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The Return of the Free


​1: PREY

 


The hooves
thundered beneath him as his horse galloped up the hill away from
the main herd. Shouts followed, but Jenraey was already too far
away, too fast, to hear them. He hunched down behind the neck of
his horse as the wind whistled a song of pursuit past his ears.
Above the noise of the pounding hooves and the tuneless wind, he
whispered a verse to Arrow, a prayer to cajole her to greater speed
across the grassy steppe. Faster, he demanded, faster. He had to
catch this one. He just had to. This time it would be his moment,
his glory. They stormed together up the hill, and then down the
other side. There was shorter grass here, harder earth, better for
the speed of his iron-shod horse. Come on Arrow, take her, take
her!

Jenraey pressed his boots to Arrow’s flanks and
then kicked as he realised the steppe-lion was getting away. Not
again, he thought. Why did he always get it wrong? He had done
everything right, hadn’t he?

No one else had seen the lion as it kept pace
with the herd. He had been watching it for a while, judging the
distance and whether he could get near enough to try a successful
pursuit and a kill with his javelin. The other two dog-warriors had
already taken successful kills of predatory beasts over the last
week. Anad had taken three! That was more than any of the other
hunters with the herd, and Anad was younger than Jenraey’s sixteen
years. His father had told him not to worry, not to be too eager,
it would come. He had tried before, but always his judgment was
wrong—either he set off in pursuit too soon, or his javelin’s range
was wrong and then it was too late. Once he had cornered a wolf in
a thicket, only for Anad to claim the kill.

On the other side of the hill, he could see the
lion scurrying into undergrowth that covered a small stream below,
an erratic gully formed between the undulating hills of the
grassland. Her tail flicked behind her in nervous irritation as she
scampered away from her hunter. Jenraey spurred Arrow down the
hill, taking scant regard of the tussocks of long grass, which
could trip the horse in a moment. Arrow took the descent more
carefully than Jenraey would have liked, but he could still see the
lion—it was moving more slowly now through the difficult brush that
clung to the sides of the stream and formed a low canopy. She was
trying to use the cover to her advantage, hoping to hide or to
prevent him from closing for a kill. Jenraey eased up on Arrow and
let her take the descent as she wished. He would not have a problem
catching up with the lion, but would he be patient enough to tease
her out into the open? He couldn’t leave the rest of the herd for
too long—it would be a hard ride to catch-up with them the longer
he lingered here.

He weighed his options. He could be patient and
wait for the lion to come out, maybe hiding himself and Arrow
somewhere downwind and then ambush her when she appeared when she
was hungry later in the day. Or he could try a throw with his
javelin while on foot, hoping to get her first time with a well
aimed throw. But that was dangerous. If he missed, the lion might
charge out at him and he would only have his sword to defend
himself in close combat where the lion would have the advantage. If
she kept her cool then he only had one other javelin to throw, and
if that one missed or only hurt her slightly he would have to go in
with only his sword to retrieve them. And what was worse, there
would be no-one else there to witness such a dangerous
combat.

When Jenraey and Arrow had reached the stream
he could see the lion still working her way up the gully. There
were rocks further up, maybe there was a cave where she was
planning to hide—even worse for his chances if that was the case.
He wondered if his father would come looking for him, or maybe one
of the other hunters from the herd? He knew his father would have
found a way to get the lion out. But he couldn’t go back to get
him. He had to do this on his own. And if he gave up what would
they think—that he was a poor hunter, or worse a coward?

He paused, wondering if he could hear horses
approaching. Perhaps one of the other hunters was coming? But the
sound faded. Good, he thought. He wanted to do this on his own. He
could do this. The gully between the two hills seemed an
oasis of quiet now, a few birds sang in the low trees by the
stream, singing warnings to each other—two deadly predators stalked
their home that morning. Jenraey paid no head to the birds and
their warning song and continued to follow the lion slowly up the
hill, keeping to the bank over the gully so that he could keep the
lion in view. He managed this, but there was no opportunity for to
throw his javelin. The brush was too dense and he was still at
quite a far range.

