice before breakfast. Ah, anyway, what does a man have to do around here to get his last drink?”

* * *

“From here, it is a straight run to the big ship. No turns,” Udur said. “Whitey go, Whitey swim.”

“How far is it?” Luther asked.

“I don’t know. But I can sense it from here. It’s a scary buzz.”

“I am sure it is,” Luther nodded. “All right, Whitey, this is your stop.”

“More like a parachute drop,” the man chuckled, carefully hoisting the bomb onto his back, rucksack style. “Hey, have a look, does it sit well there?”

“Like a charm,” Luther smiled. “You sure you don’t want me to just lower it down into the water for you?”

“Nah, I don’t want to mess with it in the water. It’s better to get out all ready to go.”

“Sure, you are the frogman here, it’s your choice.”

Even through the thick neoprene rubber of his wetsuit—the one and only thing brought from the impact site that no one knew what to do with until now—Whitey could tell the river was no longer conducive to leisurely bathing. Indeed, the summer was long gone, and the incessant rains were quickly making the water cooler. But he’d be all right for a while, Whitey told himself, counting his energetic brass strokes. One, two… ten… fifty. He only wished the suit came with gloves and a face mask, or at least a pair of lousy pool goggles but, as someone, somewhere sang, you can’t always get what you want. Instead, he made do with spreading a thick layer of goose fat on his face and hands. Hopefully, that and a generous doze of adrenaline now coursing through his blood would keep him warm. Well, at least the surface was calm and almost glassy tonight, Whitey thought—and immediately wished he hadn’t as an invisible large fish splashed nearby. Shucks, he jinxed it! Not a good thing to do when swimming upstream with a bomb on your back! Whitey immediately recalled a large-mesh fishing net he had once set a mile away from the shore, only to recover mere tatters of it later on, and the rotting hulk of an unidentified thirty-foot monster they found in the shallows once. Yes, it was that kind of a river, it did not look lightly upon anyone turning their careless back on it. In fact, come to think of it, dozens of fishermen and mere occasional crossers had been reported missing on the Freona that particular season alone. And, as if to make that unfortunate line of thinking even worse, the chill was now really beginning to get to him. Ugh!

Up ahead, faint yellow lights began to glow through the foggy darkness. Udur had been right: it was a straight run all the way. Whitey slowed down immediately: getting spotted by the night lookouts on board was not the plan. Before he could marvel at how his chill had suddenly taken a step back, the cruiser’s huge stern swam out and up on him, immediately striking Whitey by its size and height. But at least now that he was holding onto the wet boards and staying still they were not going to be able to notice him from above. Then something—something small enough, to be sure—dropped into the water not quite a few feet away, enveloping him in a momentary flash of panic. However, the next moment the accompanying stench told Whitey exactly what it was. He cursed silently: of all other possible places, he had made contact with destiny right under the ship’s shitter. Shucks!

Feeling along the wood planks with his hands, Whitey moved away from the turd pipe a little and reached for a rope loop tied to his side. The first of the screws went into the caulked seam between two boards like a charm, but as soon as he turned the second once, the wooden handle on the large corkscrew broke clean off, the metal stub slicing his palm open. Cursing, Whitey slid out of the bomb’s harness and used an emergency piece of steel wire he had brought with him exactly for that kind of an eventuality to attach the second loop to the metal spike. He paused for a moment—no, nothing, all quiet—took a deep breath, and turned the handle.

Stroking away from the ship, Whitey was now counting seconds—not strokes as such. Having reached a hundred and twenty, he closed his eyes tightly, bracing for being blown to kingdom come—and nothing happened. Damn! That good for nothing Icksy! That worthless pothead! First the defective screw, and now the detonator, or one of a myriad other things that could prevent their improvised limpet mine from exploding successfully. What was he supposed to do—go back? And then what? He knew he had turned the handle the right way because it was the only way it would go, and in the end of the circular run the thing hit a stopper of some kind inside, and… BOOM!!!

As a monster flash lit up the river, followed by an appreciable push in the back from the hydroacoustic wave and the mighty roar in his ears, Whitey felt the invisible hand squeezing his heart inside relax first and then let go completely. Whatever happened next was suddenly no longer all that important. If not for the chill that came back right away, he would almost be comfortable, all the more so since the current was now working in his favor, gently carrying him downriver. Except wait, a momentary flash of anxiety bloomed up again in his mind. How was he going to find the Yamato in the dark? The original plan was to use the waterproof electric flashlight he attached to his other thigh before leaving to signal the mother ship, but now the damn piece was gone, whatever may have happened to it. And the darkness, as dark as ever, was being made even worse by that damn never-ending drizzle. With the butterflies in his stomach suddenly coming awake, Whitey slammed the water hard with his fist in sheer impotent exasperation—and then it suddenly hit him. Udur! The man was not just a master helmsman, he was a live hydrophone too, or whatever kind of a phone it was he had in his head, because how else was he sensing all those things on the water? Invigorated, Whitey began flapping his hands, splashing vehemently, putting as much heart into making noise and vibrations as he did earlier in trying to avoid them. They’d hear him, he kept telling himself somewhere deep inside his head, as if saying a prayer against the background of a continuous stream of expletives that his mouth was now spewing. All those damn buggers and potheads, all the assholes and shitkickers—they’d hear him! When an invisible mighty hand finally grabbed him by the scruff of his neck, lifting his half-frozen body out of the water, Whitey was not even surprised. It could not possibly be God’s hand, it was something more tangible and down to earth, or water in his particular case, because what kind of a deity would have hairy paws such as these?

“Anyone ever told you you need a shave, Udur?” he whispered, happy to feel the hard boards of the deck under his knees.

“Drink this,” a familiar voice said and Whitey felt a cup pressing against his lips. The next moment a fiery hot wave shook him fully awake, spreading down into his guts.

“What kind of horse piss is this?” he grumbled.

“Well, they claim it’s fruit brandy,” Luther said.

“Brandy my butt! Hey, did I…”

“Yes, you did. Welcome back Whitey!”

* * *

O’Brien pressed his hands to the still-warm cannon barrel that seemed happy enough to give a new meaning to the term “dual-use”.

“All right, boys, off we go. We’ve done enough for one day.”

As the ragged column of men, horses, and wagons resumed their slog up the rapidly ascending muddy trail, musket shots kept popping in the back, but O’Brien knew it was just the rear guard keeping the Haitas in check. If anything, the hairy devils and skinny dart throwers had to be as exhausted as their human counterparts. There was always going to be a tomorrow. Both parties to that monumental exertion lived to fight another day—even if it was not by far all of them.

Victor Zhou, looking much like a cinematic SS officer in his black leather cloak, came over, walking down from the top of the column.

“Hey, O’Brien, how’re you guys holding up?”

“Feeling empty, inside and out. Just a little bit of powder left, perhaps. That’s it.”

“Great! I’ll send the musketeers over for it.”

“And what am I supposed to use? Horse manure?”

“Didn’t you just say you have no shot left?”

“So?”

“So nothing. By the way, there’s good news. Luther said on the radio they had blown up one of the cruisers.”

“Good news indeed, but it’s not going to help us with those raxas breathing down our necks.”

“Nah, they’ve had enough of it too for one day, I guess. So I’ll send those guys over, all right?”

Before O’Brien could say anything else, their obersturmbannführer moved on, marching to the distant sound of the popping muskets.

* * *

Max peered into the small room where Beowulf lay wounded. By his bedside, Littali’s younger sister sat on a stool, knitting a fishing net by the light of a grease lamp.

“How is he?” Max whispered.

“He’s asleep. Father gave him some poppy water, so now he’ll sleep for a long time.”

“And why are you sitting next to him?”

“Father said if he starts breathing quickly, I need to tell someone.”

“You need to go to bed yourself.”

“Yes. I’ll sit here a little longer, and then Littali will take over.”

“That’s good,” Max smiled at her. “I’ll check on him later then.”

Going back to his tower, Max knew he’d better have some shuteye himself, at least for an hour or two, although that was probably not going to happen. After the main human force retreated, following the battle on the meadow, besieged Masada was once again all alone in the virtual sea of Haitas. The grand total of its defenders, counting bona fide soldiers and civilians capable of bearing arms was all of eighty-six souls. One of those was Beowulf who was now firmly out of commission, another one him, Max, their commander. How could one possibly sleep with so much on one’s mind?


Chapter 23

Against all expectations, the cruiser had not sunk. Yamato and Intrepid found it after sunrise in the shallows near the left bank. Whether it managed to get there by itself or had been towed, the fact remained that it was still in one piece. Well, mostly. With a large chunk of its stern missing and the turret with the strange cannon sitting dangerously askew, the ship had taken on quite a bit of water and settled into the muddy sand, which now almost reached the second tier of oars. The crew had since abandoned ship, it seemed.

“Well, it looks like our heroic midget tied the mine to an oar,” Icksy sneered. “Otherwise, why is this thing still here? The entire backside should have been blown right off.”

“Yo, dipshit,” Whitey parried the veiled insult with one of his own. “For all we know, you have filled that bucket with your own crap, and now you have the nerve to blame it on me? I screwed those bolts right into the hull, like you told me, and by the way, one of them broke in my hands. Next time, why don’t you go do it yourself, you damn yokel?”

“The explosive was fine,” Icksy shrugged. “Maybe we just needed a bigger barrel.”

“I think those guys towed it here,” Luther pointed at the two more cruisers sitting in the middle of the main channel about a mile further upriver. “That’s why it didn’t sink in deep water. My guess is they were trying to bring it all the way back to their loading harbor but it got stuck on the way. Now they are probably just hovering around, trying to figure out how to get it out of there.”

“I say we burn it then,” Whitey said.

“Sure,” Luther nodded. “Let’s go grab some breakfast first, then load up everything we’ve got and finish the job. And those two behemoths will just watch the show and clap their meaty paws. Yeah, piece of cake.”

“Why don’t we give Jim a can of gasoline and send him swimming again? It looks like he liked that experience just fine.”

“Oh, shut up, Icksy,” Luther said with no particular malice. “Lemme think.”

Whitey made a face, and Icksy sneered, but neither said anything.

“Never mind that trireme for now,” Luther finally said. “While those two big guys are babysitting it, who is guarding the crossing? After all, transport galleys are still going back and forth from what I could see on the way up here.”

“So what? Once we start heading back south, they will probably chase after us,” Whitey said.

“No, Jim, it’s not that simple: if they do that, we’ll lure them far enough downstream, then turn around behind some island or another and use the engine to speed back upstream. They can’t move as fast. By the time they make it back here, we will have torched the damaged cruiser and be ready to go downriver again. Unless, that is, they bring more of those monsters over.”

“If I were them, I’d just unload all I could from that thing and abandon it altogether.” Jim said. “Or scuttle it myself. Why throw good money after the bad?”

“Or they could split, with one giving chase and another staying,” Icksy shrugged.

“Then we could split too,” Whitey parried. “Say, the Intrepid goes south, and we stay behind and finish the job. Or the other way around.”

“All right, fellow admirals,” Luther said. “How about we do go have that breakfast now?”

* * *

O’Brien was jolted awake by someone shaking his shoulder. He felt as if he’d been loading heavy shot and balls all day and had just barely closed his eyes. And now they wanted him up again. Ugh! Rubbing his eyes, he saw Victor Zhou standing next to him, looking equally exhausted and bleary-eyed.

“O’Brien, you speak that eastern tongue, don’t you? Come, Friar has arrived and wants to confer with us.”

“I don’t know it all that well. And what, Friar suddenly forgot good old English?”

“Oh, just get on with it, you’ll see.”

Grudgingly, O’Brien reached for his clothes that were drying by the stove and groaned: they were still damp, if not outright wet. But it didn’t really matter—not with the regular downpour outside. The rainy season made trying to get one’s clothes dry a fool’s errand.

Splashing through puddles, hurriedly, the two of them reached the village mayor’s hut in a matter of minutes. Four of Friar’s personal bodyguards on the porch gave the southerners deeply suspicious looks but asked no questions and let them come in. Inside, in the dim light of a single grease lamp, O’Brien immediately saw an unusual figure sitting on a stool in the middle: thick, tall boots adorned with bronze plates, a well-worn chainmail suit, and an empty dagger sheath on his wide belt. The man’s hands were tied in front of him, but loosely enough to allow him to wrap his fingers around a large tea mug. The visitor had to be a knight of some sort, and most likely from further south—swarthy, with a large Roman nose and brown eyes that had not a shred of fear in them.

Friar and Mensch who were sitting on a bench by the wall rose as the two southerners entered and began shaking water off their cloaks.

“O’Brien, you speak Eastern, right? We need you to translate what this man has to say.”

“I’ll try. Where did you guys catch him?”

“We didn’t. He came on his own.”

“On his own?!”

"Yes. He was shouting something from afar and threw his sword down as my men approached. It looked like he was surrendering or perhaps sought to palaver. I can’t understand anything of what he is saying. Our own easterners here speak something different. God only knows why. Every village around here may well have its own dialect. You try it now. Ask him who he is and why he’s come.”

Clearing his throat, O’Brien sat down on another stool, facing the knight, and spoke, carefully choosing his words.

“Who are you and why have you come to us?”

