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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      “What did you say?”

      Startled, the newly arrived refugee jerked around to look toward the demanding voice. He blinked at the sight that met his eyes—a magnificently beautiful woman, golden from crown to toe. The spun-gold color of her hair, the amber of her eyes, and the honey-sunshine glow of her copiously exposed skin combined to deceive the eye into seeing her clothing as golden as well, although she wore nothing of gold. The fillet that held her hair in place was a simple leather strip. The short vest that didn’t quite close between her breasts, and the pantaloons that hugged her hips so low as to leave her entire midriff open to the air before billowing gracefully about her legs were all a parti-colored patchwork. 

      “L-Lady!” the refugee stammered. Even though no lady he’d ever caught a glimpse of dressed so like a houri, this woman’s bearing was such that she could only be a lady. He snatched his cap from his head and held it crushed in his hands. “I said—I said that I heard the music of a sothar before I escaped from the Desert Nomads’ camp.”

      The golden woman thrust her face close to his. “Did you see the musician? Was he with a dancer?”

      The refugee took an involuntary step backward. “N-No, Lady.      I only heard the music.”

      The woman stepped forward to keep her face close to his. “Did you see a dancer with this musician?” she repeated. 

      “N-No, Lady. As I said, I only heard the music.”

      “Then how do you know it was a sothar that you heard?” she  demanded, staying close to intimidate the man. 

      “I-I’m a merchant seaman, Lady. One time my s-ship made port in Frangeria. I saw a Djerwolh dancer, and heard her musician.  Sh-She,” he took two brisk steps back so he could look more widely at this woman, “she looked a lot like you, only her clothes were gold.” His face reddened as he contrasted the lady’s splendid patchwork with his own seaman’s rags. 

      The woman stood erect and stared hard at the refugee. After a short moment she demanded, “Where is the Desert Nomads’ camp that you escaped from?”

      The refugee swallowed. “In the High Desert. Three or four days walk from here. Maybe more. I wasn’t keeping track of how long I ran.” He swallowed again. “I ran and walked, and napped when I found safe places to stop.” He shook his head. “I can’t even say how many times I ate, I only ate what little I could grab as I ran.”

      “I don’t care how many times you ate,” she snapped. “I want you to tell me where the camp is!”

      The seaman swallowed. “I think th-three or four days w-west of here.”

      “Then you will guide me to the place. Prepare to leave at first light.” The woman, Alyline, also called “the Golden Girl,” spun on her heel and strode toward the wagon that held her belongings. 

      The refugee looked after her, gape-mouthed, for a long moment, then spun around and ran, looking for a hiding place. There was no way he was going to return to the camp of the fierce nomads of the High Desert. 

 

 






  







 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      The long column compressed as it stopped for the night. With close to eight thousand people together on the move, fleeing before the invading Jokapcul army that had already conquered half the continent, it took time for the column to telescope closed. And for those who had them to erect tents. That meant the end of the marching day had to come correspondingly early. Spinner, one of the two Frangerian Marines in charge of the refugee train, fretted over the lost marching time. He knew that the enemy forces had to be getting ever closer behind them; those forces would be marching faster than the refugees were moving. He didn’t want the train caught before it reached the safety that was offered by the city of Handor’s Bay. 

      Well, the early halt did give time for a commander’s call before dinner, which was a benefit. 

      Spinner had spent the day as was his want, riding a horse up  and down the length of the column, seeing and being seen in his  familiar double-reversible, four-sided cloak, which he wore red-side-out for increased visibility as he moved along the column. Spinner didn’t simply see the people and be seen by them, he talked to them as well. “Do you have enough food?” he asked. “Do you have enough to drink?” “Do you have clothing other than what you are wearing?” “Is anybody in your group ill? Injured?” Everybody knew him by sight, not only from his red-side-out cloak, but from his slightly taller than average height and his dusky complexion. 

      A time or two he had to settle a dispute, but not as often as he had when the column was much shorter. Now the people were too tired from the long trek to fight among themselves. 

      When Spinner returned from his final circuit of the day, the tent he shared with Haft, with whom he shared leadership, the largest and richest-looking tent in the train, was already set up. 

      Spinner, as always, shook his head when he saw the tent.  He thought it was far too grand for use in a refugee train. But the others in the command group thought that he and Haft, as the leaders, needed symbols to make it clear to everybody that they were in charge. The big tent was such a symbol. 

      In recent weeks the command group had grown too large to meet inside the tent, so a circle of camp stools was set up in front of it. Fletcher, Zweepee, and Xundoe the mage were already there when Spinner reached the tent—they must have set out the stools. He saw the company commanders arriving. There was Captain Geatwe, who still wore the blue tabard of the Zobran Prince’s Swords; Captain Mearh in the yellow of the Zobran Light Horse; Captain Phard wore the bear fur-trimmed maroon-striped tabard of the Skraglander Bloody Axes; and Sergeant Rammer, the training commander, distinguished by his Frangerian Marine reversible, double-sided cloak, worn mottled-green-side-out, with its gilt rank chevrons on its shoulders. 

      Alone among the company commanders, Rammer had refused to accept an officer’s rank. He had been the commander of the Marine contingent on the ship Sea Horse, and Spinner and Haft had been part of his unit. They were separated when the Jokapcul attacked the port of New Bally; while Rammer was captured, Spinner and Haft managed to escape. By the time they were reunited on the north side of the Princedon Gulf, Spinner and Haft were leading several thousand refugees, many of whom either were soldiers or were being trained. Everybody knew that under the circumstances, Sergeant Rammer had to be subordinate to the two men who had been under his command. 

      Spinner knew it would be a few more minutes before Haft showed up; he had to come all the way from the rear guard where he spent most of his time on the march. And he knew that Silent, of the giant nomads of the Northern Steppes, was, as he usually was, ranging far afield on a reconnaissance. 

      As soon as Spinner dismounted a hostler took the reins of his horse and led it off to be curried and fed. Spinner suppressed a grimace—he thought that a horseman should see to his own mount. But this was another instance where the rest of the command group thought that the leaders needed the symbolism of having someone else take care of mundane matters. He stifled a groan when he eased himself onto his camp stool, one of only three that had a back. The other two were currently empty. Haft would sit in one when he  arrived, and the other...

      “Where’s Alyline?” he asked. “I haven’t seen her all day. And where’s Doli? She’s usually one of the first here.”

      The others looked questioningly at each other. But none of them knew where the Golden Girl was, or could recall having seen her that day. 

      “Here comes Doli,” Rammer said, nodding in the direction of the column’s end. “And it looks like she’s bringing someone with her.”

      Doli was indeed bringing someone, dragging him along by the scruff of his shirt collar like a disruptive student being hauled by his teacher to the headmaster’s office. The man may have once been a seaman, if the cut and colors of his ragged clothes were to be  believed. 

      Doli marched with an unaccustomed firmness to the center of the circle and halted in front of Spinner. The man whose collar she clutched dropped to his knees and whipped off his sailor’s cap to twist between his hands. 

      “Are you aware that Alyline is gone, that she has left the caravan?” Doli demanded of Spinner. 

      “What?” Spinner shouted, leaping to his feet. “Where did she go? When did this happen?” He looked about for his gear, ready to take off after the Golden Girl. Doli slammed the flat of her palm into the middle of his chest and he plopped back into his chair with a startled expression on his face. 

      “We were just talking about that,” Rammer said dryly, “wondering where she—and you—were.”

      “This one claims to know.” Doli sniffed, nudging the one-time sailor with her knee. “Tell him what you told me,” she ordered. 

      “L-Lord—,” the man began, tugging his forelock and bobbing a bow at Rammer. 

      “Don’t tell me,” Rammer interrupted, “tell him,” and jerked a thumb toward Spinner. 

      The man was briefly confused, he’d sailed enough to have seen the uniforms of the Frangerian Marines. He didn’t understand why the older Frangerian with the sergeant’s rank insignia deferred to the younger one, whose only insignia was the trident-bearing merman riding on the waves that held his cloak closed at the neck. The lack of any other insignia indicated that he was very junior indeed. But he quickly recovered. It wasn’t up to him to wonder why the man who looked most like a commander deferred to someone who clearly looked to be his junior. 

      “L-Lord,” he began again, this time addressing Spinner. “Last eve a woman most beauteous and golden accosted me. She had me repeat what she’d overheard me say about hearing a sothar being played. Then she demanded that I take her to that place.” He averted his eyes while speaking, and hung his head at the end. 

      “But you didn’t take her?” Spinner growled. 

      “N-No, Lord.” The man cringed, not sure admitting that he  hadn’t done the Golden Girl’s bidding wouldn’t get him into trouble. 

      “Good,” Spinner said with a whoosh of relief, thinking that  Alyline must be somewhere nearby. 

      “How do you know she went without you?” Fletcher asked. 

      “L—, S-Sir,” he said hesitantly, unsure how to address this third person, “I hid last night so the lady c-couldn’t find me and make me g-go with her this morn. But I hid in a p-place wh-where I could see her leave.”

      “Now for the most important question,” Rammer said, looking directly at Spinner. 

      “Where did she go?“ Spinner asked, needing to know, but  unsure that he wanted to. “And did she go alone?”

      “She went to the High Desert, Lord.” The man paused to moisten his suddenly dry mouth and throat. “Seeking the camp of the Desert Nomads.”

      Rammer grinned wickedly and leaned toward the man. “That’s why you hid, isn’t it,” he said. “You escaped from the Desert Nomads, didn’t you? And you’re afraid to go back to their camp. Now, tell us who was with the Golden Girl. Surely she didn’t leave by herself.”

      “N-No, Sir, she wasn’t alone. There was small troop of mounted men with her.” He hesitated, then added, “They wore blue surcoats.”

      All eyes turned to Captain Geatwe. There were blue-clad horsemen in his company. 

      Geatwe dropped his head into his hands. He sighed, then looked up. “Was their blue the same as mine, or was it a light blue?” he asked. 

      “It was much lighter than yours, Sir.” The seaman paused for a moment’s thought, then added, “They carried lances instead of great swords like the one you have.”

      Geatwe shook his head and mumbled, “When I didn’t see all of them this morning, I thought they had gone ahead to scout the way.”

      Rammer asked, “Are they in the habit of going ahead without letting you know?”

      “Sometimes,” Geatwe admitted. 

      “We’ll have to do something about that,” Rammer murmured, “when we get them back. If we get them back.”

      Spinner seemed to look inward for a moment, then looked at the sailor and said, “You wouldn’t guide Alyline, and that’s good because now you can guide me to that nomad camp.”

      Ignoring the man’s wailing insistence that he didn’t think he could find the Desert Nomads’ camp again, Spinner stood up to make his preparations for going into the High Desert. Before he even got out of the circle, though, he had to stop because Haft arrived, and Spinner had to tell him what was happening.

 

 

 






  







 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      “For the last time, Spinner, you’re not going after Alyline. I am,” Haft said the next morning. It was now two hours past dawn, and they’d been going at it since before the sun rose. 

      “But—”

      Haft shook his head. “No buts about it. You’re too emotionally involved in this. Everybody agrees. That’s why I’m going, and not you.”

      “It’s settled, Spinner,” Sergeant Rammer said from Haft’s left rear. 

      “You aren’t going, Spinner,” Captain Fletcher said from Haft’s other side. 

      “We’ve been arguing long enough, Spinner,” Zweepee said, stepping up to him and shaking a finger in his face. “Haft goes, you stay.”

      Doli moved in next to Zweepee and grasped Spinner’s hand, holding it against her chest between her breasts. “I ne—, we need you here, Spinner.”

      Spinner looked around for support, but everybody in the command group was obviously opposed to him going to find the Golden Girl and bring her back. 

      “But...” he said weakly, knowing that he’d lost the argument, but unwilling yet to concede defeat. “You’re emotionally involved, too,” he said to Haft. 

      Haft grinned. “Yeah, I am,” he said. “But with a big difference. I like Alyline. You are in love with her. Love can cause a man to make mistakes.”

      “I know,” Spinner said with a sigh. “You’ve told me that. Everybody’s told me that.”

      Fletcher stepped close and putting a hand on Spinner’s shoulder, he leaned in. “Spinner, we aren’t going to stop the caravan while someone goes after Alyline. The people are used to seeing you riding up and down the column every day. If they don’t see you, which they won’t if you’re haring off after Alyline, they’ll think something is very wrong. Think of what that will do to morale.” He shook his head. “Haft spends so much time either at rear point or up ahead that few people see him daily. Hardly anybody will notice if he’s not here. Nobody’s morale will suffer.”

      Haft snorted. “It must be nice to know I’m so universally loved.”

      Spinner was so wrapped up with his own thoughts that he  didn’t hear Haft. Fletcher ignored him. 

      “So, now that everything else is ready,” Haft said, looking around when nobody replied, “where’s my guide?”

      “I found him trying to hide,” said Lieutenant Balta, commander of the platoon of Skraglander Bloody Axes. He had a firm grip on the arm of the seaman who had told Alyline about the sothar player he’d heard in the nomads’ camp. The “guide” looked distinctly  unhappy. 

      Haft took his leave of Spinner with a mock bow, and strode to Balta and the guide. 

      “I can’t just call you ‘hey you’,“ he said. “What’s your name?”

      “I-It’s Jurnieks, Lord.” To Jurnieks, Haft looked, as did Spinner,  to be far too young and junior to be in command, but the two obviously were running things—as near as Jurnieks could tell—as equals. They must be nobles of some sort, although he’d heard the fierce-looking soldiers with the bearskin trim on their maroon-striped cloaks call Haft “Sir.” And he’d never heard of the Frangerian Marines deferring to people because of their birth rank. 

      “It’s time we were off,” Haft said. “Too much time has passed since the Golden Girl and her escort left. We need to move fast if we hope to catch them before they reach the nomads’ camp. Can you ride a horse?”

      “Y-Yes, Lord,” Jurnieks said, bobbing his head. But he didn’t sound very positive about it, which was fine with Haft as he’d rather walk himself. 

      But time... Yes, Haft thought, we can’t take the time to go on foot. At least he wouldn’t be the only one uncomfortable on horseback. 

      “Lieutenant Balta,” Haft said, “are your men ready?”

      “They’ve been ready for some time, Sir Haft.”

      Haft gave Spinner a cocked-eyebrow look as though saying, “See how you’ve made people wait?” Out loud he said to Balta, “Let’s not keep them waiting any longer.”

 

      An hour later Haft and a thirty-man platoon of Skraglander Bloody Axes, with Jurnieks as their reluctant guide, were atop the plateau of the High Desert, which rose some two hundred yards above the narrow strip of coastal plain that the refugee train was  following. 

      Haft rose in his stirrups to look over the landscape. He squinted to protect his eyes from the wind, which was gusting from the west. The High Desert looked very different from the Low Desert into which everybody in his party, except for their guide who hadn’t been with them at the time, had made a foray.

      The High Desert didn’t undulate as gently as the Low, which had given the quick-glance impression of being table-flat. Instead it looked jagged, even though no single place appeared to be much higher than any other. The ground did seem, however, to rise slowly into the distance. Nor did this desert appear to have numerous rills and small streams wending their way through it, flowing into or out of ponds and small lakes. What little green met the eye looked sparse and malnourished, with none of it even ankle high. He looked down at the nearby vegetation, expecting to see it all bent to the east by the west wind that buffeted him. But it wasn’t. While the leaves pointed to the east, the twigs and branches went every which way, twisted by time and variable wind direction. A sharp blast unexpectedly struck him from the north, rocking him in his saddle. That was another reason for him to prefer being on his feet instead of on a horse; he’d be lower to the ground, and the wind wouldn’t hit him so hard. 

      But he knew he had to be on horseback, and tried to banish thoughts of walking. 

      As he settled back in the saddle, he adjusted the axe hanging on his belt. The axe had a two and a half foot handle, with a half moon blade projecting a foot beyond the handle’s end, and an equal length down its length. A thick spike opposite the blade tapered to a sharp point. The face of the blade bore a rampant eagle. He got his name because when he used the axe, it was as though he became its  handle, its haft. Man and weapon seemed to function as one. 

      Looking over the landscape again, Haft realized that he would have to change his double-sided reversible cloak from mottled green to brown-side-out. Rising ripples in the air made the High Desert looked sere, which it probably was. At first he thought the ripples were caused by heat, then he realized with a shudder that they might be a form of demon he’d never heard of—the wind didn’t seem to affect the ripples, and there didn’t seem to be much heat in the High Desert. 

      In no place was there any sign of habitation. Not a house, not a tent, not a tendril of smoke rising from a cook fire. There wasn’t even a road or a track that could lead to people or their places. 

      “How can anyone live here?” Haft wondered out loud. He twisted to his left and shouted, “Jurnieks! Which way?”

      “You don’t need to shout, Lord,” Jurnieks said from just a few feet to Haft’s right rear, “I’m right here.”

      Haft jerked to his right and glowered at the guide. “Well, why didn’t you say so?” he demanded. 

      “You didn’t ask, Lord,” Jurnieks said in a fatalistic tone. 

      Haft jutted his face toward Jurnieks and said, “Your place is to the left rear of your commander, not the right,” snarling to cover his embarrassment. He looked toward the horizon that, because of its gentle rise, looked a little bit too near, and said thoughtfully, “Actually, you’re the guide, you should be in front. 

      “Yes, Lord. In front.” Jurnieks swallowed, then eased his horse forward, looking uncertainly at the ground and the too-close  horizon. 

      “What are you waiting for,” Haft asked. “You’re the guide. So guide.”

      “But I—, I don’t recognize anything here.”

      Haft gave him a look that was more astonished than he actually felt—he could well understand someone not recognizing anything here. He didn’t think there was much to distinguish any part of the landscape from any other part. 

      “But you came this way only two days ago,” he said. 

      “Yes, Lord,” Jurnieks said, bobbing his head. “Two days ago. Two days caravan travel that way.” He pointed south. “I didn’t come across here.” He made a sweeping gesture at the landscape to his front. 

      Haft groaned. Why hadn’t he, or anybody else, thought of that? This wasn’t even where Alyline and her Zobran Royal Lancers had climbed to the High Desert’s plateau!

      “Balta!” he shouted. 

      “Yes, Sir Haft,” the Bloody Axes’ commander replied, also from very near by. He had a scarf wrapped around his face to keep wind-blown dust out of his nose and mouth. 

      “We need to backtrack to where Alyline climbed the palisade.”

      “Certainly, Sir Haft,” Balta said with a knowing nod. He turned in his saddle and raised an arm to signal his platoon. The Bloody Axes set out in good order to the south. 

      “You knew this was going to happen, didn’t you?” Haft muttered. “And you didn’t tell me!”

      “Sir Haft? I didn’t quite catch that,” Balta said, smiling. 

      “Never mind, it was nothing.” Haft nonetheless made a sour moue. 

      Before the entire platoon got moving south, there was a  commotion at the edge of the plateau where they had come up. 

      “Sir Haft!” a Bloody Axe near the edge called. “Sir Haft!” someone closer to Haft repeated, and another yet closer and another, until a grinning Bloody Axe a mere fifteen yards from Haft called out, “Sir Haft!”

      At the second call, Haft had turned back to see who was calling him. Well before the closest called, he could see that the only way for him to know why he was being called was to go and see for himself why several of the Bloody Axes were clustered together at the edge of the plateau. 

      “Wait here,” he told Jurnieks. “Stay with him, Balta.” He turned his mare and headed toward the end of the column. 

      “Look what we found trying to follow us, Sir Haft,” one of the Bloody Axes, Farkas by name, said when Haft reached the small knot of riders. 

      What Haft saw was a funny-looking little man. His face was deeply lined and his skin was a bronzed tan. A colorful scarf was wrapped around his head. He wore a colorfully-patterned cloth that wrapped around his waist and hung almost to his ankles. Rope sandals were on his feet. He rode sidesaddle on a donkey, and led a pack mule laden with chests and bolts of cloth. He looked indignant until he looked at Haft, at which point his expression became belligerent. 

      “Lord Haft,” the man said, “do you not recognize me?”

      Haft looked from the odd man to his pack mule and what it carried and back to him. “I don’t know your name,” he said. “But it looks like you’re a mage from the Kondive Islands.”

      The man gave a shallow bow while tapping his forehead, his lips and his chest. “I have the honor of being Tabib, Mage Second Class—from the Kondive Islands, exactly as Lord Haft has said. When the Lord Spinner realized that you had left without a mage, he assigned to me the honor of accompanying you.”

      “I see,” Haft said. “I sincerely hope we won’t need your talents or magics, but you’re welcome, Tabib.” Then to Farkas, “Put him in the middle of the column.” Back to Tabib, “That way you’ll be able to  respond quickly wherever you might be needed. But I still hope you won’t be needed. 