A crack, an explosion. A sound like thunder and
lightning on a hot afternoon, but shorter in length. It was sudden
and sharp like a branch breaking. The sound made Jenraey jump so
that he pulled at Arrow’s reins, almost making her rear up in
surprise. Just after, like an echo of the explosive sound, he heard
the lion up the slope in the gully yelp and whimper with pain, and
cough slightly, passing nonchalant judgment on what had happened.
Then silence for a moment. Jenraey looked around, scared, what was
the sound? What had killed the lion so quickly and from such a
distance? Another explosive crack sounded behind him and he heard a
dull thud as something hard hit a small tree ahead of him. Jenraey,
not waiting to see what was behind him, spurred his equally
frightened horse up the slope aiming for the top of a nearby hill
and hoping to find safety on the other side.

A couple more cracks sounded across the small
valley behind him, and suddenly Arrow collapsed beneath him, hurled
him over her head and then threw her dying body on top of him as he
hit the grassy slope ahead. He lay under her, a great pain coming
from his hands and arms, which he had instinctively stretched out
to break his fall. The huge weight of Arrow was above him, crushing
him, her warm blood seeping on to his face as she gasped
erratically, her life flowing out of her. He crawled along the
ground using the leather saddle to pull himself away from her main
bulk towards her head, which lashed about, frothing with blood, her
crazed deathly eyes staring at him. Their eyes locked in each
other’s gaze for the last time. He knew he was screaming, but for
some reason could hear nothing except the sound of Arrow’s gasping
breath. At last he was out from underneath her and scrabbled to his
feet, sprinted away for a few yards only to trip over the long
grass and collapse again. He rolled on his back, breathing hard,
not knowing what to do, realizing that he had stopped screaming. He
willed himself to be calm, to think, to escape.

Jenraey propped himself up on his elbows and
looked to see where the deadly missiles had come from. On the far
side of the valley he saw a small group of men—four only to start
with, and then in ones and twos more joined them from the far side
of the hill. They were approaching from the opposite slope, walking
slowly down the hill, taking care not to slip or trip. The things
they carried must have slowed them considerably, Jenraey guessed.
Thick wooden poles, three foot in length with metal points and
decoration on their top parts and around their middle. Jenraey
wondered if these things had caused the explosive sounds and the
death of the two animals.

What should he do? Call for help? That might
only put the other hunters of his tribe in danger. He could try to
run. Hope that their weapons did not reach him? If they captured
him what would they do with him? He did not want to think of that.
Around the camp fire he had heard many wicked tales of slavers in
the western steppes who, if they captured any Bachyan, would
separate mother from son, rape daughters and brand and beat all who
fell into their hands. Some even said that the slavers dealt with
the cruel Nukushite Empire, sending their unfortunate prisoners to
a fate of dire depravity. What that depravity was, Jenraey had
never found out. Those telling the tales would quieten when they
realised the youth of their listeners, and carry on only in
whispers once the youngsters had been ushered away.

He looked around hoping to see one of his
javelins. But he realized that they were both underneath the dead
body of Arrow and would take too long to extract. He would run. Run
fast and hope to warn the others.

He watched the men with their strange
contraptions coming across the small valley floor. They would be
with him soon, he thought. He had not moved since collapsing on the
grass, so perhaps they had not seen him yet? But Jenraey decided
speed was going to be better than stealth, as they would surely
come and search the area around the dead horse. He sprang to his
feet, turned and sprinted up the hill. As he did so he heard shouts
behind him from the men. He could not understand their words—it was
not Bachyan, or any of the languages that the tinkers and traders
spoke, but he could guess what they said: “stop or we’ll kill you”.
Yet if he did stop would he die anyway?