The knight brought his eyes up from the mug right away.

“I am Sir Durag, a loyal vassal of Baron Shervasier. My baron and his duke sent me here to speak to you. Tell your leaders there is no need to tie me up—I am not going anywhere.”

As O’Brien interpreted the man’s words, Friar nodded.

“Good, ask him what it is he wants to discuss.”

O’Brien turned back to the easterner, conveying the message.

“Just speak slowly, so that I can keep up with the translation.”

“All right. But may I first inquire who I am talking with? I need to speak to your main leaders, and it would be a regrettable waste of time to chat idly with their servants.”

“There are no servants here—we are all military leaders in this house. I am O’Brien, this is Victor Zhou—we are from the south. Friar and Mensch are the leaders of the northern parts. The army stationed in and around this village is our combined force.”

“That is very good. Then tell the rest of them I was sent here to propose an alliance. If we act together, it will be so much easier for us to drive the Haitas back into the river.”

As O’Brien translated Durag’s words, Friar shook his head.

“I see no point in entering into any alliances with bandits and looters. Your raiders have pillaged our villages, killing our people or taking them captive. Usually, if we catch one of yours alive, we just impale him. You may well be facing the same fate. So far, you have not given me a good enough reason to do otherwise.”

The knight shrugged Friar’s words off and continued, unafraid as ever.

“We didn’t come here for your villages. It’s just that some of our people are wild enough and incredibly hard to control. Ask yourself if you really need to take offense over such small matters. Our scouts saw you fighting the Haitas today. They said you couldn’t lift the siege on your fort and retreated hastily across the river. And they said you were very lucky.”

“Lucky? Why?”

“While you were fighting the Haita infantry, we battled their cavalry, the frackas chasing us far to the east. We’re always trying to split them up, so they could be fought piecemeal. Those murderous bastards know that and do what they can to stick together. They know their infantry cannot catch up with our knights, so they left them behind and proceeded on their own. But once they are tired of chasing us, they'll come back and make short work of you here. Have you ever seen three hundred frackas charging? Or do you think those fire breathing tubes of yours are going to save you?”

“If you think you know it all so well, why do you even need an alliance with us?” Friar asked. Apparently, contrary to his earlier manifestations to the contrary, he did understand some of what the knight was saying.

“We would like to stop the Haitas here, before they reach our borders. It’s very hard to deal with their hordes when they spread out through the forests like a many-headed serpent. No matter how many you cut down, they still manage to plunder some of the land. If we were strong enough, we would have stomped them out by now, but unfortunately, we are not there yet. Neither are you, it seems. So why not work together if it benefits us all?”

This time, Friar hesitated before responding and turned to the other commanders first.

“What do you think? Should we give any serious consideration to this scoundrel’s proposal?”

Victor Zhou nodded.

“I’d ally myself with the devil himself if that’s what it takes to stop these brutes from coming here.”

“Friar, he’s right,” Mensch agreed. “We don’t seem to be able to push all that infantry back, let alone the frackas. There are just too many of them this time.”

“Many of our people will be unhappy,” O’Brien said. “The O’Shargs, too, are no fans of the easterners. But I think given a choice between fighting the Haitas and these medieval guys, everyone would choose the Haitas.”

Friar took a moment to think and nodded.

“All right then. Tell him we are not against joint actions as a matter of principle. But we will need to talk the details over with their leader. We must also get back the people they’ve taken and they have to pay compensation for the destruction of our settlements.”

Durag nodded.

“Yes, these would be the questions to raise with our top brass. Me, I can’t promise anything. Just keep it in mind that it’s not just one leader you’ll have to deal with. Four kingdoms have sent their warriors to take part in this campaign, and they all have a say. So, if you are not hell-bent on impaling me any longer, I say give me my weapons and horse back and take a ride with me. We bivouacked not too far from here.”

* * *

Sedated by highly narcotic poppy tea, Beowulf snored like a heavy bulldozer. Even when Littali’s little sister vacated her stool and plopped herself on the bed, right on top of the big man’s legs, he didn’t wake up and maintained the same heavy breathing rhythm unchanged. The stool, by the right of seniority, now belonged to Littali who, just like her younger sister, watched the Earthman’s flickering hands with her mouth agape.

After a year of life outdoors in the new world, those were no longer the hands of a piano tuner, although, in all fairness, Max had never been one even in his past life. The skin of his palms had grown rough and callused, the tops were now tanned to the color of Gala apples, and the nails sported plenty of scratches and breaks on them, not to mention the ingrained dirt. When he made a fist, his knuckles crackled in earnest. However, none of that seemed to bother Max or his two viewers who watched the primitive parlor tricks he was showing them with genuine awe of simple, wholehearted creatures unspoiled by civilization. Some things were indeed priceless, Max had to admit.

“Pulling” a lead pellet from the younger girl’s ear, Max squeezed it in his fist, blew on his knuckles, and opened his palm—voila! Naturally, the pellet was gone, and the audience gave a collective gasp. The little girl, overwhelmed with emotion, began biting her nails, which earned her an immediate slap from her older sister.

“If father sees you biting your nails again, he’ll cut off all your fingers with a shoemaker’s knife. And then no one will marry you without those!”

The wooden hinges creaked, and Dave peeked into the room.

“Max, come to the wall, it seems the Haitas are up to something.”

Max smiled at Littali and got up. “And there I was, thinking I’ll be taking the day off…”

Outside, the torrential rain had stopped as suddenly as it started, but the annoying drizzle still made the day gray and miserable. After two inches of rain overnight, the courtyard had now turned into a giant puddle that clearly aspired to become a swimming pool. However, someone had already laid a few boards across it. On top of the wall, a dozen defenders anxiously huddled together, peering into the distance. When Max climbed up, they immediately spread out, making room for their commander. At first, Max could not see anything unusual: the Haitas were scurrying in and around their camp in their usual manner. Only now, he realized, quite a few of them had moved much closer to the fortress, building something. Dozens of raxas were carrying logs to the rally point where a team of proto-carpenters put it all together. And it was going to be something big.

“What do you think they are making?” Dave asked.

“It doesn’t look like a battering ram,” someone among the soldiers said.

“Look, they’re hauling stones from the cliff too,” said another.

Looking in that direction, Max saw rafts, boats, and a solitary barge hauling rocks from the other side of the river.

“I’d say they are getting ready to hurl those over the wall,” he said.

“Yeah? How?” Dave asked.

“They’re building siege engines, it seems. Once those are completed, they’ll begin the bombardment. And when the towers are demolished and the walls breached, they will attack in force.”

“So what do we do now?!”

“Nothing. We can’t reach them from here, and we do not have enough men to venture a raid outside. Wait and hope—that’s all we can do.”


Chapter 24

More than anything, the negotiations between the two armies’ command resembled a chance meeting of two rival gangs. The earthlings, represented by Friar and O’Brien, had an escort of a dozen crossbowmen and musketeers that never lowered their weapons. From the easterners, four similarly stern knights joined Durag. It was O’Brien’s understanding they were the troop commanders of the respective four kingdoms, but no specific statements to that effect were made, nor questions asked. All the five knights looked like maternal half-brothers: burly men within ten years of age of each other, with the faces of seasoned warriors. Their armor was solid, and each sported an entire small arsenal of weapons. Behind them, a bunch of less lavishly outfitted riders with their swords drawn tried making themselves inconspicuous and failed miserably. Overall, it hardly looked like a reunion of old friends.

“Duke Octus from the Kingdom of Lenosutas! Duke Walcon from the Kingdom of Printas! Duke Yearish from the Kingdom of Pacatus! Baron Zerpen from the Kingdom of Catus!” Durag introduced the four.

“I am in command of the combined army,” the one called Duke Octus said. “Have you considered our terms?”

“We have,” O’Brien nodded. “But before we go any further, Friar here wants the abducted villagers freed and compensation for the five settlements your men have pillaged and burned paid.”

“Understood. I have already ordered to have everyone we can find to be gathered and brought here. Some of the most active raiders from among our troops have already been whipped. In the name of all the forces of darkness, what more compensation do you need?”

“Fifty horses—ten for each village razed. It’s a token amount, really. We’ll consider it a gesture of goodwill on your part.”

“Will you ask for our swords next?! We need the horses for the campaign as much as you do!”

“Perhaps, but we’re not requesting your war stallions. Any horses will do. Oh, and no more raids. Next time it will cost you more, much more.”

Octus winced.

“Tonight,” he finally said. “You will get your people back and your horses by sundown. Anything else?”

“No,” Friar said in a heavily accented Easternese, or whatever that tongue was really called. “What’s the first order of business then?”

“Are you sure you want to discuss it all here, in the rain?” Octus asked. “Why don’t you come to our camp—we have a few tents there.”

“I have a better idea,” O’Brien said. “How about you pick up stakes and come join us in our own camp? We have plenty of tents and other things and two rings of security all around.”

“I could leave one of my men behind to show you the way,” Friar added. “It’s not far.”

“Very well then,” Octus agreed. “Expect us all at your camp before nightfall. We’ll bring your prisoners and horses with us. And then we’ll share a meal. Breaking bread together always helps.”

* * *

“So, Sir Luther, it looks like we’re going to have us some proper fun now!” said Boem, watching the approaching galley. His short axe was already in his right hand.

“No, Boem, we’re not going to board that galley. We don’t need it. We’ll just burn it and move on to the next one. You can put your axe away for now.”

“I’ve just seen them shove someone into the hold, and they looked like humans. Are you going to burn them all without checking? I mean, if that’s what it takes, sure, but what if those bastards have a hundred fair maidens in there, which all dream of a noble knight coming to save them?”

Luther pulled out his binoculars and had a closer look. All he could see aboard the enemy ship was raxas and trillas, and a single hulking figure at the steering oar. But Boem had the keenest eye of all of them, especially for womenfolk, which he had had a chance to prove on many occasions before.

“All right, we’ll do it your way then,” Luther made his decision. “Cannoneers, load with grapeshot! Everyone else, prepare to board!”

Turning around, he noticed Icksy in makeshift leather armor, a sword in his hand.

“Oh, no, you are not coming,” Luther wagged his finger. “Go into the hold and stay there until it is all over.”

“Why should you guys have all the fun? What am I, an odd man out?”

“If you catch a dart in the face, Atahualpa is going to have a fit. As it is, he is asking me twice a day when I’m sending you back. I guess you two have some kind of tender love going on between you.”

Luther called the Intrepid but received nothing but static in response. Perhaps it was the island separating the two ships at the moment as Spood was doing his damnedest to lure one of the cruisers away from the crossing area. Luther cursed and turned to the helmsman.

“Udur, I want to give that galley a nice, full broadside. Then, after we fire, just pull alongside so that we could board them. That doable?”

“Yes” the Klot said. “The water isn’t arguing with the wind today.”

While the gun crews were hurriedly loading, Luther gave the boarding party one final check and liked what he saw. The men were all ready—helmets on, weapons drawn, rain cloaks off and stowed away. He could see the Haitas were also preparing for battle—those of them, that is, that were not rowing like crazy, trying to reach the right bank before the Yamato could open up. The galley did not have any ballistae or other kind of artillery, which put it at a distinct disadvantage. Nor could it move as fast as the Yamato that was gunning for them under its kick-ass 6-cylinder power. When Udur brought them within two hundred yards of the enemy ship, Luther gave the order to fire. As the smoke cleared, he could see most of the trillas had been swept away by the blast, but a few of the raxas, though disoriented and shell-shocked, were still standing. By that time, a dozen or so musketeers lined up along the gunwale had almost finished reloading and were taking aim again.

“I want those raxas down!” Luther yelled. “Fire a will!”

A few seconds later, the boarding hooks went flying, lodging themselves into the galley’s gunwale, and men were grunting and pulling on the ropes attached thereto, bringing the two ships into contact, side by side. Then, as the corvus fell, smashing into the galley’s deck, the mad rush started. Boem, grinning wildly and swinging his axe, was the first to run across the bridge, cutting in front or Eron the Arkulian gladiator whose unspoken privilege it usually was under such circumstances. Saying nothing, the man hit the deck a close second.

Quickly enough, Luther himself crossed over and immediately put his sword to good use, finishing off a wounded raxa that was struggling to rise despite a chest torn by grapeshot. Then a dart flashed before his face, striking Boem, a bit to the left of him, in the side. The knight’s chainmail held, but the sneaky attack immediately put him in a foul mood.

“Squash these spindly bastards, Sir Luther! I’ll go check below decks!”

Luther dashed to the stern where a pair of dart throwers were still going at it. Neither of them was particularly anxious to engage in hand-to-hand combat but with no one between them and the charging earthling they had no choice. Luther quickly slashed one with his sword—right to left, top to bottom—and when the creature fell cut its throat. The second one jumped overboard where the cold water would surely make short work of it. That was when Boem’s mighty roar came from below.

“Everyone, to my side! Help! Hurry! This is where these bastards are hiding!”

Before diving into the open hatch, Luther squinted and mentally counted to ten to help his vision adjust to the dim light of the hold. Then he took a deep breath—and took the plunge.