      “And cover your body before this infernal wind flays your skin to the bone!”

      Tabib smiled a secret smile, gave another shallow bow and  ignored what Haft said about the wind flaying him. “It is better to have a mage and not need him than to need a mage and not have one,” he quoted sagely—or a bit self-importantly, as Haft thought.

      Haft turned and trotted his mare back to where Balta and  Jurnieks waited for him. He told them about the Kondive Islander mage as they began leading the column south, and concluded with a sour, “Like all mages, he has no lack of a sense of self-worth.”

      While Haft was seeing to Tabib, Balta had sent three riders ahead as scouts. They were clearly visible more than half a mile ahead, bent over from a wind that was striking them from the north.

 

 






  







 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      It was late afternoon when the three-man point team stopped to wait for Haft and the rest of the small column to close the half mile gap between them. They had found the place where the Golden Girl and her Zobran Royal Lancers had reached the top of the High Desert’s plateau. By now, the runaway and her escort had a nearly two-day lead. Haft and Lieutenant Balta agreed it was unlikely that they’d catch up with Alyline before she reached the Desert Nomads’ camp. They also thought that the less time she spent there before they arrived, the easier it would be to extract her and any surviving Royal Lancers. The fearsome reputation of the nomads left them with no illusions about Alyline receiving a friendly welcome on her arrival at their camp.

      They turned inland, following the clear track Alyline’s party had left on the barren ground. In addition to the lead scouts they now put out flankers, two riders to each side, a quarter of a mile out from the short column, to watch for possible danger coming from the sides.

      Haft had hoped that the constant wind would die down, but  it didn’t. All it did was change from gusts to a steady northerly  wind. The wind didn’t, however, cover over the tracks they were  following—the ground was too hard for the wind to quickly shift its surface, as such wind would cover tracks made in sand or snow. 

      “What are you saying?” Haft asked Jurnieks. The guide was twenty yards ahead of Haft, and had been mumbling to himself. But not so quietly as to escape Haft’s attention. 

      “N-Nothing, L-L—, ah, S-Sir Haft,” Jurnieks said, startled by the unexpected question—he hadn’t realized he was talking loudly enough to be overheard. And he still didn’t know whether to address Haft as “Sir,” as the Bloody Axes did, or “Lord,” as just about everybody else in the main column seemed to. 

      “Well, then, be quiet about it. We don’t need unnecessary  conversation alerting any hidden watchers that we’re here.”

      “Yes, Lord,” Jurnieks said meekly. Yes, he didn’t think he should let this young lord, or whatever it was that Haft was, know he’d been complaining to himself that he wasn’t needed as a guide. Certainly not looking at the clear trail the lady and her escorts left behind. But, “... alerting any hidden watchers that we’re here...?” If there were any hidden watchers, they could easily see the party as it moved across the barren landscape—and see it long before they could hear any mumbling.

      Hmm, he thought, maybe I should complain louder and get sent back. If there are any hidden watchers, one man’s mumbling isn’t going to alert them.

      But he said nothing. The huge war axe Haft carried so casually convinced him to keep his peace. As did the demon weapon the Frangerian carried hanging from his saddle’s pommel.

     “Stay close to me, guide,” Haft suddenly said as he clumsily heeled his mare to a trot. Jurnieks was just about as clumsy in  getting his horse to trot. Even though Haft hadn’t mentioned him, Balta also came along—but only after signaling the rest of the  column to maintain pace. Shortly, the trio caught up with the scouts.

      “Greetings, Sir Haft,” said Hegyes, who led the three-man point team. 

      “Sir Haft! Sir Haft!” chimed in Asztalos and Halasz, the other two men.

      After returning their greetings, Haft asked, “Are you having any trouble following the trail?”

      “They left a trail a blind Zobran could follow,” Hegyes said with a laugh. 

      “Maybe that’s because they are Zobrans, and that’s the only way they can find their way back!” Asztalos added, and snickered.

      “That’s enough of that!” Haft snarled. “We’re all on the same team here.” But he had to turn his face away so the point men wouldn’t see his grin.

      Balta had ridden twenty or so yards ahead, carefully looking at the ground and seeing how clear the trail was. After a few moments study, satisfied, he stopped to let the others catch up to him. 

      “Sir Haft,” he said when they did, “the trail is as clear as Hegyes said. But I think it was so we could easily follow it, not for them to find their way back. I think maybe the Zobrans are hoping for reinforcements.” He stood in his stirrups and looked into the distance. “I also think they’re going slower than they could, to give us time to catch up.”

      “Are you sure?” Haft asked. He looked at the ground, but couldn’t tell much more than the direction in which Alyline and the Zobrans were going. “How long do you think it will take for us to catch them?”

      Balta shook his head. “At the pace we’ve been going, too long. But there’s another way we can travel. Canter a mile, trot a mile, and dismount to walk our horses a mile. Once an hour, stop for ten minutes so our mounts can rest. We’ll cover a lot more ground in a day that way, and not risk exhausting our animals.”

      Haft nodded sagely and seemed to be considering the wisdom of Balta’s suggestion. But what he was really thinking was that he didn’t want to be on a horse in the first place, much less on one that trotted and cantered. The one time he had tried running alongside a horse that was going at that variable pace had tired him too much, and he’d had to mount up and ride. But Balta was right, they needed to go faster. That way, maybe they could catch Alyline before she and the Zobrans reached the Desert Nomads’ camp, and turn them back before they got into trouble. And he did like the idea of getting off to walk, even if it was for only one mile in three. Too bad the walking couldn’t be two miles out of three, so he wouldn’t have to spend so much time on the horse. 

      Haft had no illusions about the friendliness of the nomads of the High Desert, not after his experiences with the nomads of the Low Desert, who weren’t thought to be nearly as fierce. He wanted to find the Golden Girl and the Royal Lancers before the nomads found them. So trot and canter. At least he’d get to walk one mile in three. 

      “Can we catch them in time traveling that way?” he asked. 

      Balta shrugged. “It depends on how far it is to the nomad camp.” He looked at Jurnieks. “What does our guide say?”

      Jurnieks wanted to shrink into invisibility. Instead of answering directly, he told of his escape from the Desert Nomads. 

      “When I fled the camp, the first night I used the stars to guide me seaward,” he said. “The next morning I laid low. I could still see the camp on the horizon, so I knew the Nomads could see me in that emptiness if I stood up. Nobody came my way, but I was afraid to move because if anybody in the camp looked in my direction, they might see me. Hunger hadn’t set in yet, but I was growing parched and needed water.”

      Haft interrupted him. “Suck on a smooth pebble. That’ll make your saliva flow and make it longer before you have to drink. Continue.”

      “Suck on a smooth pebble, I’ll remember that,” Jurnieks said  distractedly, hoping never to need to remember that, then resumed his story. 

      “The wind raised a dust storm between me and the Nomads’ camp. Since I could no longer see them, I thought they wouldn’t be able to see me if I stood up and ran, so I did. That night I licked dew from some damp rocks I had found by touch.”

      Then he developed a routine of movement, going toward the  rising sun in the morning, and keeping the sun to his back in the  afternoon. He thought he found something to eat a couple of times, but he wasn’t sure. Almost the only drink he had was dew he licked off rocks. He was constantly on the move until exhaustion made him stop to sleep. But he never slept for long, he was too afraid of being caught by the nomads and tortured as punishment for  escaping. He repeated his movement sequence daily until he almost fell off the edge of the plateau, and scrambled down to join the  caravan he was fortunate enough to find passing on the narrow coastal plain. 

      He had to say something more, something about the way to the nomads’ camp; Haft, Balta, and the three point men were looking at him expectantly. He decided on the truth; if he said anything else it would soon come out that he had lied, and he didn’t want to face the consequences of being caught in a lie. 

      “I don’t know,” he said softly. “I don’t know where the camp is, how far it is, nothing. I don’t even know how long I walked and ran when I escaped from the camp.”

      Haft looked into the distance, obviously disgusted. “Then you aren’t much use to me, are you?” he snapped. 

      Jurnieks cringed away from Haft’s evident anger, but thought this might be his best chance. He took a deep breath to steady himself, and said, “Then I should return to the caravan, Sir Haft. So I’m not in the way.”

      Haft barked out a sharp laugh, and shook his head, no longer angry. “You might not be able to find the camp, but you’ve been there, so you know your way around it. If Alyline reaches the camp before we catch her, you’ll be able to lead us through it.”

      Jurnieks choked back a groan—he really didn’t want to return to the Desert Nomads’ camp.

 

 

 






  







 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      The wind.

      Haft hated having to ride a horse, even one as docile as the mare that was his usual mount, as it trotted for a mile, then cantered for a mile. He relished the miles when he was able to dismount and walk.

      But the wind.

      The wind, now that he really hated. After a time it turned from the north to the south and searched for unprotected flesh to flay from that direction. Then it became easterly, and they had to lean into it and their horses couldn’t canter at any speed. When the wind came from the west, it pushed them so they almost lost their  balance and landed on their faces. 

      When the wind didn’t come from a cardinal point, it gusted and swirled and spun upward and twisted downward. It changed its  direction and force frequently and without warning, so that Haft and the men with him never knew from where the wind would next buffet them. The three Bloody Axes half a mile forward on point, the pair a quarter mile distant on each flank, and the other pair riding rear point a quarter mile behind, all had their difficulties maintaining proper contact with the main column. Haft knew, because he and Balta frequently checked and had to reposition them.

      Once, Balta had to gallop forward to bring the point team back in line when they had begun wandering from the trail left by the Golden Girl and her escort. Another time, Haft galumphed off to find and bring back a flanker team that had briefly gotten lost because the wind and grit blowing in their eyes kept them from watching where the rest of the platoon was. 

      “If you can’t maintain contact with the main column because your eyes are closed,” Haft roared at them, “how can you expect to spot a danger before it’s on you?”

      “We’re sorry, Sir Haft,” one of them said, abashed. 

      “It won’t happen again, Sir Haft,” said the other. 

      “See to it that it doesn’t,” Haft snarled. “If anybody attacks and I get killed because you weren’t watching, I swear I’ll hunt you down in hell and kill you again!”

      “Yes, Sir Haft,” they said. “We’ll do better, Sir Haft. Starting right now, Sir Haft.”

      Haft grunted, then snapped, “See to it that you do!” He gave them a stern look, and wheeled his mare about to rejoin the  column.

      Before he reached it, he saw the mage Tabib in his assigned  position in the middle of the column. Tabib still wore the colorful scarf around his head, and the colorfully patterned cloth that wrapped around his waist and hung almost to his rope-sandaled feet. And nothing else.

      Haft turned his mare toward the mage, mouthing the words he was going to use to flay the Kondive Islander for not covering up to protect himself from the wind. 

      Whatever he had in mind to say, though, remained unspoken. 

      “Lord Haft,” Tabib cheerfully called out when the Marine drew near. 

      “Why aren’t you covered up!” Haft roared. 

      “Covered up?” Tabib waved a hand and grinned, indicating his clothing. “But I am covered, Lord Haft.”

      By then Haft was close enough to see that the mage’s skin was unmarked by the biting wind and the grit it blew about, grit that scratched what skin it could reach on everyone else. Haft turned his mare to trot alongside Tabib’s donkey. 

      “Why isn’t the wind bothering you?” he asked in wonder. 

      Tabib laughed and lay a finger alongside his nose. “I am  protected,” he answered, and chuckled. 

      Haft nodded slowly. “Ah, yes, I can tell that much. But how? What are you doing? And can the rest of us do it?”

      “Oh, I am so sorry, Lord Haft. I am using a magic—”

      “I figured that much on my own,” Haft grumbled.

      “—spell to keep the wind and its effluent off of my body. Alas and alack, the spell will not work for any person other than me! So, you see, I cannot use it to protect you and the platoon of Skraggish axemen, worthy of protection though you and they are.”

      Haft looked off, his mouth twisted in a scowl. Then he jerked his view back to Tabib. 

      “Are you sure?” he demanded. 

      “Indeed I am, Lord Haft,” the mage said, offering a shallow bow. “Look like this: You have used the Lalla Mkouma, have you not?” He went on without waiting for a reply. “She is a most wondrous demon, and protects you from the vision of other people. True? But she can only confer invisibility upon one person at a time. True?” This time, he cocked his head and waited for Haft to speak. 

      Haft twisted so the back of his head was to the wind, and spat. “Right,” he acknowledged sourly. “One person at a time. Like a Lalla Mkouma.” He shook his head. Except if two people are in close contact, she can make both invisible. “Just be careful that you don’t anger any of the ‘Skraggish axemen.’ They might react badly.” He tapped his mare’s flanks with his heels, nudging her into a reluctant canter, so he could return to his position at the head of the column.

      “Oh, no, gollygee, let the axemen not react badly to my protective spell,” Tabib murmured, his voice lost in the wind. “Wind, sand, and dust are not the only things this spell protects me from.”

 

      The wind died down at sunset, and the air was calm enough to allow the Bloody Axes to erect low-slung sleeping tents. Haft didn’t allow the men to light cooking fires, instead they ate their jerky and biscuits cold. He let Lieutenant Balta set the watch, three men at a time for one-hour shifts. That way, nobody lost much sleep, and a few didn’t lose any sleep at all. Once the rotation was set, Haft instructed the third watch to wake Balta, and the sixth to wake him. He and the Bloody Axe’s commander would each check the perimeter during the night and assure that everything was all right.

      The night was uneventful. The first surprise of the High Desert came when they were halfway through their morning meal of cold jerky and biscuits. 

 

      “What was that?” Haft asked, looking up from the biscuit-wrapped piece of jerky he was gnawing on. 

      “It sounded like a pussy cat,” Balta replied. 

      Haft grunted. “A really big pussy cat.” Sweat popped out on his forehead, and began dribbling down his sides. He and Spinner had had a run in with a gray tabur, a very large cat, before they’d begun accreting their refugee train. He had no desire to fight another big cat. 

      Most of the others in the platoon also heard the low yowl, and many of them were on their feet, looking around. Some had taken their weapons in hand and were nervously turning them. Haft  didn’t know whether to draw his axe, or ready his demon spitter. 

      “Tabib!” Haft called. “What can you tell?”

      “I have no bees, Lord Haft,” Tabib called back from where he was rummaging through his chests. 

      “Bees?” Haft asked nobody in particular. 

      “Some magicians use them as scouts,” Balta told him. 

      “Really?” But Haft wasn’t really interested in an answer about bees. He wanted to know what had yowled. 

      The yowl came again, but from a different direction. 

      The small door on the side of Haft’s demon spitter cracked open. “Wazzoo goam doo abou tha’?” the tiny demon inside the tube  demanded. 

      “About what?” Haft asked, straining to keep fear out of his voice. 

      “Tha’.” A twisted, gnarly arm poked out of the door and pointed. 

      Haft looked where the demon indicated and swore. He could barely make out a feline form slinking through the sparse growth toward the camp. It wasn’t nearly as big as the gray tabur that he and Spinner had managed to kill before Spinner nearly bled to death from the gash the big cat had sliced into his leg. But it was huge compared to the house cat that its form resembled. 

      The feline wasn’t where either of the yowls had come from. Nor was the yowl that came right after Haft saw the cat. 

      “There are at least four, Sir Haft,” Balta said softly. 

      “At least,” Haft agreed. Then loudly, “Listen up, people! We’ve got some big cats closing in on us. Not big like taburs, but big enough to kill a man. So get ready to fight!” He tapped on the demon’s door on his demon spitter. 

      “Wazzoo whanns!” the demon piped, opening its door only a crack.

     Having seen that the demon didn’t open its door all the way when it asked what he was going to do about the cats, Haft was ready for a lack of cooperation. He held a small pellet where the demon could see it, but couldn’t reach it without coming halfway out of the tube.

      “Givvum!”

      Haft kept the pellet out of reach. 

      “Can you spit at those things?”

      “Zurr ‘nuff mee kin. Naw zwetz.”

      Haft held the pellet closer. The demon snatched it from his fingers, ducked back inside, and slammed the door closed. The sound of crunching came from inside the tube, followed by wet swallowing noises, and ending with a very satisfied burp. 

      Before Haft could say anything more to the demon, there was a chorus of yowls and screeches, and several cats bounded at the men, claws extended and fangs reaching to rip into flesh. 

      “Aim mee!” Haft’s demon shrilled in a voice so high that he felt it in his teeth rather than heard it with his ears. 

     A cat was already in the air, stretching for Haft’s shoulders  and neck, too close for him to have time to aim. He swung the  tube in the direction of the cat. The impact knocked the cat to the side so it leaped past Haft, but the animal still had so much  momentum it staggered him back several steps before he caught his balance.

     Next to him, another cat was flying lower, extending its forelegs and claws to their full length, going for Balta’s lower belly and groin. The lieutenant already had his axe in his hands. He swung it up, over, then downward to catch the cat in its head and shoulders. But the cat was faster than the man, and the axe head slammed into the beast’s lower back, slicing through fur, flesh, sinew, and bone almost separating the tail and left leg from the rest of the cat. The beast screamed in agony and tried to twist away from the pain. The twisting threw its aim off just far enough that its claws ripped into Balta’s hip, rather than into the soft tissue of his belly and eviscerating him. Balta swung his axe a second time, and his blade chocked into the cat’s shoulders just behind its neck. It quickly died. 

      “Wach wazzoo doon!” Haft’s spitting demon squealed from inside his tube. “Oo kin brek’um owzz! Aim mee!” Haft wasn’t sure, but as he brought the tube up to his shoulder, he thought he heard the demon mutter, “Gottum cragg.” To his right, he saw several of the cats squabbling over a downed man, who was struggling against them. He pointed the tube and asked, “Can you get the cats without killing the man?”

      “Dry mee,” the demon snarled. 

     Haft pressed the lever, and recoiled slightly from the thunderous blast of the demon spitting. When he looked, he saw three cats bleeding and hardly moving. Another was broken, and being tossed aside by the man who managed to painfully rise to his feet.

      Haft looked for another target. “Spot for me,” he told Balta. 

      “Yes, Sir Haft,” Balta said, agreeing to help Haft find targets for his demon spitter, and protect him from cats that got too close. 

      Elsewhere, Asztalos was slammed in the chest and bowled over by a cat before he had his axe ready to strike. The cat ripped at his neck, but Kes, a couple of paces to Asztalos’s side, swiped at it and took off the top of its head. The cat suddenly lost interest in the fight and jumped off its intended kill, to stagger off until it fell flat and died. 

      In another place, Tabib the mage found the chest he was looking for and threw its lid open. With a roar that threatened revenge, a shape changing Bogart, in her guise as a black dog bitch that was surely too large to fit into the medium-size chest she bounded out of, looked around and saw its most natural enemy—cats. The Bogart gave a full-throated roar and bounded into the cats, chomping down on their heads and backs with its huge, slavering jaws and crushing teeth.

      The cats, scenting dog, broke from their attacks on the men to face this new and dire threat. Most of them never had a chance to react to the men who took advantage of their distraction to attack them from the rear, chopping them in twain with single blows of their battle axes. 

      As soon as his Bogart was among the nearest cats, Tabib drew an “L” shaped object from within his wrap. He gripped it with both hands by the short leg. His hands bucked high at the thunderclap that responded to the mage’s squeeze. There were half a dozen more thunderclaps, and five of the cats fell, dead or severely wounded, before a demon stuck its head out of the bottom of the short leg of the demon spitter and demanded piteously, “Veed mee!”

      In hardly any more time after that, the battle was over, with the cats all dead or dying except for three or four that managed to flee before Tabib’s demon was willing to spit again, or Haft could sight his larger demon spitter on them. 

     The Bogart looked around and saw no forest, not even isolated trees or high grass. There was no place for her to run to and disappear, free from the magician in whose service she was. So she  morphed into a shapely woman, who was probably beautiful  underneath the feline blood and gore that was spattered and smeared over her. She glared at the men who were suddenly  looking at her, some appalled at the blood and gore, others with lust at her nakedness. 

      “I need water,” she snarled. “And don’t you look at me!” Her eyes and a thrusting hand with out-stretched finger swung, including every one of the men in the platoon. 

      Haft audibly gulped. He went to a pack horse and removed a large water skin from it. Careful not to look at the Bogart in her human female guise, he carried the skin toward her and set it on the ground. 

      “Do you need clothes?” he asked. 

      “No. Now back off!”

      Haft did as she demanded. He knew what a black dog could do, he’d seen them in action, and even used one himself in an ambush. He had no desire to be the object of an attack. 

      The Bogart waited for Haft to back off to a respectable distance and face away from her, then squatted and began washing, using some of the sparse grass that she ripped from the ground to scrub herself with. When she was satisfied that she’d cleaned herself as well as she could under the circumstances, she morphed back into canine form and padded to Tabib where he was tending to the wounded.