The first explosive crack did not come for
several seconds, until he was at the top of the hill. It missed
him, but then came another and another in quick succession. He
tumbled over the crest of the hill and dived for cover amongst the
tall tufts of grass. He was safe for the moment. He looked down the
slope, which opened out onto a view of a wide expanse of steppe.
The large herd of cattle that the hunters escorted was in the
centre of the plain below him. Maybe he could keep running, outpace
the men behind him with their heavy burdens, and warn the others
with his shouts. He got up again and started running down the hill.
The firing behind him had ceased, but as he drew nearer to the herd
there were other sounds, now familiar to him. The same sharp
explosive sounds, shouting of men, screams. He could see around the
sides of the great herd, more bunched than normal, the hunters and
other men on horseback engaged in combat. These other men wore
bright blue jackets and seemed to carry smaller versions of the
weapons the foot soldiers carried. As he ran and watched he could
see one and then another of the hunters go down as their attackers
weapons exploded at them, puffs of white smoke drifting away on the
wind as they did so. Then he realized that there were other enemies
on foot, some with exploding contraptions and some drawn up in
lines with long pikes and shields. These footmen did not attempt to
close in on the herd, but seemed to stand as if watching a sporting
event on a festival day.

What could he do? What could he do now to help
the few mounted hunters of his tribe against these hundreds of
their enemies? He felt scared for his father. Would he ever see him
again? He would die that day, if he had not already, and there was
nothing he could do except record that he died a valiant man and
pass that to the ancestor singers of their tribe.

Jenraey had reached the lower slope of the hill
that overlooked the plain. The fighting continued. Sometimes one of
the brightly dressed horse-men would tumble from their mount with a
javelin through him, or one of the hunters would close with his
sword and engage in bitter hand-to-hand combat, but there were so
many more of the enemy. It couldn’t last. He was aware then of the
sound of horse-hooves approaching along the lower part of the slope
to his left, not far from where he stood. Five enemy riders slowly
walked their horses towards him, their shortened firing
contraptions pointing at him. He looked at their pale, beardless
faces, their strange bright outfits and their elaborate equipment.
Jenraey stood and watched them as they advanced, and he did not
run.

 


 


2: SLAVES

 


“Here, cover yourself with my cloak and bundle some of these
rags up your dress—if you look pregnant they might be less likely
...” Jenraey helped the young woman cover herself in the back of
the caged cart. They hardly spoke the same language, understanding
each other by sign language and tone of voice for the most part,
but already they had a strong bond. Jenraey felt protective of this
young woman from a land unknown to him. He had seen how the guards
in the camp had treated her. He knew she had been raped once
already, and now new guards had come to take her away and both of
them were worried that they would start afresh on her.

She looked up at him and smiled. Yes, she did
look like an expectant mother now.

It seemed to work. The guards left them alone
for the journey, but in fact none of the women in the slave caravan
were touched. The guards seemed uninterested. These men hardly
talked to any of the slaves, where those at the camp had seemed to
thrive on constantly abusing their charges one way or another,
whether verbally or physically.

The journey took five nights through
countryside rich in agriculture. They passed fields full of crops
that Jenraey did not recognize. He and the girl, Peta, played games
trying to learn the words from each other’s language of the things
they saw. Jenraey didn’t tell her, but half the time he made up
Bachyan words for what they saw, as he did not know what many of
the plants and animals were.

The first town they entered was to be the last
one as part of the caravan. The four large carts bearing the slave
cages drew into the courtyard of a grand but decaying building of
stone. Large columns ran down each side of the squat rectangular
building and big stone steps led up to the entranceway. Jenraey
gazed at the building. It was like nothing he had ever seen before.
It dwarfed all the other buildings of this modest town, which was
otherwise similar in size and construction to the settler towns of
Bachyan he had visited with his father. The walls of the building
were pock-marked where stone had not been replaced and allowed to
decay. Ivy and other vegetation had started to curl up between the
cracks of the rocks and mask parts of the walls and the columns.
Yet he could still see some faint paintings and carvings decorating
the entranceway to the building. He saw an eagle—flying, and there
a sword thrust through the centre of a set of balancing scales. He
had seen these images together before. His mother had ornaments
that she would lay before her when judging disputes between members
of their tribe—these were the symbols of Ifis the judge of the
gods. “Ifis.” he mumbled.

“Eisphus,” Peta corrected
him.

“Different again in your country as
usual.” Jenraey Smiled.

The guards opened the doors of the cages and
ushered their captives off the carts. But their opportunity to
stretch and feel some freedom was limited. They were quickly lined
up and their arms shackled. “We don’t want you to scare the
customers, young masters,” one of the guards joked in a language
that was not quite Bachyan but was similar enough for him to
understand.