Inside, the fight was already in full swing, with weapons clanging and screams of pain and rage following one after another. Quickly stepping away from the ladder, Luther turned on his heels to press his back against the hull. He was just in time as the next moment a large axe hit the wood exactly where his head was a moment ago. The towering figure gave a disappointed grumble and pulled the axe out, but before it could bring it to bear again, Luther dodged and drove his blade between the wooden armor plates, under the raxa’s ribs, twisting it to widen the wound. The beast roared and swung its left hand, hitting Luther on the side of his helmet. Thrown off balance, Luther stumbled over a body, fell and, before getting on his feet again, slashed the tendons behind some gnarly, hairy knee. When its owner went down, Luther thrust his sword almost to the hilt under the exposed armpit. Raxas were tough, but not tough enough to keep going when their hearts were sliced in half.

Boem was right—there were some two dozen captives huddled in the back of the hold, and with all of the raxas now down, Luther rushed that way to cut the prisoners loose. They were regular village folks, some of them women—so scared and dirty that in the dusty, dim haze of the hold they looked more like gremlins than people.

“Welcome back, folks!” Luther grinned, slicing through the hemp rope that held them all together, like fish on a stringer. “Give us a few minutes to wrap things up upstairs, and then you can come out.”

In the meantime, the noise on deck told him the short engagement was not quite over yet. Indeed, as he was about to raise his head from the hatch, what looked like a massive oar whooshed above him, followed by a long howl. Luther swore and took a more careful peek, only to see one of his men jumping overboard to avoid being blown away. His opponent—apparently a raxa, but for some reason double the regular size—was singlehandedly holding back half a dozen men, swinging the steering oar. The helmsman! The creature was wounded but nowhere near dead yet as Luther thought it to be when jumping onto the galley’s deck. Now the damn thing’s long arms, made longer still by the shaft of the oar, held the men at bay, preventing them from getting close enough for a sword strike, it seemed. Instead, they were just backing off, losing ground, trying to stay clear of the big guy’s massive wooden implement.

“Pikes! Get some pikes!” Luther shouted, jumping out of the hatch.

He bent forward and grabbed a pair of darts from a dead trilla. The first missed, but the second struck the rampaging hulk exactly where the massive shoulder met the neck. However, a wound that could have killed a man instantly only enraged the beast. The towering Haita swiftly turned around, glared at Luther through its squinting pig-like eyes, squealed, and charged, raising the oar over its head like a giant flyswatter. From the deck of the Yamato, Rita fired an arrow that buried itself in the Haita’s cheek, but this new injury failed to catch the giant’s attention too. Just then, Icksy flew over the boarding bridge, jumping in front of the charging raxa. The massive pistol in his hand—the kind one got to see in pirate movies back on Earth, or in any of the numerous remakes of the Three Musketeers—boomed in a voice quite appropriate for its size, and the helmsman’s head exploded in a fountain of blood and bone fragments. The left eye popped out of the socket, and the huge body went down like a sapling cut at the roots. The deck shuddered acknowledging that latest indignity, and it was finally over.

“That's it, folks,” Icksy grinned, turning to Luther. “No pikes needed. Firepower rules!”

“Didn’t I tell you to stay in the hold?!”

“And now I bet you are glad I didn’t,” Icksy said, still grinning.

“There’s a bit of that,” Luther had to admit. “Thanks, man. Wait, are you smoked out?”

“There’s a bit of that,” Icksy parroted the repartee. “But only just a little. For courage, you know.”

“Can the leopard change its spots?” Luther cackled. “Thanks anyway. I owe you one, Icksy.”

At that moment, Boem emerged from the hold.

“Where are all the beautiful maidens?”

“I think I did see some women down there,” Luther said. “Only they are neither beautiful, nor maidens.”

“Ah, maybe you were right, we should have just burned it.”

“Luther!” Deirdre’s voice called from the Yamato. “Spood’s on the radio. He says the cruiser has left them alone and is heading back your way.”

“Well, I think that’s our cue to get the hell out of here,” Luther said. “Move the prisoners to the Yamato and then torch this tub! Oh, and don’t forget to pull that unsung hero out of the water.”

“Luther!” Deirdre continued. “He also says another big ship is now heading their way!”

“Jeez-Louise,” Luther shook his head. “Aren’t these guys ever getting tired?”

* * *

Udur was the first to sense that something was amiss.

“I don’t want to keep going that way. It feels bad.”

“Another ship?” Luther asked.

“No, Luther, I don’t see any ships there. But there are many of those I don’t like to see. They are not dangerous.”

“Udur, you are not making any sense. Is it dangerous or not, whatever it is you are seeing?”

“It used to be dangerous. Now it’s not. But maybe it’s dangerous again. Udur doesn’t know. Udur just doesn’t want to go there.”

“Hold that thought,” Luther said and went to the bow where his wife was standing wrapped in a cloak, binoculars in her hands.

“What are you seeing, honey?”

“Not much of anything in this muck. But I definitely don’t see any ships. Except that one, stuck on the beach. Oh, wait… ”

“What?”

“There’s some movement there… someone walking on the deck. And they don’t look like Haitas… Luther, they are Vuxes!”

“Vuxes?! How did they get there? There are no Vuxes around these parts.”

“I don’t know, but that’s what they look like. I think they are ours. Those other savages never had solid breast plates or metal axes.”

“Let me see.”

She was right, he had to admit, and now one of them was waving at him from the high stern. Mur!

“Aren’t they supposed to be in Masada? Hold your fire, everyone! Those seem to be friendlies!”

As the Yamato approached the semi-sunken galley, Mur Gurlix, their Vux extraordinaire, called out to them.

“Hello, friend Luther!”

“Hello, Mur! What are you guy doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be with Beowulf?”

“That was before the Haitas attacked, friend Luther. Friend Beowulf left us behind to guard the additional gunpowder and food stores in the woods, but he never came back, and we ate all the food quickly. We went looking for more and killed many Haitas on the way. But then these black riders on hissing serpents showed up and chased us away. We couldn’t do anything about them, so we fled. Then we bumped into this ship of theirs and took what we could from it. And then we played with it a little. It’s sinking now.”

“I can see that. Get off the ship right away. We are going to burn it. Gather your warriors and go back to the fortress but don’t try stealing anything else from the Haitas. Just sit tight in the woods nearby and wait until the army comes back to break through the siege. You can then come out and help them.”

“Can we steal the enemy’s stuff then?”

“Of course, my good man, of course!”

“Yes, friend Luther, we’ll do that!”

Luther turned back to his crew again.

“Udur, keep going. Whitey, go have the ballista crew on the stern launch a fire pot at this bucket.

“Aye-aye, Captain,” Whitey nodded. “One fire pot coming right up!”

* * *

The easterners’ army arrived by dinnertime, as promised. O’Brien never expected a cinematic display of armored cavalry, but what he saw left him outright dejected. First, the so-called “army” turned out to be quite small—no more than a mixed, battalion-strength force. Second, the cavalrymen were a fraction of that—two to three hundred, perhaps. The rest were archers and peasants armed with axes and crude wooden pikes. To add insult to injury, the force was so stretched out that a good hour passed before they all finally pulled in. All in all, he could see no more than three dozen well-armed knights in solid armor. The rest were just dregs—ragged, soaked to the bone, with many wounded and plenty of limping horses that did not even look good enough to be eaten. Plus they all seemed to be starving and threw many a covetous look at the human troops that were cooking dinner by their fires under wooden canopies and inside shacks.

The three dukes and a baron immediately began squabbling, each demanding at least half of the houses in the village for their own men. Friar had to personally intervene in that heated dispute, allocating four huts on the outskirts to all of them. The village was small and couldn’t accommodate everyone, so most of the troops on all sides would have to camp in tents on wet ground anyway. No one was happy it seemed, and the discord only grew.

“Friar, the easterners seem to know their way around here quite well,” O’Brien reported the rumors to their supremo soon. “They’re saying they should move on to Red Hill, a proper town, and rest there for a few days in comfort. No one is openly talking about sacking the place, but I think that’s the implication.”

“Well, that’s not going to happen. We rest tonight however we can, and in the morning we march, with or without them. If we don’t lift the siege of Masada soon, it will fall. It may have already fallen.”

“What if they do decide to go to Red Hill?”

“Well, then Masada will have to hold on for a little while longer, I guess. We’ll need to deal with these guys first. Allies, pfft. But no, I don’t think this is going to happen.”

“All right. But we can’t just barge straight to Masada. We tried it once, and we all know what happened. Plus they’ll now have frackas with them.”

“We are not going straight to Masada. What we’ll do instead is cut their lines of communications and resupply with the disembarkation point on the bank and start sniping at them from the rear and the flanks, guerrilla style. Before long, they’ll be so busy chasing us through the woods they’ll have to shift their focus away from the fortress. And then we’ll pounce in earnest. We’ll see. Go have some sleep while you can, O’Brien.”

* * *

Shuhib the Devourer of Legs scratched his hairy behind and wrapped his report up.

“The fence is high. Strong. Thorny. If there’s nothing to steal, why build such a fence? We need to go there and steal what’s behind it. It’s gotta be good!”

Mur growled, hungry and unhappy.

“Shuhib, you are as stupid as your ass is fat. Only worse. It’s like you’ve been eating frogs and the balls of our cave cousins for a year. What if there are those hissing horsemen behind that fence? I told you to find out what’s inside first. Then we’ll decide.”

“I looked through a hole in the fence for a long time—there are no horsemen. There’s a campfire and a few Haitas with axes and javelins.”

“That’s what you should have told me. Did you see everything clearly? Could the horsemen be hiding somewhere?”

“There are huts, but they’re small. It would be hard to hide a hissing horse in them. Shuhib doesn’t believe they could hide from his keen eyes. Shuhib sees very well! Shuhib thinks there are few Haitas guarding the loot. But it may all change. We need to steal all that treasure quickly.”

“Fine then,” Mur rose from the tree stub he was sitting on. “We’ll go there now. We’ll climb over the fence. Kill everyone. Steal their food and weapons. If there’s a lot, we’ll take it all and go back to the fortress. If not, we’ll keep looking.”

An hour later, the entire ragtag army of almost two hundred hungry Vuxes was anxiously watching a seven-foot-high palisade. Some even crawled all the way to it to have a better look through the loosely spaced out stakes. Shuhib was right: there were no riders inside and only a few regular Haitas. When those finally noticed dozens of Vuxes scaling the wall, there was precious little they could do about it. However, Mur himself was terribly unlucky: sliding down the fence on the other side, he landed right on a stack of logs and bruised his tailbone badly. Howling and swinging his axe, the chief Vux charged towards the campfire blazing in the center of the fort, but by the time he got there, limping heavily, it was all over. Then again, slight tardiness might suit a good combat leader well.

“Search all their huts!” Mur barked the order. “Bring it all here, to the fire! If you find enemies hiding, kill them!”

Soon enough, he was sitting on his injured butt in relative comfort, scrutinizing the good stuff that just kept on coming: leather and canvas bags, boxes, bundles, and plain individual items of every kind imaginable. Dried fish, millet, salt, jerky, bundles of javelins, battle axes, metal armor parts, helmets, dishes, furs, hides. There was a lot of loot.

Quickly enough, Mur began wondering why there was so much stuff and so few Haitas guarding it. Had he been a Rhodes Scholar or at least a simple Roman legionnaire five hundred years before Pontius Pilate made his fateful decision in Judaea, he might have figured out they had chanced upon the Haitas’ main supply base on the right bank from which the force besieging Masada was drawing its food and replacement weapons. But he was neither of those. He was a simple Vux chieftain. That did not make him stupid.

“Warriors!” he yelled. “Take as much food as you can and the absolute best of the other loot. If someone still doesn’t have a metal axe, get one. Burn the rest of it, along with the huts and the fence. And do it quickly. We need to get out of here.”

“But Mur, there’s still so much good stuff here!” Shuhib protested.

“Stupid is as stupid does!” Mur sniggered. “We can’t carry it all away. And do you think the Haitas wouldn’t want to come back for it? Take what you can. This was a good day. The spirits have shown us their generous side for once!”

* * *

Luther turned off the radio and just sat there for a few minutes, thinking. There were no new reports from the land theater, but since all the communications were on the same open frequency, he had caught snippets of a conversation between Zhou and Atahualpa earlier. He did not like what he heard. Something was not right. That Beowulf had remained incommunicado for so long was not necessarily a tragedy in and of itself. It could be as simple as the primitive radio being broken again or the battery running out of juice. But why didn’t the gunners move to Masada to reconnect with the main force or at least send a message? Or were they sitting behind those walls in Masada already, waiting to get overrun? Or, worse yet, were they all dead?

From his “radio room”—a tiny nook in the forward part of the hold—Luther could see the entire crew now hiding below decks from the rain, with only two duty watchmen remaining outside. Theirs was not much of a navy, and there was no one particular lights out time, but almost everyone was getting ready to go to bed. There were exceptions though. Deirdre and Rita, sitting under the largest lamp in the middle, were mending someone’s clothes, with the dour master archer looking just like an ordinary housewife for a change. Closer to the stern, four avid card players, including two easterners, were still going at it. Neither Boem nor Uri knew more than a dozen words in English, but that didn’t stop them from learning the rules of Texas hold’em and truly adopting the game as their own. But whatever everyone did or did not do, they all wanted to know what was happening on land, and in the morning Luther would have to tell them. They all had the right to know.