      Near where Tabib worked, two corpses lay covered by blankets. One was Asztalos, who had bled to death from the injuries he’d  suffered before Kes knocked the cat off of him. 

      “Two dead,” Haft said quietly to himself. Louder, to Tabib, “How many wounded?”

 

 

 

 






  







 

 

INTERLUDE

 

 

 

 

The following is excerpted from the article:

 

HIGH-LOW, HIGH-LOW, TO DESERT LANDS WE GO

(Part 2, High)

by

Scholar Munch Mu’sk

 

Which was originally printed in It’s a Geographical World!

~

This excerpt is printed with permission

from both the author and the publisher

 

      ... [L]ittle is known about the landscape, life forms, or denizens of the High Desert. There have been few exploratory expeditions mounted, and even fewer have returned to civilized lands to report on what they found. I have endeavored in the following pages to give only the information available about the High Desert that is the most likely to be true. You will find, for example, no reports here of trees that walk and waylay travelers, of two-headed lions, or of men who walk on their heads and talk through their toes, although the literature is replete with such absurd tales.

 

PROVISIONS FOR LIFE:

      Some travelers have claimed that there is no vegetation whatsoever on the High Desert. This is palpably untrue, as it is known  indubitably that there is both animal and human life living on the High Desert! Animal and, indeed, human life are not possible  without vegetative life present. And there are most extraordinary tales of what such life is like.

~

      It is known from samples that have been returned from the High Desert that there is a small selection of legumes and fruits from ground-hugging succulents, in quantities great enough to sustain a viable population of rodents, which in turn support a population of smallish to mid-size carnivores. It is unknown what animals might sustain themselves on the tough grass that lies in scattered clumps. The vegetation is uniformly ground-hugging because of the  constant wind that all explorers agree blows continually across  the plateau. There are no reliably known large carnivores, despite numerous stories of Brobdingnagian flesh-eaters. 

      Alas! Whether vegetate or animate, legume or succulent, rodent or carnivore, the few specimens that have been brought back are spread far and wide among diverse scholars, and are housed in numerous academies on both continents. These scholars have yet to come to agreement on scientific names for any of the species, so they are known only by their many and various common names. Each explorer who returned with samples called the specimens by a different name, and no two of them are in agreement. Therefore is this vine properly called “trippum-up” or “strangler?” Is that muscular mouse-like rodent correctly named “mickey” or is it more properly known as mighty mouse? I am, therefore, constrained from naming any of the flora or fauna of the High Desert. Suffice it to say, as I have, that there is sufficient flora to sustain an ecological  system.

~

      The High Desert Nomads have several types of domestic  animals. First among them is a riding beast, which all of the few  explorers who have returned from the High Desert claim never eats or drinks. However, its description as having a huge, hairy mass on its back, a mass which is sometimes larger and sometimes smaller, causes me to suspect that the mass is a food and drink storage mechanism, much the same as adipose fat on the buttocks and thighs is in human populations that have lived for generations in lands that are prone to frequent famine. 

~

      The final domestic animal for which reports have reached me is something that resembles nothing so much as a rather large, feral farmhouse cat. It is believed that the function of this “cat” is the same as that of a civilized farmhouse cat. To whit, to keep down the vermin population in the camps of the High Desert Nomads. This may well be exactly the case, as there are no reports of vermin  running rampant in the camps.

 

THE NOMADS OF THE HIGH DESERT

      The people, for that is what they call themselves, “The People,” of the High Desert are fearsome nomads, reputed to be even more fierce and warlike than the nomads of the Low Desert. According to some of the adventurers and explorers who have encountered the nomads and lived to tell of the experience, they are so much more aggressively fierce that the only reason they haven’t descended to the Low Desert and conquered those fearsome nomads is the simple fact that the nomads of the Low Desert far too greatly outnumber them! I make the assertion ‘lived to tell of the experience’ advisedly. Several of the few who reported visiting the nomads’ camps told of seeing bound skeletons, some of which bore the remnants of clothing and armor of various civilized nations, which strongly suggested that they were the remains of other adventurers or explorers.

      The language of the High Desert Nomads is either unrelated to any other known language in all the lands of humanity, or is otherwise related to that of the Jokapcul. That is an unlikely relationship, as the Jokapcul Islands and the High Desert are separated by the entire breadth of the continent of Nunimar! In any event, the High Desert Nomads language is highly guttural, with many nomina that sound more like canid barks and growls than the more pellucid nomina of civilized tongues. 

~

      The housing of the High Desert Nomads is rudimentary, consisting of skins stretched over a framework of sticks curved and bound into a dome shape. The peak of the dome is not high enough for a grown man to stand under without hunching over. It is  unknown from whence the sticks come, as there are no trees on the High Desert that grow tall enough to provide them. 

      I would say more about the High Desert Nomads and their environs, but there is too little that is known with any degree of positivity, and I am reluctant to speculate on them, or to repeat any of the outrageous tales that travelers have brought back from that  mysterious land. 

 

 

___________________________________

 

Scholar Munch Mu’sk is, of course, the renowned Professor of Far Western Studies at the University of the Great Rift. The author of hundreds of scholarly papers and numerous articles in the popular press, he is the past chair of the Department of Far Western Studies at the University of the Great Rift. 
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CHAPTER SIX

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      When Alyline and her platoon of Zobran Royal Lancers had mounted the plateau of the High Desert three days before Haft and the Skraglander Bloody Axes fought the cats, they headed slightly south of west. Alyline didn’t know for certain the direction from which the man who’d heard the sothar player had come from, or how long his trek had been. But piecing together what little she’d heard him say, she thought he’d joined the caravan less than a day before she’d overheard him, and that he had wandered in a more or less straight line for at least three days before finding the train. So, west and a little south sounded like the right direction. She thought that meant that the Desert Nomads camp could be anywhere from two to five days ride away. If they hadn’t moved. But even if they’d moved since the man had escaped, she and the Royal Lancers could surely find the signs of their camp, and detect the direction they’d gone.

      So she directed Lieutenant Guma to lead his platoon a little south of west. On his own initiative, Guma put riders far out to the front and flanks. That was partly to expand the area that the platoon could search for the nomads’ camp, but mostly to give them the  earliest possible warning if the Desert Nomads approached.

      Unlike Alyline, who seemed to feel that they would have no  difficulties with the Desert Nomads, Guma believed the fearsome reputation they had. He thought it more likely that they would be met with arms than with open arms. He felt an unease, and tried to shove away the feeling that he’d made a mistake when, shortly after joining the refugee train, he had committed himself and his men to watching over the Golden Girl and keeping her safe. 

      “Sir!” Lyft, one of the outriders reported as he galloped up to Guma two hours into the second day’s ride. “I spotted riders at the edge of sight, that way.” He pointed almost due west. 

      “How many and did they see you?” Guma asked. 

      Lyft shook his head. “They were too far for me to tell exactly,” he answered, “but there looked to be at least three, possibly more. They gave no sign of having spotted us. The sun was behind me, and I only saw them because something metallic reflected a flash of  sunlight.”

      “Which way were they going?”

      Lyft pointed a tick or two north of west. “They seemed to be headed that way.”

      Guma leaned forward in his saddle, and peered into the distance where Lyft had seen the riders. He couldn’t see them, not even when he curled his fingers into tubes in front of his eyes, the trick that Spinner and Haft had taught them to help focus at a distance. He wasn’t as sure as his man that he hadn’t been seen. This was the Desert Nomads’ land, surely they were more in tune with what they might see on their plain. And, he had to admit, the light blue of the Royal Lancers’ tabards probably showed up well on this brown and green-speckled plain. 

      “Return to your position,” he said after a moment’s thought. “Alert the other outriders about what you saw. Let me know immediately if you see anything more.”

      “Yes, sir.” Lyft started off, intending to travel in a wide arc to reach his position, so he could tell other outriders about the distant  people. 

      “Come back here!” a female voice cracked sharply. 

      Lyft yanked on his horse’s reins and looked back, to see Alyline cantering toward Guma. He returned to the side of his platoon  commander. 

      “You saw something,” the Golden Girl snapped at Lyft. “Tell me.”

      “Yes, Lady,” Lyft said, with a bob of his head. He repeated what he’d already told Guma—and repeated Guma’s orders to him. 

      Alyline jerked her head toward Guma. “Why keep going in the same direction we’ve been going?” she demanded. “We should go where Lyft saw the people.”

      “Yes, Lady,” Guma said.” But the riders Lyft saw probably aren’t on their way to the camp, but rather they’re coming from it.”

      “They could just as well be on their way to a new camp,” Alyline said, and added firmly, “Lyft, lead the way to where you saw them.”

      Lyft looked uncertainly at Guma; he was supposed to obey his commanding officer’s commands, and Guma had told him to keep the same course. 

      Guma repressed a shrug. He was beginning to think that perhaps he should rethink his allegiance to the Golden Girl. He was a soldier, a professional. An officer, a leader of men. When you got to the nub of it, Alyline, the Golden Girl, whatever her other attributes, which did not include military expertise, was just a temple dancer. They were in his arena now, what he said should be law. But...

      He and the Zobran Royal Lancers were sworn to care for  and guard the Golden Girl. The Royal Lancers were so designated because they took care of royalty and, after all, in so many ways,  Alyline was the closest they had to a royal personage. 

      “Do as the Lady says,” Guma ordered. “I’ll send someone else to tell the other outriders to follow you.” And to draw close, he added to himself. He was certain that they would soon come face to face with the fierce nomads, and he didn’t want any of his men to be in isolated positions.

 

     Guma was right about the light blue of the Royal Lancers’  surcoats being easily visible on this plain. They’d only gone a mile and a half when suddenly, as though sprouting from the ground, four-score riders appeared on all sides. Each of them had a wicked recurve bow near to hand, and carried a lance in loops that angled under his thigh that was longer and thicker than the lances carried by the Royal Lancers. They all had a long knife or sword on their belts. They wore furry cloaks that gave off faint whiffs of improperly cured skins. All had shaggy beards, and unkempt hair stuck out from under the stiff leather helmets that protected their heads, many adorned with eagle feathers or the horns of grazing animals. They weren’t riding horses, but rather were mounted on beasts that resembled the comites of the Low Desert: bulky of body, with a large hump that rode their spines. These animals were more heavily furred than the comites, and their humps rose higher. They also looked like they had a tendency to bite, or at least spit at, people who came too close to the heads on the ends of their long necks.

      One man, obviously the leader, heeled his mount forward a  couple of steps. He was accompanied by a very large man armed with a lance so big it was more properly called a spear, and a standard bearer. The standard was an eight-foot-long pole festooned with skulls; a human skull was uppermost on the pole. He barked out what were obviously words, but not in any language Guma or the others had ever heard.

      Guma bowed, and began speaking in Frangerian, the common trade language on the two continents. “Lord,” he began, “we are peaceful travelers—.”

      “Do you have a sothar player?” Alyline broke in. “I heard there was a sothar player in a nomad camp. Mine is missing. If you have him, I—”

      The Nomad chief slashed a fist across his front, a silence! command. He looked so fearsome that Alyline’s mouth involuntarily snapped shut. He spoke one word loudly in his own language, and a fourth man broke from the surrounding circle to ride to his side. The chief barked and growled without removing his eyes from Alyline and Guma. The newcomer listened attentively, then spoke when the chief was through. His words were Frangerian, but his voice was one more accustomed to the barks and growls of the language used by the chief. 

      “You are interlopers in our land,” he said. “We do not welcome interlopers. If you turn around now and leave, we will grant you safe passage. If you do not, the consequences will be severe.”

      In his peripheral vision, Guma had seen the nomads closing in on his men. The Zobrans were outnumbered more than three to one and, if the nomads were any good with the weapons they were  carrying, seriously out-armed as well. He opened his mouth to order his men to begin withdrawing, but Alyline beat him to it. 

      “I must see the sothar player,” she said. “We are not leaving until I do.”

      The chief made a gesture and the nomads fell upon the Zobrans.

 






  







 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Three of the Bloody Axes were badly enough injured that they couldn’t maintain the pace—one of them was a litter case. Haft hated to reduce the size of his already small force, but he had to send them back. With an escort. Balta had lost enough blood that he should have returned with the other badly wounded, but he refused to go. Haft complained, but he was secretly glad that the Skraglander officer stayed, even though it meant they had to go a little slower than they had the day before. The Aralez, a healing demon that Tabib had brought in one of his spell chests, had done a good job of stopping the bleeding and beginning the healing process. Even wounded and somewhat faint of mind, Balta was still an excellent tracker should his skills be needed.

 

      “Lord Haft!” the voice came faintly on the westerly wind. Ahead, one of the point men was waving. 

      Haft didn’t try to yell against the wind, instead he waved to the point man to let him know he’d heard. “I’ll go,” he said to Balta. “You catch up in good time.”

      Balta nodded—it was less tiring than trying to speak against the wind. 

      Haft heeled his mare into a rocking-horse canter and quickly  covered the quarter mile to the point team. 

      Corporal Kaplar, who had called to Haft, silently pointed at the ground. 

      Although he wasn’t very good at reading sign on the trail, and the constant wind had finally erased some of the traces, Haft could see what had made the point team stop and call for him: Alyline and the Royal Lancers had, for unknown reasons, changed direction a mile and a half back. At this place they had stopped—and a large number of other riders on beasts that had three toes rather than hoofs surrounded, then closed on, them. 

      “Do you see any blood?” Haft asked, peering closely at the ground. He’d wonder about the three-toed beasts later; finding out about casualties came first. He knew how to read blood on the ground to determine how many casualties there were, and even how a battle had progressed and ended. 

      “No, Sir Haft,” Kaplar said. “My men haven’t seen any blood  either.” The other three in the point team also said they hadn’t seen any signs on the ground to indicate there’d been much of a fight. 

      “I don’t think there was a fight, Sir Haft,” added Ember, another of the men on the point. 

      Haft looked at Kaplar for confirmation. The leader of the point team nodded. 

      Haft looked back at the ground. He saw the direction the hoof and toe prints went and looked after them into the distance. 

      “How long?” he asked the corporal. 

      Kaplar shook his head. “It’s too dry here to tell,” he said. “And the wind confuses everything. It could be hours, it could be three days. I can’t tell how long it’s been.” He paused, then added, “It’s too bad we don’t have a Borderer with us. A Borderer would certainly be able to tell.”

      The Borderers were scouts who watched over the borders of Skragland, and trailed trespassers and possible invaders. They were excellent trackers, and read sign possibly better than anyone else in the entire world. 

      Haft made a face. He’d thought that with Jurnieks as their guide to the Desert Nomads’ camp they wouldn’t have any need for a tracker. But Jurnieks was worthless as a guide, and was no better as a tracker than one could expect of a sailor. He rose in his saddle and turned to face the rest of the column, which was approaching at a brisk walk—the fastest pace that Balta could stand. 

      “Tabib!” he bellowed.” I want Tabib!”

      A faint reply came to him, “Tabib, yes, Sir Haft!” He could see the word being passed back to the Kondive Island mage, until he  finally saw the mage turn his donkey out of the line and trot forward. 

      “Lord Haft,” Tabib said when he reached the point, touching  fingers to forehead, mouth, and chest, and bowing so deeply that Haft momentarily thought he was going to fall from his donkey. “I am honored that you have singled me out of the line to come to your side. Is there a way in which I might be of assistance?”

      Haft stared at the funny-looking little man for a brief moment, wishing that Spinner had sent Xundoe, the mage who’d joined the band in its early days when they were still in Skragland, to join his small force. Xundoe sometimes babbled, and often seemed to think more highly of himself than his rank warranted, but Haft had never—seldom, anyway—heard the sarcasm in his voice that he almost constantly heard in Tabib’s. He didn’t say anything about it, though. Instead, he waved a hand at the ground.

      “Can you divine what happened here?” he asked.

      Tabib slipped off his donkey and squatted flat-footed to examine the ground up close. He murmured softly as he brushed his fingers lightly above the prints, barely avoiding contact with them. After a couple of moments he straightened his back and looked up at Haft. 

      “The three-toes, they are the prints of comitelots, cousins of the comites of the Low Desert. It is said the nomads of the High Desert use them as riding beasts.” He glanced about at the ground. “I do not imagine that a herd of wild beasts would so perfectly encircle a band of mounted and armed men, as did these.” He looked back at Haft and cocked his head questioningly. 

      “Yes?” Haft gestured for Tabib to continue. When the mage didn’t, he asked, “So the High Desert Nomads surrounded Alyline and the Royal Lancers. Then what happened?”

      Tabib shrugged. “Then they went off in that direction,” he said, pointing due west. 

      Haft threw his arms up. “I know that much!” he shouted,  exasperated. “What I want to know is what happened!”

      Tabib looked at the ground, looked to the west, looked back at Haft. “Sir Haft, I don’t know, but it looks like they parleyed and the nomads agreed to take the Golden Girl and her escort to their camp.”

      Haft looked at Tabib in disbelief, then realized that was exactly what had happened. There hadn’t been a fight, and they all rode off together. Was it possible that the nomads had somehow managed to take the whole party prisoner without any fighting? That sounded too improbable. 

     Balta arrived just then, and Haft took a moment to tell him what the point men and Tabib had divined from the signs. The Bloody Axes commander didn’t dismount, but leaned forward to look at the ground. Shortly, with a grimace of pain, he straightened up.

      “I believe they’re right, Sir Haft,” he said. He looked in the  direction the party of nomads and lancers had gone. “We should follow them.”

      “My thinking exactly,” Haft said. “Lead on,” he added to Kaplar.

      “Aye aye, Sir Haft!” Kaplar said. The Bloody Axes were from a landlocked nation, so they didn’t have a nautical tradition. Still, Kaplar had adopted some of the terms used by Haft. Kaplar thrust an arm in the direction of the tracks and said to his men, “Let’s see how long it takes us to catch up with them.”

 

      “HOLD!” Lieutenant Guma had shouted the instant he saw the nomad chief gesture. “Do not fight, do not resist!” With the same peripheral vision that had allowed him to see the nomads getting close to his men, he had seen that they reached for the weapons of the Royal Lancers, not for their own. 

      The nomad chief leaned forward in his saddle and grinned at Guma. “You are quick,” he said through his interpreter. “Few men would notice that you weren’t being attacked, and would have resisted.” His grin widened as he turned his gaze toward the Golden Girl, exposing snaggleteeth. “Your woman wants to go to our camp. So we shall take you there. But,” he looked back at Guma, his smile gone, “your weapons will be peace-bound.”

      Guma gave a surprised blink. “Why peace-bind our weapons  instead of disarming us?” he blurted.

      The nomad chief threw his head back and roared out in  laughter.

      The interpreter explained, “If we disarm you, then we have to carry your weapons. It’s easier on us if you carry them.”

      Guma shrugged. He thought there was a flaw in the nomad chief’s logic, but he wasn’t going to pursue it. Not if leaving it alone meant that he and his men were allowed to keep their weapons, even if peace-bound. 

      It was a matter of mere moments for the nomads to use leather cords to bind knives to scabbards and lances to their carrying loops. 

      Obviously, Guma thought, they’ve done this before. That was another thought he didn’t want to pursue with the nomad chief. But it gave him hope that his men and the Golden Girl would come through this meeting alive, and be allowed to return to the refugee train unharmed. 

 

      It took Haft and the Bloody Axes three days to reach the nomad camp; he estimated that if they hadn’t had to go slowly because of Balta’s injuries, it would have taken only two days. And he thought two days might be too long, given the reputation of the High Desert Nomads. 

      But given that reputation, two days or three likely didn’t matter. 

      They heard the camp before they saw it. Corporal Kaplar, still leading the point team, signaled a halt and dismounted when he heard the lowing and honking of comitelots on the wind. 

      Haft turned his head and called back, “I want Jurniaks!” He heeled his mare’s flanks and she reluctantly shifted her gait to a canter. Balta also urged his mount into a canter; he’d healed a great deal during the three days since they found where the desert men had surrounded Alyline and her Royal Lancers. 

      “Sir Haft,” the refugee sailor said when he reached the point  element. 

      “Do you hear the animals?” Haft asked. 

      “Yes, Lord, Sir Haft.” Jurniaks still didn’t know which way he should address Haft, so he decided to use both titles. 

      “Do they sound like camp animals?”

      Jurniaks made a show of listening, then nodded.     “Yes, Lord, they sound like the animals in the camp sounded when I was held captive.”

      He looked all around. “I don’t see any outposts, no sentries. Why do you think that is?”