Once all of the slaves were shackled they were
led up the stairs of the decaying temple. Jenraey still kept close
to Peta and they exchanged a nervous glance. Were they to be
sacrificed, Jenraey wondered? He had never heard of such a custom
amongst the followers of Ifis, but maybe here in Nukush things were
different. He did not share this dire thought with Peta. The guards
stood to either side of the steps and pointed their spears and
halberds at the slaves. There would be no escape, especially
shackled as they were. As they neared the top of the steps they
could hear a commotion louder than the centre of Totzdad on market
day. He could hear shouts of command, orders rather than revelry or
pain, the clank of metal shackles and a hubbub of voices in a
cacophony of different languages.

“You. You’re with the labourers.
Know anything of farming? No, alright you’re construction, second
pen on the left. Yes where it says construction! Can’t you read?”
Jenraey glanced in disbelief at Peta, wondering if she was
surprised at being able to understand these people, who used words
different to Bachyan, but ones that somehow he, whose nearest
encounter with other countries was one journey to a market city on
the edge of the steppes, could understand. She smiled blankly at
him. She couldn’t understand, he realised. Was there some link
between these people and the Bachyan, he wondered?

A clean-shaven man, finely dressed in satin and
fur trimmed collar, stood with a tablet and stylus before him
making marks in different places as each slave entered the door of
the Temple of Eisphus, and ordered each one where to go after a
quick appraisal of their build and a few questions as to their
experience and skills. They were to be categorised for different
types work. How would they allot him a role? A hunter and warrior
from the steppes of Bachyan? And Peta? She would be sent somewhere
else surely. The women for the most part either seemed to be
categorised as maids, craft-workers or something called
entertainment.

He felt her arm brush his at her side, and he
looked down at her face. A worried expression and what looked like
moisture at the corner of her eye, and then it was too late. The
guards behind were pushing other slaves on with their spears and
pole-arms and they had to move up the steps for the man with the
tablet to tell them who they were.

Jenraey, with a last glance round, took a step
inside the open doorway of the temple and looked around as the man
gave him his appraisal.

“Young, but with some muscle to you.
What have you done before? Have you worked on a farm?”

“No farming. I know how to hunt, how
to herd cattle and how to fight on horseback,” Jenraey
replied.

“We’ll put you down as a shepherd.
Your strength and bravery can help you defend the sheep from the
wolves,” he said chuckling at what he thought was a good
joke.

“Over there, third pen on the right.
Next!”

Jenraey was shoved forward by a guard towards
his allotted pen. Once reaching the doorway of the temple, the
inside was not what he expected. The floor of the temple seemed to
have disappeared except for a broad walkway that surrounded the
ground below, what looked like the cellar or the crypt below the
temple. This space, about three paces below the surface of the
floor of the building was dotted with thin brick pillars and
separated off by more iron bars that formed pens for over a hundred
slaves. Prisoners must have been arriving here throughout the day
and filling the place up. Each pen had wooden steps that led down
into it and a large painted sign that bore words Jenraey could not
read. Different types of slaves occupied each pen. Women in some,
men in others, always separated. What a way to treat the temples of
your gods. He tried to glance back at Peta, but the guard shoved
him again with the butt of his spear and hurried him towards the
steps that led to the pen of the sheepherders.

The other occupants of the pen did not hold
immediate interest for him and none of them were keen to talk to
him or to each other. They all seemed tired, but on edge, deep in
their own thoughts and worries for their future. Jenraey found a
place to sit in the corner of the pen, trying to get comfortable
against the iron bar in his back. Nothing seemed to happen. More
boredom and fear to add to what he had already experienced since
the time when he was first captured by Nukushite soldiers. He had
tried to count the nights as they passed, to reckon the time he had
been away, but a lethargy had overtaken him so that even that
simple task had seemed too much for him. At first he had been full
of fear and anger at what had happened. These feelings mixed with
sadness, but also a wonder at what he saw of the Nukush. If he had
not been captured he would never have known of some of the wonders
they possessed—their weapons for instance. He thought they must
have powerful magic to help them, but some of the other slaves,
petty-Bachyan from the settled lands around Lake Nadaroul, had
laughed at him when he said that.