Chapter 25

On Earth, O’Brien had only seen horses in movies or from a distance. He would have been happy to live his entire life never knowing what a saddle under his backside felt like, but fate decided otherwise. In the new world, he had already had plenty of opportunities to experience the dubious joys of riding, and now he even had his own horse—a personal gift from Duke Octus. A young, headstrong stallion, it would not have been O'Brien’s first choice, he would much prefer a more docile, slower nag, but one did not look a gift horse in the teeth—or any other places, for that matter.

Octus clearly had an ulterior motive when giving the horse to O’Brien, and the latter was now paying the price, indulging the good duke’s numerous questions as they rode side by side down a muddy trail. In all fairness though, the conversation proved to be very much a two-way street, with Octus giving as much as receiving. All things considered, it was a good thing, O’Brien told himself. Getting to know one’s new ally better didn’t hurt and could potentially prove to be beneficial. Just as long as one kept his mouth in check on matters where such a check was needed.

“Sir O’Brien, tell me as one warrior to another, who do you think has more experience in this war?” the duke asked. “I’ve been around for thirty-nine years, so I’m not a young lad anymore. This is my fourth time fighting in these lands. When I first found myself here, I was only nineteen. Since then, I’ve only missed a campaign once when I was laid low by a fever. You admitted it yourself that you only came to these lands last year. You’re new here and know nothing. For example, why are we taking this path now?”

“Because Friar believes it’s the most convenient way to the Freona.”

“Your leader is as much a newcomer to these parts as you are. Stop your horse, Sir O’Brien, I’ll show you something. Hey, Orcion, shovel the clay away from this spot here, on the edge.”

“Sir, the shovels are in the supply wagon.”

“You fool! Scrape it off with your axe—it won’t get any worse for it.”

As the warrior stuck the edge of his halberd under the thin layer of turf, peeling it off, raindrops danced on the exposed stones underneath.

“See?” Octus beamed. “These are the cobblestones of an ancient road. It goes through Walcon and Zerpen, but even I have no idea where it starts or ends. One thing I do know is that it leads right to the Freona. Some say it continues on the other side and goes through Haitana, but I’ve never had the desire to check it myself. The road is very old, with dirt covering it everywhere. No surprise there since it had not been maintained for centuries and for the most part there is hardly any traffic on it. But in ancient times, it was a major trading route. People moved mountains, literally, to lay it down. They say there used to be a bridge over the Freona where it ends. I don’t know about that, but at least there had to be a ferry. In my entire kingdom, there’s only one paved road—a miserable dead-end stretch in front of the royal palace. Now, think of the amount of work that went into this thoroughfare that is now going through totally wild lands. And appreciate the power of historical memory: no one remembers the builders of this road, no one trades here anymore, entire countries have disappeared, yet we still know the trail offers convenient passage. And the Haitas walk on it too. Which means your leader shouldn’t have taken the easy way out. We should have moved through the woods, hitting the enemy every chance we’ve got and then withdrawing quickly, just like he said earlier. I know the Haitas, they are usually stretched out for miles, with hardly any communications between the head of the column and its tail.”

“But you said it yourself there are now three hundred frackas here. How do we deal with those? Using your three dozen armored knights?”

“It is a problem indeed,” Octus sighed. “We are too few. Not all is well in our kingdoms—only four out of eight have sent warriors this time. And just a pitiful handful at that. Look at the Catus force—a bunch of ragamuffins led by a small-fry baron. Had everyone chipped in the way our agreement requires, we’d be having five thousand warriors now and could easily push the Haitas into the river. But unity among us is as elusive as ever. Well, at least you are here too now, you and your magic pipes. I’ve never seen such a weapon before. Who invented it?”

“I don’t know who did. We just use it.”

“That’s strange. Here, everyone knows the crossbow was invented by the son of a vagabond and a whore named Rhinotus. His name is cursed through the ages.”

“Why is that? It’s a good invention, isn’t it?”

“And what’s so good about it? Tell me, how long does it take a person to master the art of shooting a crossbow?”

“It doesn’t take much time. Learning to shoot accurately from a distance is a bit harder, but still a few days would be enough.”

“My point exactly. A true warrior trains for years—and then gets to die at the hands of a snotty kid with this crude contraption. How fair is that?”

“Ain’t no such thing as fair in war. If all your soldiers had crossbows, the Haitas would have a much harder time of it.”

“In this rain, crossbows and bows aren’t much help. As it is, our archers are complaining that their bowstrings have turned into rotten mush. Say, does the water affect your pipes too?”

“It does. But we manage.”

“This cursed rain turns everything it touches into rot. Even my ancestral blade is beginning to get rusty if left unchecked for a day or two. And the scabbard gets moldy too. Are there any more of your villages where we’re going?”

“No. The Haitas are frequent guests around these parts in particular, so people don’t like growing roots here. There is Masada though, with a settlement around the fortress. But the village is probably gone by now, and the fortress is under siege.”

“Oh, I’ve seen that place already. This is where we charged the Haitas and gave them a good beating. But then the frackas showed up in force, and we had to retreat quickly. It looked like there was but a handful of warriors in that fortress. The walls were almost empty. The Haitas must have overrun them by now.”

“They had reinforcements arriving later. Quite a few pipes too. They may well still be holding.”

“Well, if they could last for at least a few more days, that would definitely help. The Haitas are quick to land their crack troops in the initial assault, but they are heavily dependent on continuous reinforcements later. If we cut them off from their supplies on the riverbank they’ll have nothing to eat soon. This is a poor land, it cannot support such a large crowd. But if the fortress falls quickly, they’ll be free to turn around and focus on us instead. Plus they have these huge ships with terrible weapons on the river.”

“I know. We’ve already sunk one of those and many smaller ones too.”

“How?”

“We have warships on the Freona.”

“Of course, how could I forget? You trade with the South. And where there are merchants, there are bound to be warships. By the way, you still haven’t told me where you came from. When I was here four years ago, you weren’t around. No one was. It was a wilderness. And you don’t look much like the Sumalid folks. Did you come from the South?”

“Oh, we’ve come from all over,” O'Brien avoided a straight answer. “There’s plenty of land here, and it’s all good. That’s why. And we’ll deal with the Haitas, just give us time.”

“I envy your confidence. Haitana once crushed countries that made our kingdoms look like specks of dust. Though maybe you’re right: this is not the Haitana of old. Have you ever heard of Berre Randus?”

“No.”

“He was a Sumalidian merchant who was captured by the Haitas while trying to reach the rapids. He spent a long time in captivity but managed to escape at a later time.”

“We’ve also had quite a few people escaping from them. Our fleet commander and his wife were held captive for several days.”

“That’s not uncommon, but Berre had been with them for a very long time. They took him deep into their lands, from where no one ever returned, and yet he came back somehow. He spoke of many marvelous things that no one would believe had he not been such a well-respected man. And he said that Haitana’s reach is not endless. Other lands lie beyond it, and it’s neither humans nor Haitas who live there. They are something different, and much worse. The war never ends there. The Haitas no longer have the strength to push us as hard as they used to, they have to focus most of their efforts on that other border now. If Berre was right, you’ve chosen a good time to settle here. In a few years, people will flock to this region from everywhere. There will be a land rush. It’s already starting—because of our troubles, entire villages are fleeing to the O’Shargs, which directly adds to your numbers. If you can secure your position here, you’ll remain the masters of this place. This land has plenty of hidden treasures, with trade routes going in all directions. You could do well here, very well indeed.”

“Why don’t you move here yourself then?”

“Why? In my land, I’m a duke. I have everything I need. Even the king can’t interfere with my affairs much. Conquering new lands is for the young and the disenfranchised. Besides, Haitana won’t give up easily. You have quite a fight in front of you. It’ll take years.”

“We’re in no hurry.”

“That’s the spirit! Tell me, how long does it take to train a warrior to fight with those pipes?”

* * *

The Yamato had hit a wall of rain again, the loud rustle outside drowning out all other sounds, but there was no stopping Boem. Tired of Uri, he needed a fresh audience for his numerous war stories—any audience, actually. He would have gladly taken Udur, but the Klot did not understand the easterner’s special lingo. Luther did.

“Admiral, do I have a story for you!

“Don’t you,” Luther smiled. He knew exactly where it was going.

“… So I banged on the gate again and shouted, ‘You sons of whores, conceived in a dump by a mangy mutt, open up before I smash this gate! If I do, I’ll throw you all into the moat and spit on you until you drown in filth!’ Naturally, they weren’t in a hurry to open. Instead, they all gathered on the wall and started pelting me with stones. The castle wasn’t built by a real architect, but rather by some bastard who got kicked in the head by a horse, so they couldn’t hit me—the overhang above the portcullis shielded me. I kept banging and telling them all about the sins of their whore mothers. They cursed back in chorus, but it was so chaotic it sounded like frogs croaking. The loudest one said they’d already put a cauldron on the fire and would soon douse me with boiling water or something worse. But my guys didn’t let me down. While these idiots were busy shouting at me, they climbed the wall from the other side and began chasing them around like chickens. Then they opened the gate for me, and that was it—the six of us took the castle. Quite a feat.”

“How many warriors were there in that castle?” Luther asked.

“None, actually, the baron took them all with him when he joined the rebels. Only servants and women were left. But who cares, a castle’s a castle. The women, by the way, turned out to be quite accommodating and not even completely hideous. Well, no, I’m lying—there was one that looked like your Udur, maybe even scarier. But we hit the wine cellar so hard that even she got some attention. Of course, no one admitted to it later. That was a nice little war: plenty of food, even more drink, and lots of women until that old royal bastard drove us south. That’s where we had a hard time. Remember Gurk? Oh, right, how could you, he vanished in that cursed swamp on our way here. He once fed us a stew made from a bull’s cock. We hated it but we ate it anyway since there was nothing else available. And it didn’t taste all that bad, just disgusting.”

“What happened to the bull? I mean, the one the… the thing belonged to?”

“How would I know? Anything could happen back then. If you weren’t careful, they’d put yours in the stew too. Those buggers could steal your boots while you were walking. There was just one good thing there: no rain.”

“Don’t the kingdoms have a rainy season?”

“Why, of course they do. But not in the south. It rains, but you won’t see such a mess in the fall. Once it rained for forty-four days straight, another time just nineteen. Every year’s different. In such weather, you need to sit in a warm house. I always stayed in the castle. We’d bring in the women and have us one long feast until the rains ended. Sometimes the rains did end, and we still kept partying. Ah, the memories…”

”Cavalry on the riverbank!” a voice came from the deck.

“Let me go have a look,” Luther said, putting his cloak on.

“I’ll go with you,” Boem stood up from an empty powder barrel he was sitting on. “Not much to do down here anyway.”

In a minute, the two of them were standing near the port gunwale trying to make head or tale of a dozen or so armored riders on a cliff above the beach. Luckily, the wall of water falling from the sky had once again become a light drizzle.

“Can those be the easterners you allied yourself with against Haitana?” Boem asked.

“How would I know? They could be.”

“In this case, I’ll go sit it out below decks. These guys might still want to hang me, and there are plenty of trees around.”

“Hang you?! How?!”

“By the neck.”

“I mean, what for?”

“Oh, there was that one little thing,” the knight said. “It’s an old story not worth mentioning.”

“You mean those are the folks that drove you into the swamp back then?”

“I don’t know, but the pennant they are flying belongs to a duke I know. And the only time we met, he did not look particularly friendly. He even had a noose ready… may Udur cuddle him at night when he least expects it.”

“Udur cuddles no one,” came a thick voice from behind them. “Only Druna.”

“Of course, Udur, Boem just made a joke. Steer towards the shore, they’re waiting for him there.”

“Who’s waiting for me?”

“No one, it’s a joke too. We are not going to let anyone hang you. You are too precious.”

“There’s not enough water,” Udur said. “I can’t come too close or the ship will run aground and get stuck.”

“As close as you can then.”

“Then I’m already as close.”

“Oh, okay. Hold steady then.”

Luther turned towards the bank again, not quite two hundred feet away to port.

“Hey! You! On the cliff!” he yelled. “Who are you? Any English speakers?”

“Just me, O’Brien!” a familiar voice came back. “Go further upriver, there’s going to be a deep cove behind a small cape!”

“Did you hear him, Udur?”

“I did. No need to yell. Udur has big ears.”

“Were they asking about me, Sir Luther?” Boem asked.

“I don’t think they even know you are here. But once we drop anchor, some of them may recognize you. You know, from that one little thing not worth mentioning.”

“That’s what I’ve been thinking too. Nah, I’ll go take a nap in the hold or play cards with Uri.”

“Don’t you want to stretch your legs on dry land? Well, sort of dry, I guess.”

“I changed my mind. I suddenly don’t feel like splashing through puddles and mud.”

In the cove, some fifteen riders were waiting for them on the beach. Some were easterners, but there was also a good handful of earthlings, also on horseback.

“Hi there, O’Brien,” Luther said, wading the last few yards to shore. “What happened to Zhou?”