      Jurniaks swallowed to wet his suddenly dry throat before saying, “Because they are too well hidden for you to see them? Or maybe,” he went on hastily, “it’s because they feel so secure on their wasteland that they don’t need lookouts.”

      “That makes sense,” Balta said. “There weren’t any sentries around their camp when you escaped, were there?”

      “No, Sir. None that I saw.” Here, Jurniaks was on firmer ground as to how to address these people. He knew that Balta was an officer, and officers are addressed as “Sir.”

      Balta nodded at Jurniaks’ confirmation of what he thought, then shook his head at the carelessness of a warrior people who didn’t bother with sentries around their camps. 

      “That means we can just ride right in?” Haft asked rhetorically. 

      “In theory,” Balta said. But he sounded like he didn’t think the theory was very sound. 

      Haft twisted around to look at the column strung out to his rear. 

      “Bring in the flankers, and tighten the column,” he ordered. “If we get a hard reception when we enter the camp, I want enough axes up close to make a real difference when we fight.”

      They went forward another fifty yards and the camp spread out before them in a shallow hollow that hadn’t been hinted at in the uniformly dull landscape. Haft estimated the camp to be one mile in circumference. They saw thin tendrils of smoke rising from fires. 

 

 






  







 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      They rode tall and proud into the camp of the High Desert  Nomads. Even Haft, who would have preferred to be walking, and  Jurniaks, who wished with all his heart that he was somewhere else, rode tall and proud. Despite the sights that met their eyes. 

      The camp was circular, with three rings of woven-grass huts around a central clearing. The huts were dome-shaped, and decorated with crude pictures of people and animals drawn or painted on skins laid over the thatch. The tendrils of smoke Haft had seen before the camp came into view vented from holes in the centers of the huts’ domes. Their entrances were on the inner sides of their circles, and two narrow windows that looked suspiciously like archer’s loopholes on a castle wall faced outward. The huts in the outermost ring were spaced so close together that a man on foot could barely squeeze between them, much less a mounted man. There was a wider spacing after twenty close huts; wide enough to allow egress to two mounted men side by side. Spacing was the same on the middle and inner circles, with the wider spaces offset, so that there was nowhere a straight path from outside of the camp to its center. One hut, larger and more elaborately decorated than the others, was on the inner ring.

      Haft thought the camp was laid out for defense, and suspected that the thatch of the huts was stronger than any grass thatch he had seen elsewhere in his travels as a Frangerian Marine. 

      But the shocking thing was at each of the wide spots between outer ring huts: Cages made of ropes and cords woven from the tough grass that dotted the desert, the same grass that made up the thatch of the huts, hung from wooden frameworks on each side of the entry space. Haft estimated that there were more than four score of the cages around the camp. The cages were just the size to hold a man. Each held a body; some were rotted down to skeletons, a few were still very much alive. Most of them wore remnants of the furs and skins of the High Desert Nomads; some wore the clothing of men from other countries, adventurers or explorers. The live ones wore the pale blue tabards of the Zobran Royal Lancers. A couple of the lancers were conscious and looked at the Bloody Axes with haunted eyes. 

      “Steady, lads,” Lieutenant Balta said soto voce, but loudly enough for everyone in the platoon to hear. 

      Soft grumbles came from within the platoon’s ranks, but the Bloody Axes held steady. They kept their weapons ready, but made no threatening motions with them. 

      “See that?” Haft asked out of the corner of his mouth. 

      “The archers?” Balta replied. 

      Haft nodded; inside the huts, barely visible through the narrow rear windows, he’d seen archers standing with strung bows ready to loose arrows. When they reached the passage between the outer and middle hut-circles, he saw that the inner sides also had narrow archer windows—and they were manned as well. More of the nomads stood about in random singles or groups in the central clearing. They were all armed, though none held their weapons at the ready. No women or children were in sight. Neither were the Royal Lancers except for the few who were hanging in the cages.

      No shafts took flight as the small band made its way to the inner clearing. Haft reined up in front of the larger, more elaborate hut, and the Bloody Axes arrayed themselves in an arc behind him, some facing outward, others in. 

      Haft stood up in his stirrups and bellowed in Frangerian, “Who’s in charge of this circle jerk?”

      The door flap of the main hut was flung open, and a huge man strutted out. He planted himself directly in front of Haft’s mare, and stood with richly muscular arms folded over a massive chest. He was tall enough that, even standing only a foot in front of the mare’s head, he was easily able to look over it into Haft’s eyes. The other nomads Haft could see were dressed in furs and boiled leather armor, but this warrior had metal armor, covered by a purple tabard with an ensign that Haft didn’t recognize. When the nomad chief spoke it was in a roar that made Haft’s bellow sound like he had spoken at a polite conversational level. His words were barks and growls that sounded to Haft like nothing so much as the speech of the Jokapcul whom he and Spinner and everyone with them had been striving to keep ahead of. 

      “So you’re the big guy here, huh?” Haft leaned to the side so he could see past his mare’s head to look up and down the obvious chief. “Yeah, you’re big, all right.” Big and scary, but Haft wasn’t about to show the slightest bit of intimidation. If he did, it could mean he and the Bloody Axes would suddenly find themselves fighting this entire nomad band—and likely all of them would die. Instead of giving in to the watery feeling in his guts, he’d present himself as just as arrogant and confident as the nomad chief.

      “A couple of days back,” Haft said when the chief didn’t say anything more, “we saw where some friends of ours met up with some other people. We followed their trail, and—guess what?—the trail led right here. We’re here to take our friends home. Where are they?”

      The chief rumbled at length, longer than Haft’s short speech. His words were incomprehensible to Haft or any of the Zobrans. As it was to Tabib. 

      When the chief stopped, Haft looked around past his Bloody Axes at the nomads milling about and, he couldn’t help but notice, getting closer to his men. 

      “Does anybody here speak a civilized tongue?” he shouted in Frangerian, and followed up with the same question in several more languages. But before he could run through all the languages he had some knowledge of, a single, sharp bark from the chief brought him back around. 

      The chief was staring wide-eyed at Haft’s axe. He jabbered something at a much less threatening volume than that which he’d used before and looked through the people, Bloody Axes and nomads alike, in the clearing. Haft turned his head to look the same way. The nomad warriors were edging away from the Skraglanders, and shifting their weapons to less-ready positions. They were clearing a path for an ancient man, leaning on a walking staff, who hobbled his way out of an undecorated hut on the opposite side of the inner circle and slowly made his way toward them. 

      “Let him through,” Haft ordered when the ancient reached the Skraglanders. 

      The ancient man, dressed in furs but without any kind of armor, slowly approached Haft’s axe side. Leaning close, he peered with rheumy eyes at the halfmoon blade of the axe. He slowly raised his right hand and gently traced the rampant eagle engraved on the blade. After a moment he lowered his hand and shuffled around to face the chief. His voice, when he spoke, was not as reedy as Haft had expected it to be.

      The chief said something. Haft thought he was questioning the ancient. Satisfied with the answers, he nodded, then shouted to his warriors and waved an arm in a circular pattern. He faced Haft and spoke politely, even if in barks and growls. 

      A younger man, unarmed or armored, came through the semi-circle of Bloody Axes to stand by the chief’s side. 

      “Sir,” he said in Frangerian that was accented, but without enough bark and growl sounds to be difficult to understand, “my name is Itzuli. The Great Chief Nagusi of the Deitua Clan welcomes you to his encampment. I will have the honor of translating for you.”

      It took an effort of will for Haft to not breathe a deep sigh of relief. He said, “Tell your Great Chief that I, Sir Haft of the Frangerian Marines, happily accept his hospitality.”

      Itzuli translated Haft’s words, and Chief Nagusi grinned widely, stretching out a hand for Haft to grasp in friendship. His grip was tight, but not crushingly so. 

 

     There was a flurry of activity after Haft and Nagusi grasped hands; preparations for a feast for the nomads’ guests. Haft  and Balta took advantage of those few minutes to figure out  just what was happening, and what their next steps would be.  The mage Tabib and Sergeant Korona joined them, as did Jurniaks. They still didn’t know where Alyline and the Royal Lancers were—other than the imprisoned held in the wicker cages. They sat in a tight, in-facing circle out of the way of the activity around them.

      “I want to know what happened,” Haft said. “One minute it looked like the nomads were about to attack, and the next that old man said something and all of a sudden I’m the chief’s long lost brother, or whatever.” 

      Tabib made a moment’s show of hiding a grin and laugh behind a hand. “You don’t know, is that for truth?” he asked through a broad grin that showed what looked like more teeth than a human mouth should hold. 

      Haft glared at him. “If I knew, do you really think I’d ask?”

      Tabib shook his head in disbelief and looked at the two Skra glanders. Balta merely shrugged; Korona looked off to the side as though he hadn’t heard the question. Jurniaks, as he had ever  since they’d come in sight of the camp, did his best to look invisible. Failing invisibility, he went for trying to appear entirely too  inconsequential for anyone to look at. 

      “It seems to me,” Tabib said, with his grin toned down somewhat, “that Nagusi thinks you are someone you most assuredly are not.”

      Haft put his hand on the blade of his axe. “It has to do with this, doesn’t it? The eagle on my blade.”

      Balta joined Korona in finding something interesting to look at off to the side. Tabib smiled gently and spread his hands to his sides.

      Haft pulled his axe from its lashings and held it across his crossed legs. He rubbed a hand over the eagle and muttered, “How come everybody but me knows what this means?”

      “What’s more important right now,” Balta said before Haft could demand an answer, “is where are the Golden Girl and the rest of the Royal Lancers.” 

      Haft grunted and looked toward where he’d seen a few lancers hanging in cages; not that he could see them from within the  central clearing, the inner ring of huts blocked his view. 

      “I think the first thing we have to do is get them freed.”

      “I agree,” Korona growled. His hands flexed as though he held his axe and was about to use it on a nomad warrior. 

      “Nagusi seems to hold you in high esteem,” said Tabib. “Maybe perhaps you should simply demand their release to freedom.”

      “I agree with the mage,” Balta said, nodding to Tabib. “Can you,” he addressed the mage directly, “take care of their injuries when we get them out?”

      Tabib held his head up, with an expression of offended pride on his face. “I can cure any of their physical ills!” he exclaimed. Then he gave his head a sharp shake. “It is what the nomads did or might have done to their minds that I might possibly have difficulty  healing. 

      Haft gave a casual shrug. “And, while I’m at it, I may as well ask where the rest of our people are.” He looked at Jurniaks. “You’ve been a prisoner here. Where are Alyline and the Royal Lancers being held?”

      Jurniaks grimaced and shook his head. “Lord Haft, I have  no idea. When I was held, there was a pen in the middle of the  clearing. That’s where we were held when we weren’t working.”

      Haft looked around. “I haven’t seen any sign of a pen. Has  anybody else?”

      “No, Sir Haft,” Balta said. Korona and Tabib echoed him. 

      “Where else did they keep prisoners?” Haft asked Jurniaks. 

      “I don’t know,” Jurniaks whined. “I only saw the pen.”

      Just then, Itzuli came to them. 

      “The Great Chief will be honored by your attendance at this time,” he said formally. 

      “We look forward to it,” Haft said, rising to his feet and slipping his axe back into the lashings that served as its holster. Balta and Korona made sure their axes were loose in their lashings when they stood to follow. Tabib put his hands in the folds of his sarong.

      “Corporal Kaplar,” Balta called before he stepped off, “You’re in charge until we return. Keep the men together.”

      “Aye aye, sir.” Kaplar snapped to attention and popped a salute. 

      Jurniaks tried to slip away, but Sergeant Korona grabbed him by the arm and dragged him along.
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      Itzuli led them to the large, elaborate hut—the Great Chief’s hut. The door flap was open, and the entryway was high enough that none of them had to duck to pass through. Four arrow slit windows and the smoke hole at the top of the dome along with the opened entry gave enough light to see fairly clearly. All but the center of the ground inside the hut was covered with rugs of cured hide; a small fire of comitelot dung smoldered in that uncovered center. Several chests, none of greater length than a man’s forearm, were lined up against the walls. Stacks of furs were spaced about the hut’s single room. Animal skulls and horns hung from the wooden posts that supported the thatching of the walls.

      Not only animal skulls, Haft suddenly realized—there were at least three human skulls hanging among those with horns and antlers. 

      Chief Nagusi sat facing the entryway. His stool appeared to be a high cantled saddle set sideways so the front and back served as armrests. He wasn’t wearing armor, but a sword leaned against the right side of his stool, canted so that its hilt was in easy reach. Also within reach were a spear, a recurved bow already strung, a long knife, and what looked like a lance that belonged to one of the Royal Lancers. Half a dozen nomad warriors flanked him, and every one of them looked anxious to use the short swords he held in his hands.

      Nagusi grunted something and made a sweeping gesture. 

      “The High Chief bids you sit,” Itzuli said. He indicated the stacks of furs. 

      They sat; Lieutenant Balta and Tabib the mage to one side of Haft, Sergeant Korona and Jurniaks to the other—Korona had to physically seat Jurniaks facing Nagusi. It took a moment for them to settle into position as the stacked furs were laid over low benches that weren’t immediately visible under the furs. When they stopped shifting about, Nagusi began talking and gesturing. 

      Itzuli translated: “The Great Chief Nagusi wishes you to know that he is lord and master of all the lands within three days comitelot ride of this camp. Whenever Great Chief Nagusi wishes, the people of the Deitua Clan break down the eurts, load them onto pack animals, and the people and their animals move to wherever the Great Chief Nagusi wishes them to, at which place they establish a new camp from which to graze their animals and hunt the food animals, of which the desert has in plenitude.”

      Nagusi stopped waving his arms about; he planted one hand firmly on his left thigh and leaned forward over it. He fixed a steely look on Haft, and dropped his voice to a low growl. 

      “No one,” Itzuli translated, “enters upon my land without my leave.” Nagusi’s voice dropped into an even deeper register. “And when I take my people near the borders of my lands, should anyone be near enough those borders to be seen, heard, or smelled, I lead my warriors to attack them and kill the men and rape the women and take the animals and other goods.”

      As soon as the chief mentioned the warriors attacking, the guards inside the hut let out throaty growls, while stamping their feet rhythmically, and shaking their swords. 

      Nagusi smiled, baring his teeth, and leaned back to study his guests and their reaction to what he’d said and the display his warriors were putting on. 

      If he expected them to quail, he was mostly disappointed. Haft leaned forward, his left forearm laid on his upraised knee, his right hand on the spike that backed the blade of his axe. Balta looked nonchalant and tapped the hilt of his axe in its scabbard. Korona, grizzled campaigner that he was, rubbed a thumb up and down the hilt of his axe and grinned a “Let’s you and me rumble” grin at one of the nomad warriors—that warrior missed a step in his stamping. Tabib smiled in open mouthed delight when Nagusi started to sound threatening, and started weaving his hands through the air in front of his belly. Only Jurniaks reacted in a manner that might have pleased the chief; he fainted.

      Nagusi’s eyes darted to Jurniaks, then he burst out laughing, stamping his feet, and slapping his thighs. After a few moments Nagusi stopped laughing and got his gasping breath under control. His guards stopped their stomping and sword shaking. Itzuli resumed translating.

      “You are worthy warriors,” he said, adding with a nod to Tabib, “and magician. Nearly every man when faced with what you just saw would have wet himself like a little girl, and deserved nothing more than to be handed over to our women. But you were not cowed.” He flicked fingers, dismissing Jurniaks from consideration. “We shall feast most richly tonight. 

      “When you arrived here, you said you are in search of friends of yours. We shall discuss them while we eat.” He stood and turned away, indicating that the meeting was over and they should leave. 

      But Haft wasn’t finished with the meeting, not yet. 

      “You have some of our friends bound in cages at an entrance to your camp. I want them freed and returned to me. Now.”

      Nagusi spun at Haft and took a stride toward him. He leaned forward aggressively and snatched up the sword that had rested against his stool.

      “You come to my camp without permission, and you make  demands of me?” he roared. Itzuli had to rush to translate. 

      “I told you why we came,” Haft’s voice sounded firm in his own ears, but he could only hope that the shaking in his knees and the quaking of his belly weren’t visible. “We want our friends.” He caught a glint in Nagusi’s eye, and added, “Unharmed.”

      Nagusi stared at Haft for a long moment, before softly growling words that Itzuli translated just as softly, “I will release your friends in the warning posts. Unharmed. And you may have the chance to prove your courage with more than just words before you leave my camp. As for the others, you will see them in good time.

      “Now get out of my hut before I change my mind and kill you.”

      Itzuli led them to an area outside the rings of huts and told them this was where they would stay. 

 

      Lieutenant Guma was one of the four Royal Lancers who was brought to the area outside the camp that was given over to Haft and the Bloody Axes. All of them suffered from exposure and dehydration and needed attention from Tabib and his Aralez. Thanks to the filth that had accumulated on them during their encapsulation, they looked worse off than they were. None of them had known what was in store when nomad warriors took them from the place where they’d first been held when they arrived at the camp. Seax was in the worst shape, he’d resisted going and been severely beaten. Tabib got to work on him first, Haft and some of the Skraglanders were able to tend to the lesser ills of the other three.

      Sergeant Korona and Corporal Kaplar set the rest of the platoon to setting up a camp; none of them had any idea how long they might be at the nomad encampment. They laid out sleeping areas, established two cooking pits, dug as many latrines, and unobtrusively laid out gear and hobbled their horses in positions where they could be useful in defense.

      “Where are Alyline and the rest of your platoon?” Haft asked Guma as soon as the Zobran officer had been watered and the worst of the filth washed off of him. 

      “I don’t know, Lord,” Guma said through cracked lips. “They put us in the cages on the first day. We weren’t able to see where the rest of the platoon was taken.” His voice was rusty. 

      “You’ve had no hint of where Alyline went?”

      “None.”

      Haft quickly filled him in on the visit with Nagusi, and finished, “We didn’t see any sign of Alyline or the rest of your men. We didn’t see the musician she came in search of, either. Have you seen him?”

      Guma shook his head. “I haven’t seen or heard any musician since I arrived here.”

      Haft looked a question at Lieutenant Balta. 

      “I’ve asked my men about the musician,” Balta said. “No one has seen or heard one.”

 

      Nomad warriors were spotted around the Bloody Axes’ designated encampment area. They were obviously guards even though the Skraglanders weren’t inside an enclosure. In addition, they were likely observers who would report everything they saw to Nagusi. And everything they heard. So far, there was no evidence that any of the High Desert Nomads except Itzuli spoke a language other than their own. But they needed to know for sure. To that end, Lieutenant Balta and Sergeant Korona told their men to wander about and say insulting things within hearing of the guards. 

      The men didn’t need any further instructions, they knew how to get a rise out of soldiers—or barbarians. Every one of the Skraglanders spoke some of at least two other languages, among them they spoke a score or more. They intended to speak all of them in the hearing of the guards. 

      “When we’re through here,” Hegyes said with relish to Asztalos when the pair had wandered within ten feet of two of the nomads, “I’m really going to enjoy chopping the heads off some of these barbarian nomads. Beginning with these two.”

      He said that in Skraggish. Asztalos repeated Hegyes threat, but in Matigule. He gave the two nomads a friendly smile. They smiled back, and gave no indication that they understood what the two Skraglanders had said, or even that they had spoken two different languages.

      Thirty yards away, Kes and Parduc stood facing each other in conversation a few yards from a knot of three nomads. 

      “Don’t look now,” Kes said in Bostian, his voice pitched to easily carry to the nomads, “but that one behind your left shoulder? The word is, his sister is working as a pleasure girl for the Low Desert  Nomads.”

      “You mean the ugly one, the one whose mother can’t keep  her skirt down and her knickers on when she’s near a Dartmutter.” Parduc managed to get the words out in Kondivian. 

      “Hey, you heard that too!” Kes exclaimed in Frangerian. “Then it must be true.”

      Elsewhere, Halasz and Acel slowly wandered past a guard. 

      “Have you ever seen such a pathetic excuse for a warrior?”  Halasz asked in Bostian. 

      “Never, not in any of my wanderings through this whole wide world,” Acel averred in a version of the Zobran dialect spoken in the Penstons. “They’ll be so easy to kill when Sir Haft gives the order that even children could wipe them out.”

      Kevekoto declared in Ewsarkan, “Do you know that when the warriors of this clan get too close to another clan, the other clan makes them lay down so they can piss on them?”

     “Yes, I know about that,” Lovag said in Apianghian. “And be careful that you don’t drink water that any of them offer you, not even if it’s been boiled. After the other clans piss on them, these warriors have to gather the liquid, and that’s all they’re allowed to drink!”

      Kevekoto shook his head. “Disgusting. These people are simply disgusting.”