“Oh, he’s around, setting up camp over there, beyond that small grove. You would have seen us yourself passing by. Do you have much gunpowder left?”

“Not much, no. We’ve used a lot of it lately.”

“We’re almost empty too. Urbis should deliver supplies tomorrow, but I don’t think there’ll be much.”

“Atahualpa said they’ve repaired the Argo and will send it out tomorrow with a fresh load of powder and shot.”

“That’s good, because all we have left is a couple of rounds’ worth per gun. We can’t go into battle with that.”

“Soon, Luther said. “There’s always going to be a tomorrow. And plenty of Haitas to shoot at.”

“Yeah, well…” O’Brien sighed. “I really, really wish I were in Florida.”

* * *

The high right bank of the Freona around those parts was not very convenient for landing troops, or anything else for that matter. However, the great old ones solved that problem in their usual fashion—by building. However, in that particular case, the job mostly included destroying—carving a wide enough gap in the riverside rock and laying a road through it, the very road Octus was telling O’Brien about. Historical memory or not, everyone knew about the place. The Haitas, for one, had always been using it during their once every four years campaigns as a starting point for their assaults. Except that particular time, when for some reason or other they decided to bring their galleys to shore further south, on a straight line to Masada and its small fortress. The bank there wasn’t ideal for the purpose, but it wasn’t impossible either. The Haitas made do and did a pretty good job of it, truth be told. As the campaign was still very much in progress, the landing beach down below was buzzing with activity even now. Standing where he was, up above and a tad to the side, Friar could clearly see a group of disheveled prisoners being loaded into a galley. Those had to be his people—because there were no others in the area. There were not too many of them, but enough to make it worth a galley run for the Haitas. Soon, the squat brick of a ship was going to sail, taking the poor sods across the river and into the incomprehensible quagmire of Haitana. Unless, that is, someone did something about it.

A few hundred yards away from the bank, an enemy cruiser loomed large, ready to discourage anything waterborne from doing anything silly. The hint must have been primarily intended for the Yamato lurking about half a mile further south—too far from the makeshift Haita loading dock to make any difference. The slow dreadnought would never be able to catch Luther’s flagship and knew it. However, Luther would never be able to come any closer without putting the ship and its crew at more risk than anyone was ready to stomach. It was a standstill. It was a lose-lose for both warring parties, at least for their naval elements. There was, however, the land theater, and things on it were nowhere near as bleak. As Friar raised his hand, a long line of O’Sharg archers stepped up to the cliff.

“Go!” he ordered, swinging his hand down.

No other commands were necessary. It had all been prearranged and coordinated. As the cries of wounded Haitas rose into the air, heavy eastern cavalry rushed down to the beach through the very ravine Max, Beowulf, and their gunners took their stand in not so long ago. Reluctantly, Friar had to admit the feudal riders in their shiny metal attire were a formidable force that nothing on two feet could stand up to. And, conveniently enough, no frackas were guarding the landing zone. As Friar watched, two of the knights rode right on board the galley, charging up the narrow gangplank, and began swinging their swords left and right, making short work of anything hairy and non-human there. Before long, the proceedings reversed themselves: the prisoners were emerging from the hold single file and heading back to the beach and up the steep slope. Friar brought the brass bugle to his lips and gave a short signal, ordering the retreat. It was a small victory but a victory nonetheless, and he fully intended to keep it that way. They needed to burn the galley quickly and get out of there quicker still before the enemy cruiser and its complement of hairy bruisers got any ideas. As if reading Friar’s mind, the cruiser suddenly sprang to life, producing a bright flash on its bow. A split second later, something whistled above Friar’s head and landed in the woods behind with no further effects. The next round hit the beach, exploding into a shower of burning fragments. A scorched knight screamed, spurred his horse, and galloped away. The others were already fleeing. But there was no reason for the attackers to linger at the water edge any longer. With the storage huts onshore burning and the disabled galley blocking immediate access to what was left of the loading ramp, the job was done. What was even more important was that the tether connecting the Haita horde around Masada to their heartland on the other side of the river was now severed. And with any luck, it was going to stay that way. Friar gave an approving nod to no one in particular, turned around, and headed towards the small group of armed riders, one of whom was holding his favorite pony ready for him.

***

Littali’s father Aeron looked well over fifty although the girl herself said he was not quite forty yet. Not particularly tall but solidly built, the man must have had a hard life, which graced his stern face with multiple deep wrinkles and an ashen complexion. His eyes, however, though sad, wise, and missing most of the depth of their original blue still had a spark in them, suggesting the man was nowhere near as done as one might conclude from a cursory glance.

“I can keep him under poppy water for another day,” Aeron said, turning away from Beowulf’s prostrate body. “But then we will have to wake him. I won’t be able to protect his soul from the demons of darkness any longer, not without him doing his part.”

“How so?” Max asked.

“I’ve done all I could—drained the puss, closed the wound, chased the evil spirits away—but now he’ll need to start fighting for it himself. It’s his life. We can’t do it without him.”

The door to the small room cracked open, and a helmeted head peeked in.

“Max, Dave urgently needs you on the western wall.”

“Coming. Gimme a sec.”

“Do as you see fit, Aeron,” he turned back to the O’Sharg. “I am sure you know better. I trust you.”

Despite the rain, the wall was a virtual beehive, with plenty of bodies moving around for no apparent reason.

“Step back, everyone!” Max barked. “Stay out of sight.

“Quiet!” Dave materialized next to him. “Take a listen!”

“All right,” Max agreed. “What am I listening to?”

“I think they are right there, under the wall,” Dave said, suddenly switching to a barely audible whisper. “Shush! Here they go again!”

“Open your door! Open yourself!” came a raspy voice in broken, heavily accented Easternese. “Us not kill you! Us give food! Not kill, feed! If not open, us open ourselves. No food then! Only kill!”

“What are they saying?”

“Oh, something along the lines of open sesame, and I’ll love you forever. What else could they possibly be saying?”

“How would I know? It’s the first time I hear these things talk,” Dave said. “It gives me the creeps. What do we do now?”

Max stepped up to the nearest crenel.

“Come back in the morning!” he yelled into the darkness. “We can’t open now. We are all asleep.”

“What did you just say?” Dave perked up again.

“I told them to come back in the morning. We open at 9 am.”

“Seriously?”

“No, not seriously. We are never open. We are out of business.”

“You think it’s all a joke, huh?”

“I wish it were,” Max said. “But who said we can’t enjoy our own funeral?”


Chapter 26

Max was awakened by frantic shouts and banging noises. Something was clearly happening outside. He had slept with his clothes on for days now, so getting out of the tower, all gung ho and ready, took him less than a minute.

“It looks like they didn’t want to wait until morning.”

Perhaps they didn’t, Max thought to himself as a large rock crashed into the middle of the courtyard right in front of them, bouncing and squelching in the mud. Max whistled: the boulder had to weigh at least three hundred pounds.

“Everyone, get off the walls!” he yelled. “Take cover in the towers, on the first floor!”

He turned to Dave.

“Leave just one observer on each wall. I want everyone else inside.”

“Shouldn’t we be shooting back?” Dave asked. “We’ve got two ballistae and two catapults up there.”

“Can you see anything in the dark?”

“No, not really.”

“Well, there’s your answer. Those are siege engines, not guns. There are not even any flashes.”

“So what do we do then?”

“Nothing. We wait. If they start the assault, we fight back. Until then, let’s not make ourselves convenient targets. Hopefully, the main force will be back and help us soon.”

“What if there’s no one else left? Maybe they’ve already slaughtered the others!”

“I don’t think so. There’s a reason they tried to feed us all that propaganda during the night. They must be way behind schedule as it is.”

“How do you know we are not the last ones left standing?”

“Get a hold of yourself, man! You didn’t expect to live forever, did you?”

* * *

O’Brien didn’t get much sleep that night, waking up to a hurried whisper in his ear.

“Friar wants you. Zhou too. They say it’s urgent.”

O’Brien opened his eyes. The grayish light in the little opening on the wall of the tent suggested dawn, give or take half an hour. He would have to get up soon either way. Groaning, O’Brien sat up on the straw sleeping mat and reached for his boots drying on top of a little portable stove. Oh, thank God for small favors—they were almost dry. Before going into the foggy muck outside, he scooped up a liberal handful of goose grease from a ceramic pot nearby and spread it all over his boots as best he could. With luck, if the rain remained the usual drizzle, his feet would stay dry at least until lunchtime.

When he reached Friar’s tent, all the top brass were already there: Friar himself, Mensch, Zhou. Duke Octus and Baron Zerpen were now also permanent fixtures at all the high command meetings. Zerpen, the real eminence grise of the chaotic allied army despite his supposedly lower standing in the pecking order, was animatedly saying something into Friar’s ear. The different versions of Easternese proved to be not so different after all.

Friar greeted O’Brien with a curt nod.

“Tell the duke and the baron that our scouts have spotted a large force of Haitas moving away from the fortress. They should be here within an hour. It’s a hundred frackas at least.”

O’Brien did as he was told, and Zerpen made a face immediately.

“Ugh! That’s bad news. They will flank us and attack from the side of the Imperial Road. There’s nothing to stop them there, except for a few makeshift stakes in the ground. That is not—”

Octus raised his hand, cutting the baron off mid-sentence.

“We’ll have to face them sooner or later. If it’s the frackas alone, we’ll still be better off dealing with them when they have no infantry support.”

“Your Grace, we don’t have enough strength to hold them off,” Zerpen said. “Each fracka is worth at least one excellent knight in armor. We only have thirty-eight such knights, which means the enemy will enjoy a tenfold advantage.”

“There’s only an hour left, gentlemen,” Friar spoke up in surprisingly good Easternese. Either we fight together, or we flee separately like rabbits. If you’re scared, feel free to leave. We are not going anywhere. We’ll make our stand right here.”

Octus nodded.

“I also think it’s time we showed them what we’re capable of. If we retreat now, we’ll have to start it all over again, and God only knows how that is going to work out. Time works against us here. Our people are tired, no one can keep going for long in this endless rain. Baron Zerpen, if you’re so eager to retreat, kindly do so quickly and on your own. I’m staying. And remember: if we win this battle, you’ll be remembered as a coward who fled from a weak enemy. And if we lose, you’ll be known as a coward who abandoned his allies. Bad reputations linger for generations, as I am sure you know.”

The baron turned crimson.

“What do you take me for?! I didn’t say I’m retreating, I said it’s the best course. We can’t hold this place against hundreds of frackas.”

Friar stood up, his tall frame towering over the allies. “Time is running out, and the army is still asleep. I’m giving a wake-up call to my troops. I suggest you do the same. Whether it’s to do battle or retreat is up to you.”

* * *

Freona wasn’t just a river—it was a vast expanse of water with almost every form of aquatic landscape represented. With large sections stretching for miles across, it often resembled a sea, and when the wind blew hard from the north, waves could rise high enough to hinder passage even for large ships. However, next to gently rising banks, it was more like a lake with hardly any current at all in calm weather. On the other hand, the waters in the main channel could be quite swift, especially where the river was squeezed on both sides by islands or steep banks. Yet, even such tumultuous sections often had little oases of quiet—small bays protected by promontories or deep fjord-like cuts into the land massif that could sometimes stretch for as long as a mile inland. It was in one of those hidden bays that Luther’s small flotilla was now anchored. After Argo arrived two days earlier to unload its much-needed supplies, the three ships had just enough room to anchor side by side, away from prying eyes and high surf. Using an unexpected lull in the deluge from the sky, Luther called the two other captains for a meeting on Yamato’s deck. Crewmen were also welcome to attend, and a lot of them did.

“There is going to be a large battle on land today,” Luther said. “If things go south, our troops will only have one avenue of retreat: to the river and the Haita loading beach they have raided earlier. There’s a large promontory there that they could dig in on and fight back on a single front, without having to worry about being flanked by the frackas. But there’s one problem—the two enemy cruisers that sit on the river in the immediate vicinity of the place. Our job is to prevent them from being able to bombard the shore. At this point, I am not even sure myself how we’ll do that, but just in case, be ready for anything. I have also decided to leave all the wounded and women right here, in this cove. If anyone else wants to stay behind, that’s perfectly fine by me. You’ll guard the camp and make sure nothing happens to those who cannot defend themselves.”

“You expect me to stay behind too, really?” Rita asked.

“I’m… er…”

“What about me?” Deirdre seconded. “You could always tie me to a tree, you know.”

“I sprained a pinkie picking my nose the other day,” one of the men cackled. “Does that make me a wounded hero too?”

Everyone laughed.

“Enough!” Luther barked. “So? Any volunteers?”

No one spoke up or took a step forward.

“Knock it off, Luther,” Rita said, her voice tired and devoid of any emotion. “No one’s staying. We either all live, or we all die. That’s about the size of it.”

Deirdre shot her a sympathetic glance.

“Men, uh?” she sneered. “The lengths they go to in order to leave their lawfully wedded wives behind!”

“I was afraid you were going to say that, honey,” Luther gave her a sad smile. “Oh, who was I kidding?”

***

The tower shook from a terrible impact, creaking and groaning. Dust rained down from the ceiling, and bowls and mugs fell off the table. As Max threw open the hatch to the roof, bright daylight blinded him for a moment. When things came into focus again, he could see that an entire corner of the tower was completely gone. A guard, slumped against the wall with his hands pressed to his ears, was staring blankly at the breach.

“I need two men up here,” Max yelled down the trapdoor. “We have to bring Arnie back down.”

The damage inflicted on the place was horrific. Two of the four towers had lost their platforms with catapults, the tops of the walls were jagged and crumbled in places, and the walls themselves bristled with splintered beams. Another hour of such bombardment, Max reckoned, and they would have no fortress left to defend. Another boulder sailed over the wall right before Max’s eyes, plopped into the courtyard, bounced off into the remnants of a shed by the wall, and then, as if grudgingly, rolled further and tore the reinforced entry door to one of the towers off its hinges. Masada, what was left of it, was on its last legs.


Chapter 27

The frackas showed up in force as expected. By then the rain mostly subsided, and the skies lightened up a bit. The O’Shargs claimed it was a bad omen, after which the deluge could be expected to resume in earnest, but hopefully they’d be able to finish fighting their battle before it did. Despite the late start, everything was basically ready. Fifteen hundred warriors stood on the northern side of the camp, leaving only token forces on the flank to ward off any stray infantrymen. The heavy eastern cavalry stayed behind, at the camp’s center; they were useless for defense but could prove decisive if any frackas managed to break through the line of archers, gunners, and pikemen. The easterners didn’t think much of the infantry, but O’Brien knew that particular battle was going to be decided by firepower and swordsmanship. The ragged foot soldiers of the four kingdoms lacked sorely in both those departments, so the earthlings would have to bear the main brunt of the assault. But that was all right, O’Brien reckoned. Let the damn buggers come. The battery now had plenty of powder and shot again, and so did the musketeers on their flanks. It wasn’t over until it was really over.

The frackas proved to be smarter than their pedestrian brethren. The advance party that emerged from the ancient road onto a large clearing in front of the human positions did not just charge their lines with abandon as raxas often did. No, these guys were waiting patiently at the far end of the field until more of their kind assembled so that a critical mass could be achieved for the impending attack. As O’Brien was considering the wisdom of firing a volley at those early birds at the far end of his weapons’ range, Duke Octus rode up to the battery from behind.

“There are even more of them coming up than we thought. Hundreds, perhaps. They are still on the march, but they’ll all be here in a minute or two. Brace yourselves!”

“What does it matter now,” O’Brien shrugged. “A few more or less—who’s gonna notice?”

From across the battlefield, the riders massing on the other side came through as a dense swarm of large black ants, but as those bugs finally charged and began growing rapidly, O’Brien shuddered. It seemed the avalanche of darkness was unstoppable.

“Hell, no!” O’Brien swore. “Battery! Fire!”

Four cannons loaded with HE bombs disgorged their loads simultaneously, obscuring the onslaught for a moment. When the smoke cleared, O’Brien could see that only one of the four loaded in the middle of the approaching black mass, taking three or four riders down. The rest overshot, falling way behind with no apparent effect. But at least now they had their ranging benchmark.

“Load grapeshot and lower the barrels an inch!” O’Brien shouted. “Fire!”

Left and right of them, muskets and rifles opened up as well. The scene was growing more and more chaotic with every passing second. It was also becoming perfectly clear to O’Brien that they would not be able to hold the frackas back for long. There were just too many of them, with new entrants eagerly taking place of the dozens that were by now down.

The rickety fortifications in front of the firing line—six checkered rows of stakes angled towards the enemy—could not be relied upon either. Indeed, as O’Brien watched, two dozen riders charged the thin line of musketeers on the battery’s right flank, overran it, leaving half of their number behind, shot dead or impaled on the stakes, and broke through into the camp’s interior where the heavy eastern cavalry held in reserve immediately engaged them with much gusto. And then O'Brien made the decision that would make him a hero for the future history books.

“Stop firing!” he yelled. “We are going to move the guns!”

The time was not right for second guessing, so the crews just did as they were told, pulling and pushing the cannons to the empty right flank, following their commander. Maneuvering between stakes and dead enemy bodies, it took them mere minutes to reposition the battery, placing the guns in front of the lines of stakes and perpendicular to them. Now, instead of meeting the riders head on, they would be able to fire into the left flank of the oncoming black mass. And boy, what a target rich environment it presented itself to be! But the best part of it was that among all that smoky confusion the riders seemed to have paid no attention whatsoever to the unorthodox move.

“Fire at will!” O’Brien roared. “Give them all you’ve got!”

Grapeshot can do truly horrific things when fired at a point blank range into a mass of attacking troops. The closest frackas literally got shredded, with those further away suffering less visible damage but dying nonetheless. It was much like spraying bullets out of multiple hoses instead of water. After three volleys, the Haitas’ entire left flank crumbled since there was no one left standing there. And, naturally, the main line of defense never stopped firing either, contributing to the impending rout. But it was only after the heavy cavalry emerged from the back and cut through the disorderly mass of frackas like a hot knife through butter that the attack finally stalled and the remaining black riders hastily reversed course.

“Cease fire! Cease fire!” O’Brien yelled. “Let the cavalry get a crack at them!”

By the time the easterners finished off the stragglers and the wounded, the rain started again in earnest.

* * *

“Guys, is it just me or did the bombardment stop?” Dave asked.

“Why don’t we go up and have a look?” Max shrugged. “They may well start the assault now.”

“Assuming there’s anything left to assault,” Dave chuckled. “Let’s go.”

Their tower had already withstood several direct hits and was missing the top. However, when they finally pushed the stuck hatch to the roof open, the walls were still there, at least some of them, with the almost intact sections interspersed with piles of rocks, and other debris. As the two of them stood there, digesting the scope of devastation around them, a familiar voice came from down below.

“Hello, friend Max!”

“Mur? How did you get here?”

“Friend Max, I came on foot.”

“I get that. How did you get past the Haitas? They’re all around!”

“Oh! Friend Max, it’s a long story, and it’s hard to tell while standing with my head tilted up.”

“Why don’t you climb up then? Or just walk through a breach somewhere.”

Before long, the two of them stood face to face in the inner courtyard among piles of detritus and entire large chunks of collapsed walls and huts.

“So what’s the story, Mur?”

“Friend Max, where is friend Beowulf?”

“He’s wounded, badly. It’s just me and Dave now. He is up there, on the wall. He is one of Friar’s guys.”

“Friend Max, we were out there and came across friend Luther, and he told us to come here and find you when we were done stealing. So we did. And then we saw those Haitas with strange machines that threw rocks at you. So we killed them. My warriors are still there, and I came close to see if you were inside. Mur is smart. Mur wouldn’t want his friends to shoot at his warriors by mistake.”

“Yes, Mur, you’re very smart. But you couldn’t have possibly killed all the Haitas, could you? There were just too many of them.”

“No, Max, not all. Only those who didn’t leave. The army killed the rest.”

“Army? What army?”

“Your men with smoking pipes. And those nasty bandits from the east. On horses. There was a big battle.”

“This is very confusing, Mur. But never mind. Do you have many warriors left?”

“All of them. Except those who got killed by a horrible rider on a hissing horse. And the wounded. We left them behind in the woods for now. They can’t fight or steal anymore.”

“Great! Go get them and then wait for us. I am going to bring my own men from the ruins. This fortress is no good anymore.”

But it did its job, Max was thinking, going back to the ruined tower. Most of his men have escaped unharmed without as much as a shot fired or sword swung. As a commander, he could have definitely done worse.

“So what do you want us to do?” Dave asked when everyone assembled in the courtyard. “The Haitas left. Now what?”

“We’ll move out and reconnect with the main force. Mur and his Vuxes are waiting for us outside.”

“Why don’t we just stay put until Friar sends more men over?”

“What if the battle went south? Do you want to sit here and wait for the Haitas to come back?”

“No, of course not. What about the wounded?”

“Make stretchers. We’ll carry them.”

“What if we bump into the Haitas?”

“We’ll smash right through them. There are almost a hundred of us and two hundred Vuxes. We’ll be fine.”

“Well, once you put it that way…”

* * *

The stake barrier that protected their position on the northern side of the camp was essentially gone after the fracka attack. Once the armored eastern knights passed through, chasing the fleeing Haita cavalry, the remaining defenders, both earthlings and easterners, went right back at it, building a new line of impromptu fortifications and clearing fields of fire. Indeed, the number of dead frackas piled up in front of them boggled everyone’s mind, but no one had the time to contemplate the scope of their victory or even collect the trophies. It was not over yet. There was still a large force of Haita foot soldiers out there, and a good hundred of frackas must have escaped with their lives. They could all come back any minute and give it another try.

An hour passed, and then another, and O’Brien even began thinking that they might have time for a hot meal, but then the eastern cavalry came back—a bit worse for the wear, but still mostly intact.

“We ran into Haita infantry,” Duke Octus said, stopping by. “There are still swarms of them.”

“What about the frackas? Any of those left?”

“Some. You guys killed quite a few, and then we did too. I’d say there are still four to five dozen of them out there.”

As they were talking, Friar and his entourage showed up.

“O’Brien, tell the duke to take his cavalry behind the firing line again. If we have to retreat from here, they will act as a rearguard.”

“Retreat where?” the duke asked when O’Brien finished translating.

“Straight back from here, to the Freona,” Friar said. “There is a large promontory there, sticking far into the water. We’ll make another fortress of it.”

“Why don’t we go right now then?”

“Because there are still two big Haita ships on the river. They could come closer and use their guns on us while we are there.”

“Guns? You mean they have those smoke pipes too?”

“They do,” O’Brien added his own take on the matter. “They are different from ours, but they are still… ahem… pipes.”

“Good God!” the duke sighed. “Where is this world going?!”

***

The river—the small tributary to the Freona that blocked the convoy’s path as they followed the steps of the Haita foot army—was cold. They quickly found a shallow ford, but as soon as Max set foot into the water, it felt more like sticking it into the fire. Yet, he kept going.

“One f-f-foot in front of t-t-the other, m-m-men!” he squeezed out of himself. “Ain’t nothing to it!”

Little by little, the blue-lipped earthlings followed him across, swearing through clattering teeth. Once on the other bank, most of them began running in place or doing squats to warm themselves up. The Vuxes, on the other hand, took it in strides. Cold water did not seem to bother any of them much. As the force moved further, dead bodies of frackas and raxas began clogging the path pretty quickly.

“It looks like there was quite a battle here,” Dave said, kicking the stiff body of a dead “hissing horse” with his foot. “But we didn’t hear any gunfire, did we, Max?”

“We didn’t. But I see plenty of hoof prints in the sand. Our guys don’t have that many horses, so it must have been the easterners. Shucks, they are the last thing I want to worry about now.”

“It looks like the entire horde went that way, east.”

“Of course, that’s the Imperial Road for you. Everyone loves using it.”

“This? This is the famous Imperial Road?”

“Yes. Didn’t you know?”

“I do now.”

Sure thing, Max reasoned, they could sit this one out or at least slow down to make sure their advance party did not bump into the tail end of the Haita army. But the Haitas weren’t heading towards the Freona to get a drink or board their galleys to head home. They were chasing the earthlings’ main force in all likelihood. That made things very different for Beowulf’s Gunners, which were now his, Max’s, for all the practical purposes. Wasn’t the entire reason for their being there hitting the invaders, hard?

“Send a runner down the line, Dave,” Max told his second in command. “Tell them to pick up pace. We are going to bite these buggers from behind. Right on the ass!”

***

The flotilla drifted a mile or so away from the pair of big Haita triremes, and neither party was making a move. ‘Give Peace a Chance,’ Luther suddenly remembered a naïve propaganda slogan back from his old life. Yeah, right! Like appeasing Hitler or Stalin ever worked. Or pulling one’s punches in a boxing match.

“Don’t worry, captain, we’re going to whoop their asses,” someone said next to him.

“What do you know about such things, Icksy! Why didn’t you stay in the camp anyway? You have an ‘industrial exemption,’ so to speak.”

“Seriously? And miss all the action? Blowing shit up for real is so much more interesting! Besides, I’ve had this idea of mixing a little sugar into ammonium nitrate, and what better place to test it than here, in the field?”

“Well, this isn’t exactly a field, so don’t even think about it. If you blow the ship up in one of your half-baked experiments, we’ll all go straight into the drink.”

“Nah, I won’t do that. You know me.”

“I do. That’s why I am worried.”


Chapter 28

As the battery fired its first volley towards the Imperial Road and the steady northerly breeze blew the smoke back and into the camp, O'Brien could see the first Haitas emerging into the open in a steady stream.

“You are short!” he yelled. “Aim higher!”

No one ever took the trillas seriously. The lanky dart throwers were gaunt and feeble and had asymmetrically developed bodies that heavily favored their right arm—longer and more muscular than the left or anything else in their ridiculous physique. Perhaps it was that grave anatomical injustice that made them such hopeless pussies in close combat and so easy to kill. Come to think of it, they were nothing more than biomechanical organisms designed for one purpose only—throwing those damn darts. Naturally, if one had a chainmail suit or a cuirass on and took care not to stick one’s head out for no good reason, or simply kept far enough away, it was reasonably easy to stay clear of those deadly darts. But a thousand trillas charging at breakneck speed? That made for a totally different ball game. In fact, O’Brien’s cannons managed only one volley before the first rows of trillas came within their throwing range, and felling a few dozen was hardly going to make a difference in the fate of those of the defenders who did not have a shield. Most musketeers or archers on the line didn’t. As the crews pulled their guns back from the firing berm to reload in relative safety, the first drops of steel rain began falling all along the firing line, threatening to become a deadly shower.