      “They are that,” Lovag agreed. “They’re so disgusting that I wouldn’t bed one of their women with your manhood!”

      And on and on, different Bloody Axes speaking in a score or more of languages, all in easy hearing of the guards, and moving on to speak close to others. By the time they finished, each of the guards had heard insults in at least seven or eight languages. None of them gave any indication that they had understood a single word spoken for their benefit. 

      Soon after, satisfied that the warriors watching over them didn’t speak any of the languages they knew, Balta sent Sergeant Korona with three men to walk the circumference of the nomad camp, in search of where the Golden Girl and the Zobran Royal Lancers were being held. 

 

      “We have traveling companions,” Maros said. 

      “Did you think the nomads would let us wander around without keeping a close watch on us?” Sergeant Korona asked. 

      “I guess not.”

      “I’m not going to look. How many and where are they?”

      They were walking clockwise around the camp and had gone just far enough around the curve of the circular camp to be out of sight of their own small encampment area. Maros was a few yards to Korona’s rear and a bit to his left, his peripheral vision allowed him to see farther to the right rear of the small reconnaissance team than Korona could.

      “I can see four. They’re about twenty-five yards back.”

      “There could be more than four?”

      “There could, yes.”

      “Are they showing weapons?”

      “They’ve got those big spears in their hands. Carrying them like walking sticks.” Maros turned his head to look into the space  between two huts that they were just passing, which allowed his peripheral vision to see farther to his left rear. “There are five of them,” he reported. “The one on the outside, the one I couldn’t see before, has his bow in his hands and an arrow nocked. The bow’s not drawn,” he hastily added. 

      “Let me know if anything changes,” Korona said. “Do you see  anything, Teto? Kocsi?” Neither of the other men had seen their  followers, or anything else of interest. 

      So it went for another hundred yards before half a dozen nomad warriors stepped out from between two huts a few yards to their front. Half of them had their spears held ready to lunge, the others had drawn swords. Itzuli, the translator, was with them. 

      “What are you doing here?” Itzuli demanded.

      Korona spread his hands, showing that he wasn’t holding a weapon, and said in mock surprise, “We’re just taking a walk, stretching our legs after the long horseback ride from the ocean to here.”

      “I know you,” Itzuli said to Korona in a fiercer tone than he had used when he was translating for Nagusi. “You are a leader among these outlanders. You are not just walking—you are spying!”

      “Spying! That’s not true, we aren’t spying. What could we hope to find by walking in the open during the day? Spies skulk about in the dark, and keep to shadows. Why, if anybody was saying something you don’t want us to hear, they’d see us coming and stop talking. Or hide away anything they didn’t want us to see.” He turned his head to the side and spat. “Spying! That’s nonsense.” He snorted. “Do you really think we can understand your tongue?”

      Itzuli stared at Korona for a long moment, breathing hard,  obviously thinking. Finally his arm shot out, pointing back the way the Bloody Axes had come from. 

      “Go. Return to your place until you are summoned. Do not leave it before then under pain of death!”

      “If that’s the way you feel about it,” Korona said, in a tone that implied that the interrupted walk was of no importance. He gave a brief bow that was barely more than a nod, and turned about. To see the five nomad warriors Maros had reported a short time earlier. The five were grinning at him and his men. They caressed their weapons as though they were anxious to use them. 

      Korona just looked at them without making a move toward his own axe.

      Itzuli barked something in the harsh language of the High Desert Nomads, and the five, still grinning, stepped aside to allow the four Skraglanders to pass. 

 

      “I don’t know if it’s the Zobrans or the musician—or something else,” Korona reported when the recon team returned, “but they’re hiding something. And it’s probably closer to the left side than it is around to the right.”

      Haft looked into the camp, his eyes unfocused as though trying to see through the rings of huts that blocked his view. 

      “Too bad we don’t have some Lalla Mkoumas with us,” he muttered.

      “Ah, but Lord Haft,” Tabib murmured, “we most certainly do! Do you really believe that a mage as wondrous as I am would be so careless that he would embark on a mission of such importance as this one without a demon so powerfully beneficial?” He whipped a cloth cover from a smallish chest, exposing holes drilled in its top, and opened the chest.

      A tiny voice from inside it piped, “Veed mee!”
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      Haft wanted to use the Lalla Mkouma right away to turn himself invisible so he could go on a solo scouting mission to find out just what it was that the nomads were hiding somewhere counter-clockwise from the Bloody Axes’ encampment. 

      But Lieutenant Balta insisted that Haft couldn’t be the one to go. “The nomads,” Balta explained, “aren’t being overly obvious about it, but if you look, you can see the warriors they have dotted around our encampment, keeping an eye on us. And surely each of the watchers knows every member of the command group by sight, and at least one of them would notice if you are suddenly missing.  Besides, at least one of them is likely watching you at all times, and would see when the Lalla Mkouma did her magic to make you  invisible.”

      “I hate it when you’re right,” Haft grumbled. “But when you’re right, I have to accept it.” He looked Balta in the eye. “They’ve probably got a close eye on you, too, so you can’t be the one, either. The same goes for Korona and Tabib.” He shook his head. “I can’t even send Jurniaks—even if I could trust him to do the scouting instead of run away.”

      Balta nodded agreement. “I suggest we send Corporal Kaplar,” he said. “Not only is he a good NCO, but he’s an experienced scout. Plus, he’s used demon spitters, which means he’s familiar with how to deal with demons—and he knows to feed them immediately when they demand food.”

      “Won’t the nomads notice if Kaplar’s missing?”

      Balta shook his head. “Only if one of them is looking at him when he disappears. When he assisted Korona in setting up the camp, he was working alongside the junior men. He wouldn’t have stood out as a leader.”

      “That’s right, Sir Haft,” Korona said, backing up Balta. 

      Haft didn’t look happy about it, but he had to agree. “All right, get Kaplar.”

      Balta looked at Korona and nodded. Korona nodded back and went to fetch Kaplar. 

 

      “Corporal Kaplar, I have a mission for you, if you’ll accept it,” Haft said when the platoon’s junior NCO joined them. 

      “‘If’, sir?” Kaplar said, surprised at the suggestion that he would turn down an assignment. 

      “It’s a dangerous mission, Corporal.”

      “I’m a corporal in the Bloody Axes of Skragland, Sir Haft. I expect my missions to be dangerous.”

      Haft looked at him for a moment then, all business, and asked, “Are you familiar with Lalla Mkoumas?”

      “The little female demons who make a man disappear? Yes, Sir, I’m aware of them.”

      “Do you know what happened when Sergeant Korona tried to take a recon patrol around the nomad camp?”

      “Yes, Sir. They were turned back before they’d gotten very far.”

      “That makes me think that the nomads have something on the other side of their camp that they don’t want us to see. I need to know what it is, but we can’t go there. However, it so happens that Mage Tabib has a Lalla Mkouma with him. If any of us,” he gestured to indicate the members of the command group, “use the Lalla Mkouma to go to the opposite side of the camp, the nomads will notice he’s missing. So I’d like you to go.”

      Kaplar’s nostrils flared slightly. “Thank you, Sir! I’ll be most  honored to go.”

      “Good. Come in close and sit, to meet the Lalla Mkouma.”

      Kaplar sat cross-legged on the ground, in a tight circle with Haft, Balta, Guma, Korona, and Tabib. Tabib opened a chest and reached in to withdraw a foot-tall female demon, which he stood in the  center of the circle. 

     The Lalla Mkouma had lustrous red hair that hung to halfway down her thighs. She was built in an exaggerated form of female pulchritude, one that would turn the head of even the most celibate aesthete. A fact that was abundantly visible through the diaphanous gown that was her sole garment. She looked around at the men surrounding her and giggled behind a tiny, but perfectly formed, hand. 

      “Lalla Mkouma,” Tabib said to her as he placed a hand on Kaplar’s forearm, “this is Corporal Kaplar. He is going someplace...” His voice trailed off when he noticed that she wasn’t paying him any attention. Instead, she scrambled onto Haft’s crossed legs and climbed onto his shoulder, to snuggle against the side of his face.

      “Mee kinol oo!” she piped in a voice that sounded like tinkling glass. “Oo gud’ghie!” She planted a wet kiss on the corner of Haft’s eye and rubbed her miniature but massively formed breasts against his cheek. 

      Haft cleared his throat and said, “I know you, too. You helped me when I met a Black Dog and a Troll. You told them I was a friend, and they helped me with some Jokapcul.”

      “Ess! Oo membah!”

      “Of course I remember.” He reached up and gently wrapped a hand around her waist to move her off his shoulder. 

      “Nah, nah!” she squealed. “Rubbum egg!”

      “No!” Haft laughed gently as he put the tiny female back on the ground. “I’m not going anywhere. You see him? That’s Corporal Kaplar. He’s a good guy. I need you to help him.”

      The Lalla Mkouma jammed her fists into her hips and leaned  toward Kaplar, with a pugnacious expression on her face. “Oo zurr ee gud’ghie?”

      “I’m positive. He’s a really good guy. You’ll like him.”

      “Hmmpf,” she sniffed.”Ee zee. Mebbe. Mebbe naw.”

      “That’s right, you’ll see. Now, I want you to go with Corporal Kaplar and make him invisible when he rubs your leg.” To Kaplar he added, “Give her some food, right now.”

      Kaplar accepted the container of demon food pellets that Haft handed over and fingered one out. The Lalla Mkouma’s eyes lit up when she saw the pellet and she pounced on it. The pellet was nearly as big as her head, but she had no trouble shoving it into her mouth and swallowing it whole. 

      “Oo gud’ghie!” she chirped, and clambered onto Kaplar’s shoulder, where she rubbed her tummy and burped delicately. 

      “Here’s what I want you to do.” Haft gave Kaplar his instructions.

      “I understand, Sir,” Kaplar said when the instructions were  finished. 

      “All right then, everybody,” Haft said, “now’s do or die time.” He stood and so did everybody else in the small group—except Kaplar. Several nearby Bloody Axes joined them, and soon Kaplar was hidden from the view of any watchers.

      “Corporal, rub her thigh,” Haft ordered. 

      Kaplar tentatively placed a hand on the Lalla Mkouma’s thigh and briskly rubbed it. The Lalla Mkouma began spinning her gown. It somehow lengthened and totally enveloped Kaplar. He vanished from the midst of the group. 

      “Make a hole,” Haft ordered, and the men spread out, making a space for Kaplar to walk through. 

      “I hope to be back in an hour.” Kaplar’s voice came from a few yards outside the circle he’d just left. 

      “Don’t look for him!” Haft snapped when some of the Bloody Axes started and began jerkily looking about. 

 

      Corporal Kaplar decided that since the original recon had gone around to the left, clockwise, that he’d go widdershins. After all, they’d already seen what there was to see to the left, but no one had seen what there was around the camp’s right side.

     Not much, as it turned out. There were the close-spaced domed huts on the outer ring, each with its two archer’s-loop  windows, and after each twenty huts a wider space to allow egress to the narrow road between the outer ring of huts and the next, offset, ring of closely-spaced huts. People—men, women, and children alike—walked about outside the outer ring, going from one place to another, or heading into the surrounding desert to gather, to gather . . .

      Kaplar had no idea what they were gathering. 

      At each wide space there was a cluster of woven-grass cages with corpses in varying degrees of decomposition. 

      There was nothing noteworthy until he got halfway around. 

      There was a break in the routine of twenty domed huts-space-twenty domed huts. Instead, there was a kennel and a high walled run. A score of shaggy-haired hounds as tall as a man’s waist set up a ruckus when Kaplar neared, barking and baying furiously. The high walls around the run weren’t for show; the hounds repeatedly leapt at the walls, trying to get over them. They couldn’t. Other hounds dug at the foot of the wall, trying to find a way underneath it. The base of the fence was dug too deeply into the ground, and the dogs couldn’t burrow under it. 

     Kaplar moved on, briskly but not at a run. Behind himself, he heard handlers enter the run to yell and beat the hounds into  silence. The barking and baying finally ended when Kaplar was about fifty yards away. He looked back at that point, and saw three or four warriors outside the run, looking around for an intruder. With the Lalla Mkouma on his shoulder, working her magic, the warriors couldn’t see him. But they were also looking at the ground for the prints of a passing man or beast. When he saw that, Kaplar looked at his own feet. He did leave some tracks, but he was  confident that they were lost in the tracks of other people who had traversed the outer bounds of the camp, so it was unlikely that his footprints would be noticed. Still, he kept up his pace, with  frequent rearward glances to assure himself that he wasn’t being pursued.

      A hundred yards farther on, something else caught Kaplar’s eye. Glancing through a wide space, he thought he saw huts jammed up against each other without the normal narrow space between them. He wasn’t sure, though. There were people traversing the wide space and the roadway beyond, so he couldn’t linger. It was so odd, though, that he had to investigate. He ducked into the closest narrow gap and looked through to the next row of huts. His view was constricted but there was another thing that looked different on the next hut row—he didn’t see archer’s loopholes of the hut that he could see. Not that that necessarily meant anything; his view might be so  constricted he couldn’t see the loopholes to either side of the  section of hut wall in his field of vision. 

      Careful to not rub her leg, Kaplar reached a hand to touch the Lalla Mkouma’s foot.

      “Ess?”

      “This space,” he asked speaking softly, “can we squeeze through it without snagging your gown? Is it wide enough for us to stay  invisible?”

      “Mee zee,” she tinkled at him. He heard her shifting on his  shoulder so she could get a good look at the space. After a moment she said, “Naw zwetz. Lez goam.”

      Kaplar felt her tiny heels kick his shoulder. It felt exactly like what he imagined a horse felt when its rider heeled it to begin moving, or to go faster. He had to smile at the image, and would have shaken his head if he hadn’t been afraid that the movement might make the little demon lose her spell on him. 

      It was tight, but he made it through the space to where it spilled into the roadway. He’d been right. There was a stretch of four or five huts that abutted each other with no spaces between. Those huts didn’t have archer’s loopholes. He thought it was possible that the Zobrans were being held in these huts—and maybe the Golden Girl as well. 

     He studied the people passing by. None of them seemed  particularly alert or watchful; he guessed that the ruckus the hounds had made a short distance away was common enough that it wasn’t cause for alarm. There weren’t so many of them that  he would have to time himself carefully to get between them. He went at a diagonal to his left, to the nearest space between huts, about the distance of two huts beyond where he was. Inside the space, he put an ear to the wall and listened. He thought he heard voices, but they were too faint for him to be positive, much less tell what language they were speaking. Despite that, he didn’t think they were speaking the language of the High Desert  Nomads.

      He decided to take a risk. He went the rest of the way through  to the road between the middle and inner rings. There were more people there than he’d seen outside the other road. Warriors lounged in front of the doors of the joined huts. There went his idea of entering one of them. 

      Or maybe not. He noticed that the guard at the door of the  second hut from the far end kept trying to talk to passing women. He could well guess the kinds of remarks the warrior was making. He’d seen men behave that way in many places and times. A wry grin crossed his mouth—he’d been known to behave that way  himself a time or two—or more. 

     He went back outside the ring and around to the other end of the joined huts and back to the inner road. Treading softly,  he slipped through the passing people to the side of the flirting warrior. His heart leaped in his chest. This close to the door flap, he could make out the voices inside the hut—they were speaking Zobran!

      Did he need to tell the people imprisoned in the huts that he was there and rescue was at hand? No, he decided. But he did need to find out if the huts were joined on the inside, or if they were separate rooms. He also needed to find out where their weapons and horses were being kept. It wasn’t long before the flirting guard took a step toward a passing woman to press his suit. Kaplar took advantage of that to duck inside the hut. Lacking the windows, narrow though they were, of the other huts, it was much darker inside, and it took a few minutes for Kaplar’s vision to adjust.

      He didn’t see Alyline, but he hadn’t really expected her to be held in the same hut as the soldiers. But he did see a Zobran he knew, and sidled up to him. 

      “Teon,” he whispered in Frangerian next to the Royal Lancer’s ear, “don’t react. It’s Kaplar.”

      Teon couldn’t help himself, he started at hearing the unexpected voice and jerked his head from side to side, looking for its source. 

      “What? Where are you?” At least he kept his voice low, almost a whisper.

      “I’ve got a Lalla Mkouma, she’s keeping me invisible. Listen, we’re going to get all of you out of here—”

      “Guma. They took the lieutenant and some of the other  men—”

      “I know, we already rescued them. Guma and three others. I need to know where Alyline is, and where they have your horses and weapons. Can you tell me?”

      Teon was silent for a moment, long enough that Kaplar thought he’d have to repeat his questions, but then he answered. 

      “Right before they put me in here, I saw the Golden Girl’s face in an archer’s loophole across the way. She’s still there unless they moved her. The warriors divided our weapons among themselves. I’ve heard a few whinnies farther to the right, so I guess that’s where the horses are.”

      “Thanks, Teon. Now keep quiet about my visit. I’ll be back with Sir Haft and the rest of the Bloody Axes. We’ll get you out of here.”
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      A moment later, Kaplar was past the distracted guard and across the road. He risked a quick look through one of the narrow windows on the hut closest to him. And pulled away instantly—his head and shoulders cast a shadow inside the hut. He realized in that instant that even though he was invisible to eyes, the sun could still see him and he cast a shadow. He’d have to be more careful.

      But.

      But he hadn’t cast any shadows before, so why did he now? He looked at the ground at his feet. It was as he remembered, he cast no shadow. So why did the light inside the hut suddenly dim when he looked into it? Whatever, he couldn’t continue to stand in the roadway figuring it out, there was too much chance that a passer-by would brush against him and raise an alarm at encountering someone he or she couldn’t see. He tried looking into the hut again. Once more, the interior light dimmed. Nobody exclaimed at the sudden reduction in light level, and he didn’t see anybody inside during the quick glance he allowed himself. Either Alyline had been moved, or he was looking into the wrong hut. Did he dare check the other huts in this short stretch, with the risk of accidental discovery? He thought that he had to. If they had to effect a forcible rescue, they needed to know where the Golden Girl was being kept.

      He found her in the third hut that he looked into. He wanted to tell her that he was there, that her freedom was coming soon. But more people than before were in the road, and he didn’t dare tarry, he already risked discovery.

      That was proved seconds later when he had to spin out of the way of someone who suddenly appeared from between two of  the huts and nearly ran into him. Kaplar crossed the road as quickly as he could, and twice had to dodge out of someone’s way. 

      Then he was squeezing between huts to the road separating the middle and outer rings of huts. It was too early to breathe easy, he knew that. He still needed to confirm the location of the Royal Lancers’ horses, and then get back. And all the while, looking for anything else that Haft and the Bloody Axes might need to know.

 

      Corporal Kaplar was gone longer than the hour he’d said when he left the Bloody Axes’ encampment, but not so much longer that anybody began to worry that something had gone wrong. 

      “Sir Haft,” he said into his commander’s ear when he returned, “I’m back.”

      Haft flinched at the unexpected voice, but recovered immediately and said, “Don’t rub the Lalla Mkouma’s leg until I get enough people around so that nobody will see you reappear.”

      “Of course not, Sir Haft.”

      It only took a couple of minutes for enough people to gather around where Kaplar sat on the ground to conceal him from any but the most alert scrutiny. Everyone but the command group started dispersing as soon as Kaplar returned to visibility. 

      “Veed mee!” the Lalla Mkouma squealed as soon as she stopped concealing herself and Kaplar. 

      Kaplar quickly retrieved the tin of pellets Haft had given him and got one out for the diminutive demon. She simpered at him, and daintily nibbled at the pellet. A marked contrast to the way she wolfed down the pellet he gave her before she had hidden him more than an hour earlier. 

      “Oo nizzem,” she cooed at Kaplar. “Mee likuu!” She tittered, and brushed her lips across his cheek before hopping off his shoulder to the ground. “Whar Tab’b?” she asked. 

      “I’m here, delightful one,” Tabib answered, and squatted down so his face was not very high above hers. 

      She squealed again and scampered to him. Boo mee way,” she said. “Mee nee zeeb!”

      “Indeed so right, little one,” Tabib said. “I will put you away right now, and you can have your well deserved sleep.”

      The Lalla Mkouma smiled and waved at Kaplar just before the mage closed the lid of her chest over her. 

      “All right, finally,” Haft said impatiently. “Report!”

      “Aye aye, Sir Haft!” Kaplar said. It was all he could do to not snap to attention and pop a salute. 

 

      The sun was kissing the western horizon when Itzuli came for them. Before they got close enough to see the long, deep shadows cast in the camp’s central clearing, they smelled the aromas of cooking flesh and spices that wafted through the camp. It looked like everyone in the clan was in the clearing, men and older boys on one side, women, girls, and younger boys on the other. They were all packed in seated rows; shoulder to shoulder, hip to haunch, knees overlapping, the crossed ankles of one row pressed against the  buttocks of the row in front.

      Itzuli led Haft, Balta, and Tabib through a narrow aisle in the packed rows of nomads to a low bench on the side of the entrance to Nagusi’s hut. He directed the rest of the platoon, including Lieutenant Guma and the other freed Zobrans, to a stretch of the clearing’s perimeter off to one side, where they formed part of the front row of people seated. The shadows lengthened and deepened, and the ancient man who had earlier said the words that made Haft  and the Skraglanders guests rather than enemies came out of his hut and began circling the clearing with a salamander, the first demon Haft had seen evidence of in the nomad camp. The ancient made two circuits of the clearing: on his first passage, he used the salamander to light torches behind the outside row of people, on his second he lit the torches before the front row.

      When the last torch was lit, unseen drums and flutes began playing a processional. The nomads began a chant in time with the music, and every head turned to look at the chief’s hut. 

      A remarkable sight met Haft’s eyes when he turned his head to look at the chief’s hut. A naked man with the head of a huge, horned beast burst out of the hut. He and Balta instantly jumped to the side and reached for their weapons, but left them undrawn when they noticed that nobody else acted afraid of the horned beast with the body of a naked man, and eased back to their seats. 

      The naked man-beast capered into the middle of the clearing and danced a wild, swirling, twisting dance in point, counterpoint, and discordance with the piping of the flutes and thrumming of the drums, and covering the entire open area including its fringes, so that he nearly stomped on the toes and ankles of the people in the front row. The early night was closer to cool than it was to hot, but it wasn’t long before the dancer began glistening with sweat, and soon after that beads of sweat began spinning off of him to strike people in the close-packed circles. The people thus baptized reacted with ecstasy, as though the beads of sweat were a great sacrament. After a time the dancer began keening, barely audible at first, but rising in both volume and pitch to a piercing whistle, as of an arrow flying too close past one’s ear.

      Then, with no warning that Haft could discern, both the  dancing and the music stopped.

      The beast-man stood frozen in half-step in the middle of the clearing, one foot off the ground, back bent in an inward curl, both arms raised, with the hands curled forward and down, and the horned head ducked below his arms.

      Slowly, slowly, the dancer straightened, his arms lowered to his sides, his raised foot to the ground. A lone drum took up a slow tattoo. A single flute piped a two note tune, its notes sounding between the beats of the tattoo.

      Abruptly, the beast-man shrieked and leaped straight up, his legs and arms wide apart, fingers spread and vibrating. 

      He collapsed onto the ground.

 

      Four warriors picked up the fallen dancer and bore him into the chief’s hut. A short time later, Chief Nagusi emerged, looking refreshed as though he had briskly bathed after strenuous activity. Itzuli was at his side. Nagusi sat on a stool. Itzuli sat on a lower stool between him and Haft.

      “The Great Chief wishes to know how you liked the dance,” Itzuli translated when Nagusi spoke to his guests. 

      “It was impressive,” said Haft. Looking around, he added, “I still don’t see the drums and pipes.”

      Nagusi laughed at the translation and said something in return.

      “You aren’t supposed to see the musicians,” Itzuli translated.

      Haft gave a smile and nod of acknowledgment.

      Nagusi stood, looked around at the circle of close-packed people, raised his arms above his head, looked to the starry sky, and held the pose for a long moment. He brought his hands down and clapped them together loudly. There was a reverential buzz from the crowd, and young men and women, probably adolescent, came through narrow aisles on the side of the clearing opposite from where Haft and the Bloody Axes had entered. They wore light skins and carried huge trays laden with steaming bowls. The first man and woman came directly to Nagusi, and knelt to place the trays on low stands before him. The food was bowls containing chunks of meat mixed together with pieces of what looked to Haft to be tubers and greens, although he couldn’t identify them beyond that. A thick broth filled the bowls and smothered the foodstuffs. 

      Nagusi said one word, and two of the warriors who stood behind him stepped forward. Each picked up a spoon from the trays and plunged it into a random bowl, one from each tray. Then they shoved the laden spoons into the mouths of the servers. The two sucked the stew off of the spoons and chewed. They opened their mouths wide to show that they had actually swallowed the food.

      Nagusi settled back to watch them for several minutes. When neither showed any sign of distress, he flipped his hands, dismissing the servers.

      During the poison test, the other servers had set their trays on the ground in front of the first row of people, and gone back twice for more trays. Nagusi shouted out one word, and the people in the front row began passing the bowls back. The Skraglanders needed to be prompted. In front of the chief’s hut, Itzuli did the honors. Soon everyone, including the guards behind Nagusi and the servers who had delivered the trays to the circle, were slurping and chomping—the sounds of eating were too loud to allow for easy conversation.

      “What meat is this?” Haft had to lean close to Itzuli and shout to be heard. The meat was very tender, and tasted like nothing so much as piglet. He hadn’t seen anything that resembled a pig since he’d mounted the High Desert. 

      “It is comitelot,” Itzuli shouted back. 

      Haft gave him a raised-eyebrow look, but didn’t pursue it. How, he wondered, could this be comitelot? It’s far too tender to be from a beast of burden or a riding animal. Unless it was severely beaten to tenderize it. He took another bite. The sauce is very savory and thick. Maybe it was cooked for a long time.

      After a few more minutes he leaned toward Itzuli again. “What are these?” he shouted, indicating the tuber and greens. 

      Itzuli seemed to consider the question, then shouted back, “I don’t know any words for them in your languages. We call them—.” He growled a few syllables that were so unintelligible to Haft that he thought he’d never be able to repeat them. 

      The nomads ate with such gusto that it wasn’t long before everybody but Haft and the Bloody Axes were through. At a loud clap from Nagusi, the servers rose from where they’d been eating and bustled about collecting bowls. They even took bowls from the Skraglanders who hadn’t finished eating yet. As soon as the remains of the meal were cleared away, the servers came back. In the center of the clearing, they ripped off their light skins, rendering themselves naked except for loincloths. The hidden drums and flutes started up again—joined this time by the unmistakable strains of a sothar.

      With the beginning of the music, the servers became dancers. They formed lines, young men in this, young women in that, which twined around, weaving in and out, line to line, reaching for each other yet never touching. The lines straightened and faced each other, and the dancers stamped their feet in time with the beating of the drums. Their arms waved, their hands tracing graceful lines in the air. The lines slowly approached each other, then passed again without touching. They broke apart, and men and women faced each other in pairs, twirled about, paraded side by side, faced away from each other and brushed their backs together before spinning to face one another once more. Back in sinuous lines, they wove patterns that didn’t touch, and finally ran off, men this way and women that. The music stopped.

      “Was that Alyline’s sothar player?” Balta whispered in Haft’s ear when the roars of approval died down. 

      Haft shook his head. “I don’t know. Even if it wasn’t so long since I heard him, I don’t think I can tell one sothar player from another.”

      Nagusi rose to his feet and spread his arms with hands forward, demanding silence. He began talking, and Itzuli translated. 

      “We have among us as our guest one of the greatest warriors of the outside world. Some who have visited us in the past have made the claim that those warriors are our superiors at fighting. We do not believe that such is possible. But we now have one of those warriors in our camp, and we will find out. I present to you, Haft of the Rampant Eagle Axemen!”

      Rough hands grabbed Haft from behind and jerked him to his feet. They propelled him into the center of the clearing.

 

 






  







 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      The instant they saw their leader being thrust into the center of the clearing, the Bloody Axes surged to their feet and went for their weapons. Just as fast as they moved, three nomad warriors readied weapons for each of the Skraglanders; one with a sword, one with a long spear, and one with a drawn bow. 

      “Hold!” Haft shouted, holding up his right hand to arrest his men’s action. They froze, half of them looking at their commander, half eyeing the warriors who were daring them to make a move. 

      Haft half turned to face Nagusi. “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded. 

      “Your axe marks you as the best of the outside world,” Itzuli translated. “We will learn if you are truly as good a warrior as we are.” 

      “Show your axe so that all may know!” Nagusi commanded. 

      At first hesitantly, then defiantly, Haft drew his axe and held it up, turning it around so that everyone in the circle could see it. The axe had a two and a half foot long haft made of ironwood. Its halfmoon blade projected a foot beyond the end of the shaft, and  an equal distance down its length. A thick spike opposite the blade tapered to a sharp point. A rampant eagle adorned the face of the blade.

      “I’ve always thought this damn thing would get me in trouble some day,” Haft muttered. “I should have left it at home.” The  axe had belonged to his grandfather, and Haft had taken it when he left home to join the Frangerian Marines. He never knew his grandfather, and all his father ever told him about the axe was that his grandfather had used it when he went to war. Since he joined a ship’s compliment, he kept encountering people who thought the eagle meant something about him, but nobody ever told him what it was.

      This wasn’t the time for reminiscing, though. A low murmur swept through the crowd when they saw the axe. A loud, barking laugh jerked Haft’s head to the direction the food had come from earlier. A man stood in the narrow aisle the servers and dancers had used to enter and leave. 

      A man? He was huge! Nearly as tall as Silent, the giant nomad from the Northern Steppes who had joined Spinner and Haft in Skragland. Haft wished Silent were at his side now; he’d make short work of this huge man. 

      But Silent was off on a reconnaissance as he so often was. 

      Haft gave Nagusi a quick glance. “Are you saying I have to fight this warrior?” he asked. 

      “To the death,” Itzuli said without bothering to translate the question. “His name is Liskar. He has never lost a fight.”

      “Oh.” Haft shrugged to hide the fright he suddenly felt. “Neither have I,” he said loudly.

      The warrior wore boiled leather armor studded with metal disks that covered him from shoulders to mid-thigh. An iron helmet sat on his head, and leather gauntlets covered his hands and wrists. His arms were uncovered from mid-forearm to mid-biceps, and his legs from the bottom of his armored coat to mid-calf. He didn’t carry the spear, sword, or recurve bow of the other nomads, but a club. The club was four feet long and ended in a knob almost as big as Haft’s head. The club was made of wood, but something told Haft that his axe would likely not chop through it.

      Haft’s own armor... well, he was a Marine, a sea soldier. His primary fighting position was as a crossbow sharpshooter in a ship’s rigging. Secondarily, he was a raider, making amphibious landings on enemy shores, followed by lightning fast strikes. Armor wasn’t conducive to clambering about in a ship’s rigging, or running in lightning fast strikes. He didn’t even have a helmet, only his Marine issue felt hat. Not that armor or a helmet would do him much good if that huge warrior got in a blow with his club.

      Fortunately, most potential opponents were seriously intimidated at the very sight of his axe.

      Unfortunately, this huge nomad warrior didn’t seem to be like most potential opponents. 

      Haft looked at his axe. Its full length was three and a half feet,  including the portion of the blade that extended beyond the haft. He looked at the nomad’s club. It was longer by half a foot. And the nomad’s arms were that much or more longer than Haft’s. Which gave him an advantage in addition to his armor. 

      On the face of it, the odds in this fight weighed heavily against Haft. 

      Well, he thought, is it any worse than when Spinner and I had to escape from New Bally? Or when we fought all those Jokapcul in Skragland, before the refugees started attaching themselves to us? Or when we had to fight the nomads of the Low Desert, and the Jokapcul at the same time? Or...

      He stopped thinking about tough fights he’d been in since he and Spinner started their trek back to Frangeria. Because, yes, this time was worse. In all those other situations, Spinner was there to cover his back. This time, the only men who could cover his back would be killed before they could reach his side. And yes, he knew the difference between his back and his side. 

      “There’s only one thing for me to do here,” he said out loud. “I’m a Marine. When in doubt, act decisively.”

      With a thunderous battle cry, he darted toward the club wielder and raised his axe to bring it down in a swing that would take off the warrior’s arm and shoulder. 

      Startled by the suddenness of Haft’s attack, the huge man hopped back and stumbled over one of the packed people at the edge of the narrow aisle he was in. But he recovered his balance and didn’t fall. He swung his club defensively, to parry Haft’s next swing, and clipped a woman, one of the people scrambling to get out of the way of the fight that had suddenly broken out in their midst. She screamed from the pain of a shattered arm and fell to her knees, cradling the broken limb. Others reached for her and pulled her to safety. 

      The warrior took advantage of the brief confusion, thinking that it would distract Haft long enough for him to strike his own blow. He swung a roundhouse at Haft’s head. Haft felt the wind of the club’s passing as he ducked under the swing. He stepped forward as he ducked, and thrust his axe at Liskar, to drive the top point of the blade into a vital spot in Liskar’s lower belly. But he had faster  reflexes than Haft expected in such a big man, and managed to pull himself out of the way. Haft hadn’t fully extended himself in the thrust, so he didn’t over-balance when his axe failed to meet the  resistance of flesh. Which meant he was able to fall to the side and roll away when Liskar brought his club crashing down through the space Haft had just occupied. Haft rolled to his feet and slashed at Liskar’s thigh, but the big man jerked his leg out of the way of Haft’s wicked blade.

      Haft took a couple of quick steps back to consider the situation. A passage from Lord Gunny Says flashed through his mind. There’s no such thing as a fair fight, somebody always has the advantage. If that’s not you, it’s up to you to find the equalizer.

      Haft had to peddle backward, parrying a flurry of swings from Liskar. He finally ended Liskar’s flurry by stepping forward and ducking under a swing to get behind him. He slashed as he went, and was gratified to hear a grunt from the big man that accompanied the resistance his blade met—he’d finally hit Liskar. 

      That was when Haft remembered something Sergeant Rammer had told him when he was the greenest boot on the Sea Horse, “If you’re ever in a fight with a man a lot bigger than you, get in close, inside his swing. That’ll make it harder for him to hit you with any force. And a sword won’t bite as deep.”

      And a club can’t hit as hard, either, Haft thought. 

      He twisted about, using the swing of his axe as a counter  balance to arrest his forward motion—and found Liskar already turned and facing him, swinging his club in an arc that would have pulverized Haft’s head if he’d continued moving forward. Instead of winning the fight with that blow, Liskar staggered off balance and almost toppled, bearing Haft to the ground underneath himself. But Haft sidestepped, and Liskar managed to stay vertical. He stepped back and swung his club at the same time. But Haft stepped  forward, keeping his chest so close to Liskar’s belly it was almost  in contact.

      Now Liskar had to swing his club in a tight downward arc to reach Haft, and the club didn’t have the same force as it would have had if Haft hadn’t been in so close. Haft reached his left hand up and grasped the collar of Liskar’s leather tunic, holding tightly enough to keep the big man from backing away from him.

      Liskar bellowed, and used his free hand to try to pry Haft off. But Haft held on too tightly to be budged, even though Liskar managed to slam his club into Haft’s back a couple of times—but it was the shaft of the club, not its head that hit, and it didn’t have the bone crushing force a full swing would have had.

      Haft shifted his grip on his axe, sliding his hand up the haft  almost to the poll, where the metal of the head wrapped around the shaft of the axe. He thrust up with every bit of strength he could muster, into Liskar’s armpit where his armor was weakest. Liskar screamed and staggered back in attempt to get away, but Haft’s grip on his collar was too tight, and he went with the wounded man. 

      Furious, and determined to get Haft off of him, Liskar dropped his club and grabbed Haft by both shoulders to wrench him away. He would have succeeded if the injury to his left shoulder hadn’t been so severe. Haft’s stab had severed a tendon to his biceps, cut a major blood vessel, and chipped two bones. It was remarkable that Liskar could use his left arm at all, much less reach with it to grab Haft’s shoulder. 

      Recognizing that he was too weak to pull Haft off by main force, Liskar fell forward, trying to pin Haft under himself and crush him. Haft had other ideas. He turned his axe so the spike backing the half moon blade was pointing up, and swung it along Liskar’s back to slide under the flap of his helmet. 

      It wasn’t a hard strike. Haft’s blow was constrained by closeness as much as Liskar’s were, but the sharp point of the spike met soft flesh alongside Liskar’s neck bones, and hit the thin bone at the bottom of his skull, breaking through and stabbing the big man’s brain. 

      Liskar screamed again, and arched his back in a spasm of agony. Haft let go of his axe and put both hands on Liskar to shove him off. Liskar was big enough that Haft couldn’t get him completely off, but he got Liskar up far enough that he was able to push his way out from under and get to his feet. He ignored the blood that ran down his right side and was congealing on his right hand and wrist—the blood wasn’t his, and it would wash off easily enough.

      Haft retrieved his axe and stood over Liskar, watching the man staring in disbelief at the dirt alongside his head—the blood of the man who had never been beaten in a fight was gushing from under his left arm and the back of his neck. He had been beaten by a man half his size, and was dying. 

      The crowd was hushed at the unexpected loss of their champion. It even took a moment for the Bloody Axes to raise a cheer.

      Chief Nagusi rose from his stool and strode to face Haft. Itzuli scampered after him. Nagusi glared at Haft for a long moment, then lowered himself to his knees and bowed his head. 

      “The old stories are true,” he said through his translator, “the warriors of the rampant eagle are the greatest in all the world. Even better than the warriors of the Deitua Clan, who are the greatest of the High Desert.” He lifted his face to look at Haft. “What do you wish, great warrior? What reward? It shall be yours.”

      Haft looked down at Nagusi for a moment, knowing that the chief had fully expected him to be dead at the hands of Liskar, and that afterward he would probably have had his warriors kill the Bloody Axes, and the Royal Lancers as well. As for the Golden Girl, he didn’t know if Nagusi would have had her killed, or if he’d have kept her as a plaything. 

      But none of that mattered now, he’d won. The champion of the High Desert Nomads lay dead at his feet. 

      “I want the people who we came for,” he said coldly. “All of them. I want them unharmed. I want their mounts, their weapons, and everything else they were carrying when they arrived here. And the woman who was escorted: if she wants the sothar player, I want him. Then I want sufficient food and water for all of my people on our trip back to the coastal plain. And lastly, I want safe passage for my entire party back to the edge of the High Desert.

      Nagusi gave Haft a look of pure hatred. After a moment he said, “It is yours. Everything for which you asked.” He raised himself to his feet and shouted orders. People ran off to obey. 

      In a few minutes, the Royal Lancers were led into the circle from one direction, their horses from another. Weapons and tabards came from all directions.

      “Where is the woman?” Haft asked.

      Nagusi pointed to where the Royal Lancers had come from. Alyline, the Golden Girl, stood just inside the inner ring of huts. Her garments were clean, although they were nothing Haft had ever seen her wear before: they were supple leather that moved on her like linen. A tiara graced her head, and bangles her wrists and  ankles. 

      “Lady Alyline,” Haft addressed her, “we have come to take you home. If you want the sothar player, the Great Chief Nagusi has agreed to let him come with us.”

      Alyline looked disgusted at the mention of the sothar player, but said, “Bring him then, I want him.” She walked to the center, to be with her Royal Lancers. 

      Haft turned to Nagusi. “I thank the Great Chief,” he said through Itzuli. “Now, if we can have everything else you have agreed to grant, I will lead my people away from your camp soon after first light  tomorrow.”

      “You shall have all that you requested,” Nagusi said. Itzuli didn’t translate his tone, but no translation was needed to convey the  distaste Nagusi felt at having to give up his prisoners and let all of  the captives leave. 

      Haft pretended he didn’t notice, and thanked him again. 

      Back at their encampment, Lieutenant Balta told Haft, “Don’t believe that he will keep his promise of safe passage.”

      “Believe him?” Haft exclaimed. “He expected that oversized monkey of his to kill me. I believe that he will give us the provisions he promised. I believe he will let us leave. And I believe that he will  attack us before we reach the edge of the High Desert.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Before the night was half over, nomad warriors brought enough packages of jerked meat and uncooked tubers to last the company until it reached the coastal plain. The supply of water they brought was less.

      “There are water holes along the way,” Itzuli told Haft. “Follow the birds, they always land near water. Only the scavengers landing on the dead and dying touch ground away from water holes.”

      Haft grunted. He didn’t necessarily believe Itzuli, but he knew there was at least some truth to what he said about the birds.

      At first light, the company set out. There were enough horses to go around, which was fortunate as not all of the Royal Lancers were in good enough condition to walk very far—especially Guma and the other three men who’d been hung in cages to die of exposure. Everyone mounted to move out, and each person carried an equal share of the food and water. They trotted until the camp was out of sight, then slowed the horses to a walk. After another hour, everyone who was hale enough dismounted to preserve the strength of the horses. After another hour, they stopped to rest and water their mounts.

      During the rest, Haft sat next to Alyline.

      “The sothar player,” he said. “Is he the one you lost?”

      “Pfagh! That I lost? The way I remember it, you and Spinner sent him away!”