“Incoming! Take cover!” O’Brien yelled, crouching behind a carriage.

Each of the trillas had five or six darts to throw before they ran out and had to pull back. That translated into multiple thousands of potentially lethal projectiles under the circumstances, and to make matters worse, no one would be able to shoot back effectively while the things were raining down on them. This was indeed going to be a game changer. As if to prove the assumption, an eastern infantryman—a peasant, really, armed with a wooden pike and not much of anything else—fell dead not quite a dozen feet away from O’Brien, having had the misfortune of catching a dart right in the eye. O’Brien swore under his breath. Who was the freaking genius that even thought of bringing those poorly equipped, untrained sods into the fray? It was like bringing a knife to a gunfight. Then the calamity struck much closer to home: one of the four crewmembers from his No. 3 gun stumbled and fell, a thin metal blade protruding from his right thigh. And then there was suddenly Friar galloping behind their backs up and down the line on his ridiculous pony, making sure to stay on the far edge of the throwing range.

“Fall back and keep firing as you go! Fall back from the barricade! Move, move!”

Yeah, right! Handling a muzzle loader cannon wasn’t a casual exercise even in training. Once the gun fired, the barrel had to be cleaned of the soot and any smoldering remains inside before more fresh powder could be safely loaded. The insides of the tube did not have to be perfectly sterile, but making it reasonably safe took at least two or three energetic swipes of the sponge—a piece of wet fleece on a long stick. Then the charge—a cylindrical cloth bag of powder—had to be loaded and rammed hard all the way in, followed by a hefty wad and a ball or another bag—this one containing shot. It was hellish work on the best of days, even when firing from a fixed position, and if one also had to move the guns in between volleys along uneven terrain, it was becoming next to impossible. Yet, somehow, O’Brien’s cannoneers managed to fire several more broadsides at a point blank range, killing scores more trillas and keeping the rest on the outer side of the berm. To make things even more interesting, the barrels were now glowing red-hot, and the gunners had to put wet rags on top of them in a desperate attempt to cool them down. Yet, it was of little help, and every time a new bag of powder went into the smoking hole everyone wondered if that time it was finally going to blow in their faces. No, being an artilleryman was not the most enjoyable occupation in this world—or any other one O’Brien could think about. But even in the absence of a catastrophic premature detonation, it was clear they were not going to be able to hold for much longer.

“Cease fire!” Friar’s voice in the back boomed again. “We are falling back to the Freona! O’Brien! Battery! Pull your guns out of the camp! There’s a wave of raxas coming up!”

But at least this time an entire gang of those eastern peasant soldiers converged on them from the flanks, helping pull and push the scorching hot guns. Those guys might not have been great soldiers, but they did know hard work and seemed eager to switch to doing something more familiar. As the three of them whooped and hooted, pushing one of the guns—No. 2, it looked like, but what did the number matter—back across a small, hollow dip in the ground, one of the four wheels came off the carriage, and the entire piece toppled over, the barrel now pointing skyward, as if they were warding off an air raid.

“Leave it! It’s gone!” O’Brien yelled. “Save the other three!”

Now Zhou was running by, emerging out of nowhere. The ordinarily neat and tidy mayor who prided himself on his professorial attire was covered in mud from head to toe, and it was only his belt with a distinctive copper buckle and a pair of glasses that by some miracle still sat atop his nose that gave the man away. His helmet was missing a large chunk, and blood streamed down his cheek from a torn ear. Two fingers on his left hand seemed to be missing.

“O’Brien, save yourself! We’re finished! The raxas broke through! They are everywhere!”

O’Brien paid the panicking general no heed. Unlike many, they still had a job to do. They needed to save the remaining cannons, because without them all would be lost no matter where they were going. Hell, no, it was not over. They could still regroup and kill more of those godawful buggers that had neither mercy, nor honor, nor any reason to be altogether. The frigging pests, the abominable proto-commies that snuffed out everything living no matter where they went, the godless heathens…

As a line of heavy mounted knights came galloping past them, rushing to check the hairy mass of darkness crawling upon the battery from behind, O’Brien kept pushing…

* * *

The Intrepid was fleeing from the cruiser. As the smallest ship in the fleet, it was deliberately chosen to taunt the giants—hitting such a small target would be so much more difficult. Now, steered by its Klot helmsman, it danced an intricate jig on the water, dodging enemy shells. The Argo and the Yamato stood pat some distance away, their crews gathering on deck to watch the encounter. On board the Yamato, Boem even tried soliciting bets on its outcome but a few burly crewmembers explained to the noble knight in no uncertain terms how out of place the effort was. He quickly relented. At some point, apparently tired of playing chicken, Spood ordered his crew to make good use of their onboard ballista and then fired a volley from their two small cannons. The demarche made little damage, but the Haitas seemed to have taken offence. Very much so.

As everyone watched, the Intrepid’s engine sputtered, it seemed, and the ship slowed down substantially. The Haitas must have noticed that new development, and the third, additional row of oars went into the water from the cruiser’s upper deck to give the big guy some extra oomph and finally show the pesky perpetrator whose river it really was. However, as is often the case, things were not quite as they appeared.

“How are you doing out there, Spood?” Luther spoke into the radio. “Are you having engine troubles or something?”

“Nah, we are fine. Just pulling their leg, you know.”

“Good man! Lure him a bit further downriver and then get lost among those small islands.”

“Will do. You too, don’t be a stranger. Sink this bastard already.”

“Don’t worry, we will.”

“Now you are talking. Good hunting, guys!”

* * *

Water and air, given the right conditions, often create natural wonders no human artist could possibly contemplate. From simple rocks, they sculpt human heads that, with just a tiny bit of imagination on the viewer’s part, reveal the most exquisite of facial features. Or sometimes they form stone pillars not unlike giants frozen in space and time. On rare occasions, the elements get really monumental, producing such marvels as the Grand Canyon or perhaps even rearranging the way entire planets look. As it happens, very often it becomes quite difficult to draw the line between creation and destruction at work since, dialectically speaking, those are essentially the same thing, or rather two different facets of the same thing. Be it as it may, in the case in question, the natural wonder involved was known among the locals as the Grandma’s Nose, or Grandma’s Bluff, or simply the Bluff for the lazy. In that particular blessed spot the Freona’s normally linear bank and the bluffs rising over it formed an uncharacteristic protuberance jutting out far into the river—a veritable wedge of thick birthday cake connected to the mainland by an isthmus not quite three hundred feet wide. It was there that the defeated human army was now going to make their last stand, hastily building a line of fortifications across the peninsula’s narrowest part.

Friar had known about the place for quite some time now and appreciated the numerous advantages it could offer for both military and civilian applications. In fact, he even had a watchtower built on the wider outer edge of the rocky slice—a single candle on the cake, if you will—that served as both a lighthouse and early warning station, depending on circumstances. No one was allowed to settle on the strangely shaped little peninsula and in most times there was no one there except for a small garrison of military observers, mostly comprised of fresh recruits and disgraced miscreants whose sins did not quite merit being impaled outright. When the Haitas began their invasion of the right bank, they tried burning the tower and its surrounding utility buildings on the first day but the wet logs did not quite cooperate willingly in that endeavor. Now the charred ruins housed the combined army’s medical station. Whether the earlier garrison survived was unknown and, as was often the case in Friar’s realm, irrelevant.

O’Brien personally escorted disoriented Zhou to the aid station where the blackened logs offered the wounded at least some protection against cold winds and moderate rains. On the way back to his diminished battery that was now positioned smack in the middle of the new defense line he bumped into Friar.

“Ah, O’Brien,” the local Duce nodded. “Just the man I wanted to see. Say, what’s the range of your cannons?”

“Why?”

Without further ado, Friar pointed at the Haita cruiser looming large in the middle of the river.

“Oh, that. Well, with luck we could shoot a ball with reasonable accuracy to as far as thirteen to fifteen hundred feet. Beyond that, it’s anyone’s guess.”

“Nah, it’s not going to do us any good,” Friar frowned. “They are not coming that close.”

“And even if they are, our balls wouldn’t even leave much of a pockmark on that thing.”

“What about bombs?”

“We could try HE rounds, of which we still have a few, but the range would be even less with those. And shooting grapeshot beyond, say, five hundred feet is pointless altogether.”

“Ugh! I kind of hoped you’d have better news for me.”

“Well, there’s one thing we could try.”

“Which is?”

“We could place our guns on the right flank rather than in the center. This way we could still shoot at the attacking Haitas on the diagonal, along the line, or, if need be, quickly turn the guns around and try scaring the cruiser off if it comes too close.”

“Do you think it’ll work?”

“It might.”

“Do it then.”

Back at the battery, once they were done repositioning the guns, O’Brien ordered his men to gather some twigs and build a fire.

“To warm up?” one of them asked.

“No, we won’t be freezing as it is. The fire is for something else. Hey, Karl, do we still have those tongs?”

“In the wagon, yes.”

“Good. We’ll need them.”

There was no time to dig the battery in properly. A dozen or so frackas were already prancing a few hundred feet away from their position, apparently trying to elicit a response from the human defenders. Test their strength, perhaps. But everyone was strictly warned against doing anything rash or wasting the remaining ammo. As it is, the combined army now stood at battalion strength, if that, and had only half of its original number of serviceable guns left. Worse yet, the eastern cavalry—their crack assault force—had never returned after their last counterattack. Whether they were still duking it out with the frackas in the woods somewhere or were no longer among the living was anyone’s guess. As the wet twigs finally began picking up, unwillingly feeding the fire, a loud whoosh came from the river and something plopped into the water about a hundred feet from the battery. Before O’Brien could process that new development, another round from the Haita ship landed, this time hitting the infantry position on their left flank, throwing mud, debris, and torn bodies into the air.

“O’Brien!” he heard Friar’s desperate yell. “Shoot the buggers! Shoot at them before they kill us all!”

* * *

Standing in front of Max, two Arkulian scouts were breathing heavily.

“There are horsemen out there! Eastern knights and Haita black riders! They’re fighting!”

The trail, which had once been the Imperial Road, dipped downhill at that point and disappeared from view among dense shrubbery. With fifty operational muskets on hand, Max knew they would be fine on the defense side of the business. He could easily position three lines of shooters across the road, and if someone tried to flank them through the surrounding wilderness… well, good luck with that. But should they go on the offence, he wondered. Or would it be more prudent to wait and then simply mop up the winners of whatever was happening up ahead? Nah, he reasoned, the easterners were not going to be a problem, not until they were done with the frackas anyway, let alone if done in by them. The Haita cavalry—those were the main enemy.

“Gunners, load up and get ready,” he gave the order. “We are moving out for a look. Mur, you and your guys stay in the back. If the frackas break through, it’s going to be your turn.”

“Yes, friend Max. Kill hissing horses, yes.”

It took Max a few minutes of watching the melee at the foot of the hill before the knights’ tactics became clear: feinting a retreat, they would lure the attacking frackas away from the center of the small dell, make a sharp turn to the right or left and then reverse course in a flanking maneuver and hit the black riders from the side or back where they were most vulnerable. The frackas could not maneuver as fast as the agile humans and suffered, badly. At least a dozen dead black hulks now dotted the field here and there—against only three humans, and even then two of their horses were still out there, on the periphery, very much alive and even nibbling on beat up grass. The easterners must have known what they were doing or perhaps the frackas were simply not the sharpest bulbs around. But then something changed and quickly: a group of some two dozen black figures suddenly extricated themselves from that deadly whirlwind of mounts and riders and charged right up the hill, following the Imperial Road. Oh, shit!

Max had never run faster in his entire life.

“I want three lines of shooters across the road, locked and loaded,” he yelled, quickly reaching his force languishing no more than a hundred yards away from the crest of the hill. “We’ve got frackas coming!”

As he turned around, the first of the black riders were already emerging on top of the upward sloping arc, entering the kill zone.

“First line, fire!” he barked the order.

Disgorging their loads of smoke and lead, the shooters quickly turned, stepping back through the loose ranks of their comrades and immediately began reloading.

“Second line, fire!”

After two more volleys, there didn’t seem to be any more targets left, and one of the

Arkulians even belted out a loud yell, starting their usual atonal victory song.

“We are not out of the woods yet!” Max shouted. “There are more of them down there.”

For a few minutes, nothing happened, but then Max could hear the sound of hooves approaching and a lone rider emerged over the top of the crest. Someone among the O’Shargs on the flanks lost their nerve and sent an arrow down, but it missed. The rider quickly retreated out of visual range.

“I’m not a fracka! Stop shooting!” the invisible knight yelled in perfectly native Easternese.

“We know what you are!” Max yelled back. “Makes no difference to us. We like shooting bandits just as much!”

“But what about our agreement?!”

“What agreement? We don’t make deals with dogs!”