      Haft looked sheepish. “I’m sorry. We didn’t know.”

      “You have an excuse,” she snapped. “You’re a half-barbarian from far Ewsarkan. Spinner is from Apianghia, the same as me. He should have known the importance of her sothar player to a Djerwolh dancer.

      “No, he’s not Mudjwohl.” Her voice softened and she added, “But I couldn’t leave him with those barbarians. Sooner or later, probably sooner, they would have hung him up in one of those cages to die of exposure. The only people who deserve that are the High Desert Nomads.” Her eyes unfocused for a moment as she remembered where she was when Spinner and Haft had found and freed her. “These nomads, and slavers, like the slavers at the Burnt Man Inn. They’re just as bad.”

      “We killed the slavers,” Haft said. “Slavery is wrong, so we killed them.”

      Her mouth twisted in a grim smile. “Mostly you killed them because Spinner wanted me for himself.”

      Haft ducked his head. “Ah yes, he did. But he wanted the slavers dead because what they were doing was wrong.”

      She faced him and placed the flat of her hand on his chest. “As rightfully angry as I am about the loss of Mudjwohl—and Spinner wanting to free me for the wrong reason, I am grateful that you and he freed me.” She abruptly stood. “I think the horses have rested long enough. Let’s go before those nomads have time to change their minds and come after us.”

      “I suspect they already have,” Haft muttered. But he got to his feet and told Lieutenant Balta to get the men and horses ready to go. “Put those too weak to walk on different horses from the ones they rode this morning. We don’t want to wear out any of the horses by having to always carry someone.”

      Balta grinned. “I like your thinking, Sir Haft. And I’ve already done that.”

      Haft nodded. “You’re a good man, Balta. That’s why you’re an officer.” Inside, he preened and patted himself on the back. It wasn’t that long ago that Balta would have had to suggest the change of horses to him, because he wouldn’t have thought of it on his own. 

      They stopped again at midday for a meal. So far, they hadn’t seen birds landing where there might be a water hole. But water wasn’t a concern, not yet. The horses grazed on what edible scrub they could find. It seemed to be enough, and none of the animals seemed to get ill from it. None of the scouts that went out saw any sign of nomads following them. Which didn’t mean they weren’t, only that they hadn’t been seen. They all knew that the nomads were adept at  moving secretly through their land. 

      “They could be only a bow shot away from us,” Balta observed during the meal break. 

      Haft nodded. “I agree. We’ll know soon enough.”

      “I hope we don’t find out by them starting to kill us,” Lieutenant Guma added. 

      Haft grunted, and returned to scanning the landscape. 

      All through that day they saw nothing to indicate that the  nomads were coming after them. Late in the afternoon, after  following some birds, Haft decided to set camp for the night next to the water hole the birds had led them to. They set a twenty-five  percent watch overnight, one man out of every four watching while the others slept. Nothing happened until near the end of the last watch on the second night. 

 

      “Halt, who’s there?“ Figyeles bellowed.

      No one answered his challenge. 

      A moment later, Farkas called out a challenge on the other side of the camp’s short perimeter, again with no response. 

      By then, everybody was roused from sleep and reaching for weapons, shouting questions at the sentries, wanting to know what was happening.

      Haft was quickly on his feet with his axe in his hands, peering into the darkness. “Report!” he shouted. His command was repeated throughout the camp, going down the chain of command. And reports quickly came back. In mere moments the final reports were in: all hands were present, there were no men missing and none wounded.

      Haft stomped to where he’d heard Figyeles issue the first challenge. “What did you hear?” he demanded, sounding as though he thought Figyeles had gotten spooked by an animal or some other innocent night noise. 

      “There’s somebody out there, Sir Haft,” Figyeles said quietly. He was down on one knee when Haft reached him and didn’t stand for his commander, or even take his eyes from his intent searching of the land beyond the perimeter. 

      Haft wasn’t sure, but Figyeles was a good enough sentry that he wasn’t ready to totally discount what he said. Besides, Farkas had also called out a challenge on the other side of the perimeter. 

      Guma joined them. “Sir Haft,” the Royal Lancers’ platoon  commander whispered, “when we were prisoners, I heard that the nomads won’t attack at night but will get into position before dawn and strike as soon as the sun comes up, before full light.”

      Haft looked at him. All he could see was a silhouette. “You’re sure of that?” he asked.

      “As sure as I can be of anything about them.”

      Haft took in a deep breath and blew it out. “All right. We have to make sure everybody knows. You stay here.” He rose to leave. Almost as an afterthought, he put a hand on Figyeles’s shoulder. “Good work, Figyeles.” Then he was off, making a circuit of the perimeter to make sure that everybody was alert and ready to fight as soon as the sun began to come up. 

 

      Tabib the mage knelt in front of a medium size chest and lifted its lid a few inches. He whispered into the chest and received a modulated growl in reply. He whispered again and got a growl that ended on a rising note. Satisfied, he raised the lid all the way to allow the shape-changing Bogart in her guise as a black dog to hop out of the chest. A chest that the demon looked too big to have fit into. It lifted its head to sniff the air, then crouched down beside the mage, waiting and looking intently into the night. Tabib reached inside the colorful wrap that was his sole garment and withdrew an “L” shaped object. He rapped on the bottom of the short leg of the object, and when the door located there opened he handed a pellet to the tiny demon that popped its head out.

      “Oooh! Mee veed!” the demon piped. “Oo gud’ghie!”

      The Bogart gave the small demon spitter a cursory sniff, then  returned her attention to the darkness outside the perimeter. 

      Tabib opened a small chest and withdrew three small orbs, which he put into folds in his wrap where they’d be ready to hand. 

      A dozen yards away, Haft tapped on the door on the side of his demon spitter. After a few seconds the door cracked open and a bleary-eyed demon peeked out. 

      “Wazzu whanns?” it slurred. 

      “Trouble’s coming,” Haft whispered. “I need you awake and ready for action.”

      “Drubble komm? Whar, win? ‘Ow zoon?” the demon piped excitedly, suddenly fully awake. 

      “I think at first light.”

      “Veed mee nah, mee bee eddy!”

      “Certainly,” Haft said, and offered a pellet to the demon.

      The demon’s eyes glowed in the dark as he grabbed the pellet. It ducked back inside its tube and snicked the door shut. Eating noises sounded from inside. 

      All around the perimeter, the Bloody Axes and Royal Lancers checked their weapons, and made sure of who was to their right and their left. 

      The Zobrans stood shoulder to shoulder in a protective wall in front of the Golden Girl; if the nomads attempted to charge on their comitelots to run over them, they’d be met by a mass of lance points, which their animals would probably shy away from. If they came on foot, the lances could down many of them before they got close enough to use their swords or knives. If they charged with their spears, or stood off and used their recurve bows... That didn’t bear thinking about.

     The Bloody Axes filled out the rest of the small perimeter, but didn’t stand shoulder to shoulder—they needed room between men to swing their axes in limb-lopping sideways arcs. They  were confident that they could dodge charging comitelots and cripple the beasts with backhanded chops as they went by. Similarly, they could smack thrusting spear points aside and close in to where the spears were useless. The bows, though. If the nomads used their bows, the Skraglanders would just have to dodge fast, that’s all.

     Behind her shield wall of Royal Lancers, Alyline checked the edge on the gold-hilted dagger that she wore on her girdle, and wished that she had a short sword. Next to her, Tomitrik, the sothar player they’d rescued from the nomad camp, tested the heft of the short sword that Haft had given him. It belonged to one of the Royal Lancers the nomads had hung up at an entrance to their camp; that Lancer wasn’t yet fit to fight. Alyline cast an envious eye at the short sword, but then realized that she’d soon enough be able to pick up one once the fighting started.

      Not far away from them, Haft stood with the demon spitter on his shoulder, ready to be aimed and fired. He watched the eastern horizon for the edge of the sun to appear. The sky there had already gone through purple and was turning blue. Haft knew only minutes remained before the nomads attacked. In a third place, with their backs to the soon-rising sun, Tabib and the Bogart waited. Ready to kill, or to price their lives dearly should they be killed in the coming fight.

      The sun peeked above the horizon, and the warriors of the Deitua Clan screamed their war cries and rose to their feet. They were closer than anybody had realized, only a hundred feet away. They charged, brandishing their long, heavy spears. 

 

 






  







 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Haft aimed his demon spitter at the mass of screaming warriors beyond the line of Bloody Axes to his front and pressed the lever that told the demon to spit. There was a thunderous roar and the tube bucked on Haft’s shoulder. A brilliant flash and another roar marked where the demon’s spit struck. The nomad warrior who was hit directly was blasted into many pieces, his blood, bits of flesh and bone flew about, smacking into other charging warriors, several of whom were also injured by the explosion and fell, dead, dying, or wounded badly enough to be out of the battle. Screams of pain were added to the battle cries.

      Haft shifted his aim and his demon spat again, once more poking a hole in the mass of warriors racing out of the sun. And a third time and a fourth. Each time, the wounded added their screams to the cacophony of battle cries. Fewer warriors were now charging the Bloody Axes in front of Haft, but they still greatly outnumbered the thin line of defenders. 

      To Haft’s rear, Tabib took quick aim with his small demon  spitter and began pressing. Bang! Bang! Bang! and four more times, re-aiming each time. One warrior stutter-stepped as though he’d run into something hard and immobile and collapsed. Another flipped backward, a third doubled over and tumbled, clutching his torn-open belly. Three more warriors fell, dead or severely wounded—only one spit had missed.

      The door at the bottom of the hand-held weapon popped open and the tiny demon inside it poked its head out and whined, “Veed mee!” Tabib almost dropped the weapon trying to fumble out a food pellet and one of the orbs he’d put in his wrap at the same time. He tucked the small demon spitter under his arm to free both hands.  As soon as he fed the tiny demon, he gripped the orb between  his hands and twisted its top, then threw it into the midst of the charging warriors.

      The orb was a Phoenix egg. It cracked open and fell apart the  instant it hit the ground, and a huge, fiery bird rose out of it, its wings unfurling and stretching. The Phoenix flapped its wings as soon as they were spread, and with every stroke it hit warriors with those fiery wings, setting them ablaze. Everything touched by the Phoenix burst into flame including, it seemed, the very ground itself. Men so touched were often incinerated before they even had time to scream. Others sounded like their screams were tearing their lungs out. Warriors who weren’t touched but were close enough to feel the scorching heat of the flaming bird, screamed and ran away from it. Slowly, ponderously, the bird rose into the air and flew away.

      Tabib pulled out a second Phoenix egg, cocked and threw it into a different part of the fast-closing mass of nomad warriors, and more nomad warriors were consumed in the Phoenix’s fires. But then the nomads were too close to the Bloody Axes in front of Tabib for him to dare using his third egg. He again fired his small demon spitter. But there were still far more attacking warriors than there were Bloody Axes in the thin line. 

      A hundred warriors bore down on the Zobrans’ lance wall, with the points of their long spears leading the way. 

      “Parry them!” Lieutenant Guma shouted at his men. He stood a third of the way to the right end of the line of Royal Lancers, his lance braced under his left arm, his sword ready in his right hand. 

      “You heard the man,” Sergeant Prafost shouted, “parry their spears!” He stood a third of the way to the left end of the line of Royal Lancers. 

      The center half of the line of nomad spearmen smashed into the line of Royal Lancers, its ends crashed into the Bloody Axes to either side of the Zobrans. The lancers were more lightly armed and armored than the nomad spearmen, their weapons and tactics were meant to be fought from horseback. But they were well trained and highly skilled—as to be expected of troops tasked with protecting royal personages. Most of them were able to deflect the spear points aimed at them, and then slide the points of their own lances along the spear shafts toward their attackers. 

      Two spearmen raced straight at Oxa, their spear points aimed directly at the middle of his body. Locked as he was in the wall of Royal Lancers, he could move neither left nor right to dodge the spears. The spearman on his right was slightly closer than the one on his left. Oxa waited and waited, with the point of his lance pointed between the two screaming warriors as they closed on him. At the last second, he dipped his lance tip, swung it to the right and up and back to the left, looping it under the spear to push it to the left. 

      The spear was heavier than he’d expected, but Oxa was as strong as the ox he was named after, and he pushed hard to lever the spear point up and away from its track to his body. It smacked the other spear on its way, deflecting it enough to make it pass between him and Nyten, who stood on his left. He stomped forward and lunged with his lance. 

      The nomad warrior stumbled; he’d expected his spear to meet the resistance of ramming into a body. His face had a startled expression right before the tip of Oxa’s lance head pierced his eye and broke into his brain, killing him. 

     Nyten, meanwhile, was staggered back by the near miss of the second spear that had been aimed at Oxa. That saved his life, as another spear intended for him missed. The warrior who had meant to skewer Nyten instead slammed into him and bowled him over. 

      Now the Bogart, who had crouched by Tabib’s side all this time, finally moved. She bounded from the mage’s side and launched herself at the nomad who had just knocked Nyten from his feet and was raising his spear to impale the downed Zobran. The Bogart’s paws hit the warrior high on his chest, jarring him and making his downward strike miss its target. Snarling, she opened her jaws wide and chomped onto the warrior’s throat. With a violent shake of her head, she ripped through his jugular vein and windpipe. She leaped away as he dropped to his knees and tumbled over. 

      Another nomad burst through the hole in the line where Nyten had stood, and charged screaming straight at Tabib, spear point aimed for the mage’s heart. 

      Tabib smiled blissfully; his protection spell hadn’t had the chance to work against the cats that had attacked the platoon a few days earlier—this was its chance to work its magic. 

      Tabib waited until the spear point was mere inches away from his breast before he moved. He gracefully sidestepped, and the sharp point missed him by the width of a hair. An instant later Tabib stepped back, allowing the arm of the warrior to slam against him. The Shade that protected the mage lashed out at the hostile touch—suddenly-visible claws tore through flesh and came away covered in blood. The nomad cried out, more in surprise than pain. He juddered to a stop and twisted about to lunge at Tabib. The mage again gracefully sidestepped the spear thrust, but not far enough to avoid contact with the warrior. Again, at the hostile touch, suddenly- visible claws slashed, causing blood to gush and spurt from his side and belly. The warrior stumbled to a stop, with a startled expression on his face. Tabib casually stepped up behind him and plunged a stiletto between his ribs just to the left of his spine, into his heart. The man bucked and tried to claw at the dagger in his back. Then he gurgled and fell straight forward onto his face, dead before he landed.

      “Yes,” Tabib murmured, “my spell protects me from more than the wind and grit.”

      The Bogart, having dispatched the warrior she fought, glanced back to make sure Tabib was safe. She saw him finishing off his assailant, jumped into the gap where Nyten had stood and, snarling above the clangor of clashing weapons and bellowing combatants, held the Royal Lancer’s place until he regained his feet and resumed his position. Then she moved back and waited for the next nomad to break through.

     At the same time, the Bloody Axes stood slowly swinging their axes pendulum-like, left to right and back as they watched  the nomad warriors charging at them. There was enough room from one Skraglander to the next for both of them to swing their axes in battle. They stood well balanced, with their feet apart, one slightly forward of the other, so they could instantly move in any direction.

      Vedelem grinned at the nomad warriors charging toward him. He didn’t look to the rear, so he didn’t know that these spearmen weren’t packed as close to each other as those who were attacking the Royal Lancers. All he knew was that he was going to break the spears coming to kill him—or die in the attempt. 

      The first spear point barely wavered as it sped straight for Vedelem’s chest. But Vedelem pirouetted out of its way, and swung his mighty axe up, over, and down onto the spear’s shaft. The halfmoon blade clanked off of the shaft like it was tempered steel, and the axe vibrated in the Skraglander’s hands almost brutally enough to send it spinning out of his hands. But he held his grip, and twisted the axe so that its rebound went sideways instead of straight up, and the spike that backed the blade slammed through the boiled leather of the nomad’s cuirass. The warrior flipped backward, his legs  extended straight out before him, and was dead from a ruptured heart before his body thudded to the ground.

      Vedelem roared out in pain as the point of a spear wielded by  another nomad hit his side and gouged a deep furrow along his ribs. He barely had time to yank his axe out of the man he’d just killed  before he was bowled off his feet by the nomad who speared him.  He tumbled as he went down, and the sweep of his axe hit his antagonist in the ankle, nearly severing his foot. The nomad screamed and dropped his spear to clutch at his ankle. Vedelem swung his  axe at the man’s neck and put him out of his agony, with his head bouncing across the ground, away from his body.

      Groaning from the pain of his wound, Vedelem got back to his feet and held his axe ready to deal with another foe. 

      Haft and Balta weren’t on the line, they were behind it looking for breakthroughs to plug. And the Bloody Axes were far enough apart that some of the nomads were able to make it through their line without being sliced by the blade of a swinging axe. Which meant that Haft and Balta were constantly on the move, hewing down nomad warriors.

      “Ooz mee, ooz mee!” the demon in Haft’s demon spitter squealed. “Oo bounz’n mee doo mush! Goam brek’um mee owzz!”

      “I can’t stop,” Haft said, panting. “I can’t take the time to use you, there are too many of them getting through!” He punctuated that statement with a sidestep and chop at a spearman who’d come at him with murder in his eyes. The only murder the nomad met was his own death as Haft’s axe split his chest open.

      The demon abandoned its tube to clamber up to Haft’s shoulder, where it grasped his ear with one gnarly hand. “Zheer, zheer!” it piped, and pointed at a knot of spearmen massing for a charge at a section of line that was weakened with two Skraglanders down. 

      “Back in your tube,” Haft ordered. He let his axe dangle by its wrist strap and raised the tube to his shoulder. As soon as he heard the demon’s door snick! closed, he aimed and pressed the lever. The demon spat with a crack of thunder. An instant later there was  an eruption in the middle of the knot of spearmen. They went  down, and only one or two staggered back to their feet to wander whimpering away, dazed and bleeding. 

      Haft began turning in a circle, looking for more targets. A fearsome grin split his face. 

      Alyline crouched behind the wall of Royal Lancers. The wall wasn’t as solid as it had been a few minutes earlier, and some of the soldiers were down. She hadn’t been able to get to any of their swords because the nomads who cut them down stood over them, fighting with the men to their sides. With a scream of frustration, she rushed at one of the spearmen standing over a lancer’s body and leaped on him, wrapping her left arm around his neck and clamping her legs around his middle. She slashed at his face with her dagger. The knife blade sliced through his left eye and cut off half of his nose. He bellowed in shock and pain and swung around, trying to dislodge his attacker. 

      Alyline bit through his ear.

      He staggered and tripped over the lancer at his feet, falling on his face. Alyline jumped free of him and dropped to her knees to plunge her knife into his throat. He kicked and thrashed, grasping at his throat as he gurgled and his life gushed out. Satisfied that he was in his final throes, the Golden Girl reached across him to the sword belt of the lancer the warrior had been standing over and pulled out his sword. Before she could stand to use it, a nomad with a lance broken off in his chest collapsed on top of her, pinning her to the ground. 

      Haft took advantage of a few seconds when there wasn’t somebody trying to kill or dismember him and looked around. Several Bloody Axes were down: dead, dying, or badly wounded, as were several Royal Lancers. He didn’t see the Golden Girl or the sothar player that she’d rescued, but that didn’t mean anything. Tabib looked  unbloodied, but self-satisfied—Haft had heard the Phoenix eggs go off, so he knew the mage had been involved in the fighting. Not that he’d known Tabib had Phoenix eggs with him. The Bogart’s head, shoulders, and chest were smeared with blood, none of which looked to be hers.

      As many Skraglanders and Zobrans that were on the ground, there were far more of the Deitua warriors down. Haft heaved a deep sigh—it looked like maybe he and his would survive this battle after all.

      An instant later, he groaned. It looked like more nomads were charging them. Where, he wondered, had the reinforcements come from? Then he noticed that the cries from the reinforcements weren’t the battle cries of warriors, but the frightened cries of women and children.

      Haft saw a commotion at the rear of the running people, and heard higher pitched screams. The fighting slowed and died out as others began looking. The Deitua warriors started running toward the commotion shouting what sounded like, “Gobernari konde!”

 

 






  







 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      “What’s going on out there?” Haft demanded of nobody in  particular. He let his axe hang from its wrist strap and slung his demon spitter over his left shoulder so he could curl his hands  in front of his eyes and peer through the tubes his fingers made.  Beyond the figures he saw running in his direction, he could barely make out three or four huge, mobile humps.

      “Can anybody see what those things are?” he shouted. 

      Nobody answered except for the demon in Haft’s demon spitter.

      “Mee zee! Mee zee!” it piped, pounding on Haft’s shoulder with its tiny fists. 

      “All right, all right,” Haft said. “Get back inside.” He raised the tube to his shoulder and aimed it into the distance when he heard the door snick shut. 

      “Dunne, dunne!” the demon piped. “Oo amm doo eigh!”

      “Oh, right,” Haft said. “Sorry ‘bout that.” He had the tube angled upward, to help loft the demon’s explosive spit, but the tube needed to be level so the demon could look down its length into the  distance. Haft leveled the tube. 

      “Tha’ bezzer,” the demon said. After a moment it muttered, “Ib mee naw kinol bezzer, mee zayyum Gobernari Konde. Bud naw zush zing, Gobernari Konde!”

      As Haft watched, the warriors running toward the far people merged with those running toward him and his people, then passed through them. He made out one warrior raising his spear to plunge it into one of the indistinct humps, and flinched when the hump reared up to more than twice the height of a man and crash down on top of the warrior. 

      “Haft! Haft!” Alyline shrilled, running to him and grabbing his arm. He was startled; he hadn’t seen her run to his side while he was watching the distant activity. “Those are women and children,” she shouted into his ear. “We have to help them!”

      Haft looked more intently and saw that not all of the women and children had reached relative safety behind the warriors who were now battling with the huge beasts. The monsters were attacking warriors and women and children indiscriminately. So far, the warriors didn’t seem to be having much effect on the four monsters. 

      “Tabib,” Haft shouted, stalling for time, “do you know what those things are?”

      The mage darted to Haft’s side. The Bogart came with him, leaning hard against his thigh. She stank of fear.

      “I cannot tell at this distance, Lord Haft sir,” Tabib said nervously. “I must tell you that the only thing I’ve heard of which is of such a size as those beasts is the Gobernari Konde, which is widely considered to be mythological and legendary, but not generally thought to be real.”

      “What is the Goober-Goober, Goober Can’t-be, whatever you called it?” Haft asked. “I’ve never heard of such a beast.”

      “I am not surprised you haven’t heard of the Gobernari Konde, Lord Haft sir. They are not believed to be real, so nobody is taught about them.”

      “Myths or not,” Alyline shrilled, “those things, whatever they are, they’re real, and they’re killing women and children. What are you going to do about it, Lord Haft?”

      “Ah, since you put it that way...” Haft quickly looked around, assessing the situation, including the numbers of effective fighters available to him. He didn’t think there were enough. Still... 

      “Bloody Axes, on me!” he bellowed. “Royal Lancers, form up!”

      “Lancers, on me!” Alyline called, adding emphasis to Haft’s  orders.

      The able bodied scrambled to get into formation in front of Haft and Alyline. The walking wounded were slower in joining up. 

     Haft looked at them and blew a breath out. “You see what’s going on out there.” He pointed at what was obviously becoming an uneven battle between men and monsters. “Those creatures, whatever they are, are defeating the nomads and killing women and children. We are going out there to turn the tide in favor of the humans. 

      “Walking wounded, I want you to stay here and take care of the more seriously wounded. Guma, you’re in command here. No argument!” He snapped the last at voices raised in protest at being left  behind. “We’re in a hurry, and the walking wounded can’t keep up. Let’s go!”

     Without another word, he began running toward the fight.  Alyline ran alongside. Tabib lagged slightly behind, readying  his demon weapons and wishing he had more than he did. The Bloody Axes ran in a line to Haft’s sides. The Royal Lancers formed in two lines, readying their chance to stand between Alyline and the monsters. To his rear, Haft could hear the slower footfalls of those of the walking wounded who refused to stay behind. The Bogart’s fear stank even more, but she ran alongside Tabib nonetheless. 

      It only took a few minutes for them to get close enough to see the blood and hear the breaking of bones as the monsters smashed and chomped into the nomads. But it felt like far less time—too much less. They were close enough to see the Gobernari Konde clearly, if that’s what they were. They were man-shaped and had shaggy fur, the color of the gray earth, with splotches of umber, ocher, and something greenish. Claws extended more than six inches from the ends of the finger-like digits of their hand-like front paws. Their slavering mouths were filled with stabbing, slashing, and rending teeth. One of the monsters was down, still breathing but for now out of the fight.

      “Comp’ny, halt!” Haft commanded. The Bloody Axes and Royal Lancers stopped in good order; only Alyline tried to keep going.  Sergeant Prafost grabbed her arm to stop her. 

      “Wait, Lady,” Prafost said. “He has a plan.”

      “What plan?” Alyline snapped. She yanked her arm from the sergeant’s grasp, but held her position. 

      Haft readied his demon spitter. “Can you kill it?” he asked the demon.

      “Zay whatch?” The demon piped. “Gill tha’? Oo grazzy, oo kinol tha’?” Then it added in a mutter, “Givvim dry.”

      “That’s the spirit!” Haft said, and raised the tube to his shoulder. 

      The demon didn’t wait for Haft to signal it, but spat the instant its tube was lined up on the nearest Gobernari Konde. The explosion that could have rendered one man to small globules of flesh, bone, and blood, and torn several more badly enough to kill or cripple them, blew a chunk of flesh out of the monster’s shoulder. The huge beast jerked from the impact, and the decapitating swing it was taking at a nomad missed. While the injured Gobernari Konde looked for its newest assailant, the nomad it had just missed stepped in close and thrust upward with his spear, sticking the spear point deep into the upper part of the monster’s thigh. The monster roared loudly enough to shake the ground for yards around, and looked again for the nomad. 

      “I wanted a head shot!” Haft yelped when the Gobernari Konde had first started looking for him. 

      “Oobs. Zorry abou tha’. Dry aggn.”

      Haft aimed at the monster’s head when it turned its attention back to the spearman who’d just stabbed it. He fired, the demon spat. A great gout of fur and blood and flesh erupted from the creature’s brow, exposing yellow bone. A flap of furry flesh flopped over the eye beneath the head wound, blinding that eye. 

      “That one,” Haft bellowed.” Get that one!”

      The Bloody Axes and Royal Lancers charged, screaming, at the wounded monster. The Skraglanders chopped at its ankles and its legs as high as its knees. The Zobrans held back, seeing that the monster was about to fall over. It thudded to the earth, shaking the ground and knocking men who weren’t ready for the violence of the tremor from their feet. The Zobrans dashed in and plunged their lances into the monster’s chest and neck. It flailed about with its arms and legs, dashing three Royal Lancers and two Bloody Axes to the ground. 

      The Bogart, still smelling strongly of fear, dashed in with a growl and jumped on the Gobernari Konde’s chest. She ripped at its throat with her teeth, exacting revenge for how it and its mates had frightened her. 

      The monster bucked, and arched its back. It spasmed, then fell still with its eyes glazing over. 

      Haft spared a glance for the monster that was already down  

when he and his men arrived, then gave it more than just a glance—it was moving, rolling onto its side, struggling to rise. 

      “Bloody Axes,” Haft roared, “that one!” He thrust his arm toward the struggling monster. “I want to take out its eye,” he said to his demon. 

      “Gittum inna eye. Gottum,” the demon piped. “Amm mee righ.”

      Haft settled the tube on his shoulder and took careful aim. “Is this good enough?” he asked. 

      “Zhood nah!”

      Haft pressed the lever and the demon spat. The monster bucked, and flopped backward with both of its hands clapped to its face, shrieking in agony. 

      The Bloody Axes fell on it, swinging their axes in high arcs down onto the Brobdingnagian beast, hewing away fur and flesh, splattering blood and smashing bones. 

      “Leave it!” Haft shouted when he saw the thing was badly enough injured it couldn’t rise on its own, and would probably bleed to death very soon. He looked around and screamed when he saw the Golden Girl leading the Royal Lancers at a monster that was batting at women and children, and snatching up smaller ones to pop into its huge mouth. Cut off screams and the crunching of the victims’ bones were clearly audible. Deitua warriors lay in heaps around the monster.

      “To the Golden Girl!” Haft roared. He took off at a full out sprint, to reach her before she got within the monster’s reach. The Bloody Axes who could still run raced with him. Fifty yards from the monstrous creature, Haft stopped and mounted his demon spitter on his shoulder. 

      “I’m going for the back of his knee!” Haft shouted at his demon.

      “Nee, zhekk! Zay wen.”

      Haft pressed the lever as soon as he thought he had a good bead on the monster’s knee. The demon spat, and the tube rocked back on Haft’s shoulder. 

      The Gobernari Konde yelped—if a vocalization that loud can be called a yelp—and spun around, slapping at whatever had stung the back of its knee. Nothing was there for its hand to meet, and the momentum of its swing spun it farther than it had meant to go,  

throwing it off balance. It stepped to regain its balance, but its  injured knee buckled and it crashed onto that knee, screaming in pain. 

      “Head shot!” Haft yelled, and aimed again. The demon hit  the beast behind an ear, ripping it completely off, and baring a big section of yellow skull. 

     The Golden Girl struggled to get close enough to the wounded monster to drive her short sword into it, but the Royal Lancers who had never let her get clear of their protection kept a wall of fighters between her and the beast. They took advantage of the Gobernari Konde dropping to a knee to rush in and jab their lances into its chest and neck. It roared out in pain, and swung its arms about, striking several of the lancers and sending them tumbling away. Before it could do more damage to the Royal Lancers, the Bloody Axes reached it and began chopping away, flinging out great gouts of hair and flesh. Massive bones broke under their  onslaught.

      The huge beast whimpered and folded in on itself, too badly  injured to continue its fight. 

      The last monster realized that it was the only one left, and that there were far more people than it could defeat. It began stumbling away, almost as fast as a fast man could run. Only one man pursued it. 

      Tabib was fleeter of foot than he’d shown before now, and quickly closed the distance to the fleeing Gobernari Konde. When he was close enough, he drew the last Phoenix egg from his wrap, cocked it, and threw it at the fleeing beast. 

      The egg landed a few feet in front of the survivor and cracked open. The Phoenix rose out of the egg, unfurling its flaming wings. The monster ran straight into it. The Phoenix was stuck on the huge manlike beast, one of its wings trapped under an arm, flames melting its fur, and the melting fur adhered to the Phoenix’s feathers. Screaming piteously, the creature fell forward, pinning the Phoenix under its body.

      The Phoenix cawed, but its struggles quickly weakened and ceased. It continued to burn for a time, roasting the under-part of the monster that held it down. 

     Deitua warriors ran among the women and children, seeking their own. Women and children likewise ran about, seeking  children or parents, husbands, brothers, fathers. Many of them, far too many of them, didn’t find who they were looking for. Not even the bodies—there was no trace of the ones who’d been eaten.






  







 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      Great Chief Nagusi, with Itzuli at his side, approached Haft.  Nagusi’s hands were empty and spread, as were his translator’s, to show that they were unarmed. Alyline and Tabib stood next to Haft. 

      “You killed the Gobernari Konde,” Nagusi said. “You came to our aid and you killed the Gobernari Konde. Even though we had just  attacked you.”

      Alyline poked Haft in the ribs when he didn’t immediately  respond. 

      Haft shot her a quick glare, then turned his fierce visage on the chief. “We didn’t go to your aid,” he snarled. “We went to save  the women and children those things were killing.”

      “And you killed all four of the Gobernari Konde!” Nagusi said. Itzuli didn’t need to translate the awe in Nagusi’s voice. “No one has done that before. Even Deitua warriors run from the Gobernari Konde.”

      Tabib was almost jumping in excitement. “Those monsters, they were really Gobernari Kondes, really for true?” he squealed. “I had thought, as did all peoples, that they were only legends, not really real creatures! This is so very much too exciting. I must gather samples from the Gobernari Konde to show to other magicians, or they won’t believe me when I tell them of this.”

      “Go,” Alyline snapped at him. He scampered off.

      Haft looked to where bodies were being gathered, Deitua here, Bloody Axes and Royal Lancers there, from both battlefields, where they had fought each other and where they’d fought the monsters. “Only some of your warriors were here,” he observed. 

      Nagusi nodded. “We thought you would be much easier to defeat than you are,” he admitted. “Even then, I thought the two hundred I brought were far more than were needed to kill all of you.” He looked at the growing gathering of bodies and saw that there were many more of his own being stacked than of Haft’s. “I was wrong,” he said softly. “You are indeed great warriors, worthy of the respect of the Deitua clan, and all the other clans of the High Desert.”

      “Why did you have your women and children here?” Alyline  demanded. 

      Nagusi gave her a bland look. “After the battle, they were going to go through the battlefield to make sure that all of you were dead. Then they would strip you of all of your belongings so that we could have them.”

      “Even our clothes?” Haft asked.

      “All of your belongings. Everything,” Itzuli said without bothering to translate Haft’s question.

      “What would you have done with our bodies?”

      Nagusi shrugged and looked away when Itzuli translated the question. His answer was murmured: “There are many scavengers on the desert. They would have fed well on you.”

      “You intended to kill us, strip us, and leave our bodies for the scavengers,” Haft said coldly. His right hand tightened on the grip of his axe.

      Nagusi didn’t blanch at the clear threat. Instead, he stood tall, with his chest out and his head held high. He looked as though he half expected to be killed now. 

      Haft thought the chief of the Deitua wanted to be martyred, or to have his shame at losing this battle to lowlanders washed from his soul by his blood. 

      Haft wasn’t going to give Nagusi what he wanted. “We are going to gather our dead and our wounded,” he said, “and we are going to leave your land as soon as our wounded can travel. If you try to stop us, or to hinder us in any way, we will kill every one of you who  attacks us. And then we will come back with more of our warriors and kill everyone in your clan. Do you understand?”

      Nagusi lowered his head and let his chest sink. He looked at the Deitua dead, and whispered something that Itzuli didn’t translate. It was easy enough for Haft to guess that Nagusi had whispered: “There are too many dead.”

      Then the Chief looked at Haft and spoke clearly for Itzuli to translate. “Go. We will do nothing to hinder you. You have earned the right to leave unmolested.” He turned and marched away,  leaving others to tend to the dead and the wounded. 

 

      Haft stood looking at the lines of dead Bloody Axes and Royal Lancers. Alyline stood next to him, her arms folded over her belly, as though holding it in. A quarter of the soldiers who’d climbed onto the plateau of the High Desert were dead. A similar number were wounded and being tended by Tabib. It would be a couple of days  before all of them were fit enough to be moved toward the coastal plain and return to the caravan. 

      “So many dead and wounded,” Haft said softly. “All because,” he turned his head to look at her, “you thought your musician might be here. If you hadn’t run away to come here, all of these men would  be alive and uninjured today.”

      Alyline flinched as though slapped. She bent over her folded arms and dry heaved. After a moment when nothing came up, she wiped a wrist at her mouth and stood up. 

      “You don’t know, you don’t understand what her musician means to a Djerwolh dancer,” she said. “Or her to him.” She looked at Haft, her expression seeking, although he couldn’t tell whether the seeking was for understanding or forgiveness. 

      “I was ready to die if I had to,” she continued. “I didn’t ask the Royal Lancers to come with me, they chose to.”

      “You didn’t have to ask them,” he said. “You know the Royal Lancers will always go where you go, they will do their best to  protect you, even if it means they will all die.”

      She looked again at the corpses and nodded. “I know.” Her  whisper was almost inaudible. Then more loudly, “I must visit the wounded. See how they are doing, thank them for what they did. Urge them to get well.”

      The Golden Girl spun on her heel and marched off. 

      “You’re going the wrong way,” Haft murmured. “The wounded are in the other direction.” He left the dead to find Balta and Guma, to plan how they were going to transport their wounded back to the caravan—and to decide what they were going to do with their dead. 

 

      The Golden Girl was subdued during the return trip across the wasteland of the High Desert. She stayed near the wounded Royal Lancers, not saying much, but most of what she did say she said to the men who had gone onto the plateau with her. The journey,  to everybody’s relief, was uneventful. 

      “I think they’re watching out for us, making sure nobody comes to attack,” Haft said on the first day of movement back to the coast when Balta pointed out four riders on the horizon, one to each  cardinal point. 

      “So you believe Nagusi when he said he won’t bother us any more?” Guma asked. 

      Haft nodded. “I saw his face when he made that promise,” he said.” He was upset about how many of his warriors we killed. He didn’t want to lose any more.”

      “Don’t forget that he lost a lot of warriors and others to those monsters,” Balta said. 

      Haft nodded again. “Yeah, he did. And we, not his warriors, are the ones who killed the Gobernari Konde. He’s got enough respect for us now that he’s probably afraid. Anyway, yes, I believe he won’t do anything to us. I suspect those outriders are there to warn off anybody else who might threaten us.”

      Guma grunted, not fully convinced. After all, he’d been a  prisoner of the Deitua, been hung up by them to die of exposure. He had a different view of the nomads than Haft did. 

      Haft may have been right about Nagusi’s intent. Certainly, they weren’t attacked or even challenged by the Deitua or anybody else along the way. 

 

      They reached the edge of the plateau in the late morning of the fourth day. It took most of the rest of the day to lower the wounded to the coastal plain. Haft didn’t think it would serve any benefit for them to continue moving during the hour or two they had left  before they’d have to stop to set up a camp, so they pitched camp right where they were. Besides, it would do the wounded more good to get a couple of hours of extra rest than to close the gap by that much. By now the caravan was eight days ahead of them. Even with the wounded, they would be able to go fast enough to reach the train in six days, or even sooner. Small groups always move faster than large groups.

      On the fourth night, the Golden Girl approached Tomitrik, the musician who she’d ignored ever since she got him his freedom, and said one word. 

      “Play.” When he began to play his sothar she walked away, into the shadows where nobody could see her. 

      She had him play again the next night, and again disappeared when he began. The following morning, neither Haft nor anyone else commented on her red eyes. 

 

      “Halt! Who goes there?” a voice called out in Skraggish. 

      “It’s Haft. Who are you expecting?” Haft called back, peering into the trees ahead of his band. 

      “Is it really you, Lord Haft?” the voice said excitedly. A man in the beaded deer hides of the Skragland Outer Guards stepped into the open. 

      “It’s really me,” Haft said, and heeled his mare into a trot to reach the rear guard. 

     “Sergeant of the guard!” the sentry shouted. A short distance away someone repeated the call. Moments later, just after  Haft reached the sentry who’d challenged him, a man with the  pips of a sergeant on his deer hide tabard came through the  trees. 

      “Lord Haft!” the newcomer shouted, and broke into a sprint. He skidded to a halt two paces in front of Haft and saluted, right fist over his heart. “Welcome back, Sir. I’m Sergeant Bortonor.” He turned to the sentry and snapped, “Orszem, find Lord Spinner. Tell him Lord Haft has returned.”

      “Yes, Sergeant,” the sentry now identified as Orszem replied. He turned and ran deeper into the trees. 

      “Is everybody with you?” Bortonor asked Haft as soon as his  messenger left. 

      “All who are alive,” Haft said. 

      Bortonor nodded, understanding that Haft meant they’d lost men killed, and was not surprised by the losses. 

      “Lord Haft!” Lieutenant Eber, the commander of the Outer Guards arrived. “Welcome back, Sir.” He looked past Haft at the people behind him and at his sides. “I see Lady Alyline has returned with you. And most of the Bloody Axes and Royal Lancers.” A long-time soldier, Eber understood that men get killed when they go in harm’s way. This was not the time to dwell on the casualties. “I will escort you to the heart of our bivouac.” He saluted the litter cases and the wounded who were well enough to ride horses. “The clinic is along the way. Our healers are well set up to take care of your wounded.”

 

      The command group, lacking only Silent who was still off on a reconnaissance with Wolf, was seated in a circle in front of the elaborate tent that Spinner shared with Haft. They’d just finished their evening repast—a routine route-meal for most, a sumptuous feast for the few who’d rejoined the caravan just a couple of hours earlier. 

      Nightbird, the healing witch from Bostia who was in charge of the healers and the daily clinic, arrived from overseeing the tending of the wounded Bloody Axes and Royal Lancers who’d been given over to her care on their return from the High Desert. Although she wasn’t normally a member of the command group, she served  herself some stew and bread from the trestle table that was set to the side, and settled into the circle. 

      “Spinner,” she said between bites, “you picked a good one when you sent Tabib to join Haft. When I look at the injuries on the men in the clinic, I can only be impressed at how well their healing is coming along. They’ll be able to return to duty fairly soon. And the men who have already healed from their injuries, well, Tabib did an excellent job on them as well.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Spinner said. He didn’t add the obvious, We might need every fighting man we can muster soon. 

      “And you, Alyline,” Nightbird continued, disapprovingly. “What did you accomplish?”

      The Golden Girl held her head high and looked Nightbird in the eye. “I am a Djerwolh dancer. I am paired for life with my sothar player. If I again hear a rumor that Mudjwohl might be someplace where I can get to him, I will go to find him. As he will for me if he hears I might be nearby.”
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