"You’re the dog, and your ancestors were mangy mutts! You must be those fools from the fortress, right? Did your brains go to mush while you were hiding there or are you simply out of the loop?

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, everyone knows now that the kingdoms have joined you fellas to form a unified front against the Haitas. That makes you and me allies now.”

“You’re lying!”

“I am Sir Durag, loyal vassal to Baron Shervasier. I don’t lie. Duke Octus sent me up here to find out who you are. In case you don’t know, the Haitas pulled back from your fortress and are now about to throw us all into the river. What’s left of us, that is. Your Friar and Zhou came to terms with our dukes weeks ago. There was also that other guy, with a name like O’Sharg but not quite.”

“O’Brien?”

“Yeah, that. He commands the big stovepipes, and he also speaks Eastern.”

“Why should I believe you?”

“How else would I know all those names? Anyway, I’ll go back and tell the duke we cannot count on you lot. Just don’t shoot us from behind, all right? We still have to go back and try saving the rest of our men. Yours too, by the way.”

“Wait! We’ll come with you.”

“Ah, so you’re not a complete fool! Come on down then and talk to the duke.”

* * *

O’Brien stuck the tongs into the glowing ambers, extracted a red-hot cannonball, and shoved it into the barrel of gun No. 3. The trick now would be to fire before the projectile could burn through the hemp wadding and ignite the powder charge underneath it. O’Brien could not quite remember if it was Fort McHenry that shot heated balls back at the British fleet or some other such installation in another pointless war, but he did read about it somewhere, didn’t he, because how would he have known to do that otherwise?

"Fire!"

The gun boomed, masking the explosion of another enemy round nearby. This time a musketeer on their left flank got splashed with the Haita version of Greek Fire, and his desperate screams of pain and anguish rose over the general din of the battle, trumping everything else. The damn cruiser was getting really brazen and careless, coming to within no more than a thousand feet of the Bluff. That was exactly what O’Brien was waiting for. It was time to teach the buggers a lesson. Without missing a bit, he was already shoving another red ball into the next gun in line.

As expected, the first round fell short, but now he knew the right adjustment to make.

“Barrel half an inch up! Fire!”

The second shot hit, and hit well. O’Brien could clearly see the black dot of the cannonball impacting the planks of the ship’s side—and then bouncing right off of them.

“Damn it! What are they made out of, titanium?!”

Their next cannonball landed on the deck, destroying a ballista, and that caught the Haitas’ attention. The heavy oars began moving again, and the distance between the ship and the now Fighting Bluff grew. A mighty cheer rose over the battery’s position.

“They are backing off! Serves them right! Bye-bye, assholes!”

But then the Haita infantry went on the attack again, and they all had to hastily turn the guns around and send some more grapeshot downrange to fight the enemy off, and everyone quickly forgot about their new version of the David vs Goliath story. By the time O’Brien noticed a stretched out line of five crude rafts drifting upstream in violation of all laws of physics, the next installment of their monumental saga was already well underway.

***

Luther had never suffered from any memory lapses, not that he knew of anyway, so their first seminal trip up the river in search of the salt mine was never too far away and out of his mental reach. Only that time, the bad Vuxes filled their boats blocking the river with a bunch of their hairy cutthroats. Now the human imitators had something better and much more interesting on those rafts. What O’Brien may have thought of as a strange reversal of the natural flow of things also had a simple logical explanation: the far ends of the clearly manmade arrangement were tied up to the Yamato and the Argo, respectively, which were towing the long float upriver using all of the means of propulsion at their disposal. It was slow, considering the additional weight and water resistance, but it still seemed to be working. The big question remaining was whether the Haitas aboard the cruiser bombarding the shore would notice the imminent threat before it was too late. They did not. When there were barely a few hundred feet remaining between the cruiser and the rafts, all of the latter suddenly went up in flames, one after the other. To those who knew, that was no surprise either. Each raft had a mound of logs, twigs, and reeds on it, all liberally doused with fish oil and two hundred proof hooch the ships had on board. For better effect, each float also had two old car tires on top—all of them removed from the sides of the two ships where, prior to being conscripted for burning duty, they served as impromptu impact-cushioning devices. Now all of that disparate goodness was producing a mighty cloud of thick, black smoke that immediately obscured the cruiser from view and, hopefully (fair was fair, right?) would also make it impossible for the Haitas on board to see anything outside of that smoke screen. The “Klot Weather Forecast by Udur” predicted a quiet day with no rain or wind, which played in the humans’ favor, promising to keep the smoke cloud in place at least for as long as they’d need it.

“What if they just get going and smash through the rafts?” anxious Icksy asked.

“What if pigs could fly?” Luther shrugged. “Go ahead, get that torpedo of yours ready.”

“It’s as ready as it’ll ever be. All I need to do is pull a lever.”

“Then let’s keep getting closer. Three hundred feet, you said, right?”

“Uh-huh. On a straight line too, if you want to hit it for sure. It’ll go further, but it’s slow and there is no onboard guidance. If we miss, we miss. If they see it too early, they may try to evade.”

“We’ll hit it, no sweat. Just make sure it blows.”

“It ain’t gonna suck for sure.”

But Luther was already getting busy on other fronts.

“Hey, Bob!” he called at the man standing next to Udur on the stern. “Get ready to cut the rope. We’ll need to do it at the same time.” He brought the walkie-talkie up to his lips. “Hey, Spood, you there? Stand ready to cut the rope on my mark. One, two, three—NOW!”

The radio crackled.

“Cable cut,” Spood reported.

“Good man! Now, you guys keep back. Circle a thousand feet away from them and stay put until you see the explosion. We are about to launch.”

“Will do.”

“Udur, you can sense them in the smoke, right?”

“Udur can.”

“Take us within three hundred feet then. Steady as she goes!”

“I don’t want them to hit us,” unhappy Udur mumbled. “In particular, I don’t want them to hit Udur.”

“They won’t!”

A shell launched from the cruiser hit the burning raft in the center, scattering smoking debris around and breaching the smoke screen.

“I can see them!” Icksy yelled. “Six hundred feet!”

“Hold!” Luther yelled, suddenly wishing Father Dougal and his Catholic god were standing next to him. He could now see the giant enemy ship too. The Haitas were running around on deck, some of them busily turning the big gun on the bow. Two minutes, Luther told himself, that’s how long it takes them to reload. Ninety seconds now. Sixty.

“Hold her steady!” he barked, knowing the grumpy Klot was not going to let him down, happy or not. “Hold it, Icksy! Hold! Now!”

The Yamato shuddered, launching the heavy weapon, which hit the water with a loud splash.

“Udur, turn! Everybody, take cover!”

He stuck his forefingers into his ears to protect them from the sound of the blast and was about to crouch behind the gunwale when something soft and infinitely powerful pushed him smack in the chest, knocking him off his feet. The ship creaked, suddenly rising on top of a wave that a split second earlier was not there, and the bow gun broke free from its restraints and began sliding down the deck, smashing right into an empty keg that came out of nowhere. Luther rolled to avoid being hit next, but then the gun, expending the last of its havoc wreaking impetus bumped into the small superstructure over the hatch to the hold and stopped.

“Holy mother of God!” Luther mumbled, getting back on his feet. “Is everyone all right? I want a damage report!”

Voices rang out from all around, confirming their owners were still with them and still in one piece.

“I may have put a little too much of the good stuff in,” Icksy mumbled, his voice unsteady.

“May have? A little?”

“It was a one-off thing. The first pancake. Oh, look!”

The torpedo hit the trireme smack in the middle, just as Luther expected. What he didn’t expect was the level of devastation it caused. Instead of just making a sizeable hole, it took out the entire midsection, breaking the hull in two and causing it to implode on itself. Before the water closed over the sinking ship, Luther could see what looked like mangled parts of a large metal tube that, along with its associated bells and whistles, may have well run all the way from bow to stern inside. In fact, if he didn’t know better, Luther would say it was a pressure tank of some kind, or perhaps the core element of some strange propulsion system.

“Did you see that?” he asked Icksy.

“See what?”

“That… pipe. It looked like bronze, or perhaps brass.”

“Yeah, maybe that’s why it sank so quickly. Heavy, you know.”

“Like a brick,” Luther agreed.

“I wonder how deep the water is here?” Icksy mused.

“Deep enough for the bugger to sink,” said Whitey who had just emerged from the hold and was now enjoying the sight of a vortex sucking in the debris and assorted floating Haitas.

“Are you thinking what I am thinking, Icksy?” Luther asked.

“What, you guys want to play deep diving?”

“Not really,” Luther shrugged. “But boy, am I curious…”

* * *

Max and his men had little trouble reaching the Bluff. A few small groups of Haitas they had come across on the way got immediately and ruthlessly trampled upon by the eastern cavalrymen. Max could tell they knew their business and knew it well. The directions were never an issue even without the easterners’ guidance: quickly enough, the sounds of gunfire up ahead told Max everything he needed to know.

Ideally, he should have sent a scouting party ahead first, Max told himself as the booming of cannons grew louder, but the situation was far from ideal. The vegetation on their avenue of approach was getting sparse, giving more room to sickly thickets of low-rise trees and meadows, and one couldn’t hide hundreds of fighters in the open fields while contemplating the best course of action. Their major advantage would be the surprise factor, and that was that. When they finally saw the Haitas, Max gasped. He had once seen a program about wildlife in Africa with extensive footage of antelopes grazing in the savanna—tens if not hundreds of thousands of them. Only these here were no antelopes—they were raxas and trillas. Never before had he seen so many of them together. The air above that grandiose army, even at the high point of a reasonably clear day, was leaden and gloomy, and shimmering with multiple horror movie characters—huge lizards, spiders, and space aliens of every stripe imaginable. That meant the force also had multiple hittas blowing their illusory smoke. In fact, Max quickly spotted quite a few of them dancing their jigs in the rear of the enemy force.

“Shooters and archers, on me,” Max told his troops. “We are going to sneak up on them and take those damn magic makers out first. When the rest of them turn and charge us, we retreat and let the knights have their way with them. Duke, are you with me on this?”

“Yeah, that should work,” Octus agreed. “Just make sure you kill as many of them as you can first.”

Their first volley knocked out most of the hittas, immediately brightening the day—literally so. The second took out scores of raxas getting ready to mount an attack on the Bluff, and that got the enemy’s immediate attention. But it was the third that really got the ball rolling in the opposite direction. However, by that time the gunners were already in full retreat making room for the heavy cavalry that was galloping forward at breakneck speed. Duke Octus was spearheading the charge as a true cavalry leader should. The man was all right, Max had to admit. For a moment he even wondered how the stately easterner had even survived to be so old by the local standards if he was in the habit of pulling that kind of stunts on a regular basis.

The cavalry easily nipped the raxa attack in the bud and kept going forward, sweeping away everything in their path. Watching them go, Max quickly turned to his Vux ally.

“Mur, it’s your turn now. Go give them hell!”

“Can we steal?”

“Of course! But kill first, eat later.”

With a mighty roar, the Vuxes rushed into the breach.

“Now we go,” Max told the remaining gunners and O’Sharg archers. Keep your eyes widely open. Cover the flanks and be very careful where you aim. I do not want any friendly fire. Ready? Here we come! Yeeehaaaw!”

But they really didn’t have a chance to do much more shooting. All of a sudden, there were scores of raxas running their way, as if suddenly deciding to turn and resume their interrupted attack on the interlopers that hit them in the back earlier. Max’s gunners barely had time enough to form a crooked testudo bristling with guns, but before they could open up the wave of approaching Haitas simply parted down the middle, bypassing the small formation and continuing on their way back north.

“Err… Are they running?” Dave asked, voicing the question on everyone’s mind.

“It looks that way,” Max shrugged. “Hold your fire for now.”

In another quarter of an hour, it was all over.

***

“Here comes someone I never expected to see alive again,” O’Brien grinned. “How are you doing, buddy?”

“Look who’s talking,” Max smiled back, shaking the man’s hand.

“Where’s Beowulf?”

“He’s been wounded, so we left him behind in the woods under the care of some friendly locals.”

“Bad luck, huh?”

“I’d say it’s good luck that O’Sharg family happened to be there with us. The man is a true miracle worker. Beowulf would have definitely died had he been hit in any other place. Say, O’Brien, do you have a way to communicate with Luther?”

“No, but the Yamato has to be docking on the far side of the Bluff as we speak. What do you need Luther for?”

“It’s not so much Luther as Deirdre I gotta talk to.”

“Aha! Do I sense some kind of an oops moment coming?”

“No, you don’t. I just have business with her, is all.”

“Aren’t you going to go pick Beowulf up?”

“Sure am, but I need to go see Deirdre first. Talk to you later, man.”

Deirdre always had plenty of tchotchkes on hand, Max thought, striding towards the tall mast of a ship he could clearly see up ahead now. Even in a combat environment. Beads, perhaps bracelets and such. And the lady was not greedy. She’d be happy to share without being too nosy about who he was going to give all those goodies to.

Because it really wasn’t anyone’s business.


Many thanks to my readers!

If you enjoyed this book, I would be very grateful if you could leave a review:

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DD37CJFL

Facebook group:

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

cover.jpeg





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