He was the only hunter from his herd to be
captured by the Nukush soldiers that day. All the others had died
in combat. Including his father, he guessed. He had not wept. He
did not want his captors to see his weakness, but in his heart he
felt ashamed. He should have died as well.

The Nukush riders took him back to their
encampment and he was amazed at these people with their strange
weapons and customs of war. He was taken first by the foot soldiers
with their strange shooting weapons, his hands were bound and his
mouth gagged. He was marched between two soldiers with another
behind him through the long grass of the valley. He saw the rest of
the soldiers ahead of him. The horsemen had tried to round up some
of the herd cattle, but most had scattered over the hills and would
be lost now. In front and to the side of him the footmen fell into
regular lines, held their pikes or, what he would later learn were
called guns, resting on their shoulders all in the same fashion as
if controlled by a natural instinct or under the spell of magic.
Jenraey wondered at the way they walked. They kept straight lines,
always the same number of men across and always keeping in step
with the men next to them. How silly, he thought. What is the point
of it, will it make them go quicker? Then a group of the horsemen
rode past at a faster rate, and their similar orderliness amazed
him. It even seemed as if the horses tried to make their legs move
at the same time like the men did, surely some sort of dark magic
was at work here.

Their march ended as they came towards a low
square looking hill where he could hear the sound of more guns
firing. Another battle, perhaps another Bachyan tribe were fending
off the Nukush attack from the top of the hill. He wondered if he
would see a successful Bachyan charge that would sweep away the
Nukush soldiers. He kept his eyes focused on the hill to see what
happened. None of the soldiers around him seemed to be worried
about the impending battle, but instead began singing strange, but
happy sounding songs in a dialect he could not make out, but whose
words sounded familiar. As the square hill came nearer he guessed
the reason for their complacency. He saw now that it was some sort
of construction made by man, but one he had never seen the like of
before. What he thought was the straight ridge and corner of the
hill turned out to be earth mounds topped by low wooden walls. At
each corner these walls looked thicker and wider and out of each
pointed a gun much larger than those carried by the men around him.
These weapons were about the same length as him and nearly the same
thickness as his torso.

The explosions he had heard turned out to be
two dozen other foot gunmen taking aim at targets laid across a
field in front of the fort. They were practicing their skill, just
as he and the other young men of the tribe practiced their javelin
throwing by trying to spear tree trunks and posts set up for the
purpose. Inside the fort the tents of the soldiers matched the
orderliness of their marching. Once entering the main gate a
straight lane lead to a large central square perfectly laid out
with white painted ropes marking its edge. On either side of this
lane stood rows of small white tents, enough for perhaps six men
and their equipment. To the right were their stables, basic wooden
posts and beams held a canvas tarpaulin over the heads of more than
a hundred horses, all tethered in straight lines and eating their
hay in a disciplined fashion. Jenraey also saw men doing women’s
work such as cooking, mending their clothes, writing notes in a
record, and setting up shrines for prayer. Did the Nukush have no
women?

He thought that this fort must have been a
permanent settlement, and that the Nukush meant to live there in
their womanless society, making their own laws, cooking their own
food and praying to their gods with no help. But the next day he
was bundled into a wagon with wheels like the settlers used in
their towns. The wagon was enclosed and was empty but for him and
various closed sacks and boxes. Out of a small crack in the back of
the wagon he watched as the soldiers bundled up their tents in neat
packages that they stowed on their backs and took down the whole
fort, piece by piece, leaving only the ridges of earth and the
scorch marks of their campfires to mark their presence for future
travellers.

And now he was in the bowels of a temple penned
in a cage with others, mostly young men like him selected to be
shepherds, although he had only seen a sheep once—a dead one being
cooked at a Viest-tide feast two years ago in Toztad.

He must have fallen asleep. One of his fellow
shepherds was helping him to his feet. “Quickly now or the guards
will spear you.” He wiped the grogginess from his eyes. The
shackles clinked against his chest as he did. The rough iron bands
were beginning to rub and dig into his flesh, probably because of
the way he had slept. His legs ached.

“Come on then, stand in line. We
have a buyer here who wants farm workers—including a shepherd. One
of you lucky devils maybe going home with him today,” shouted a
guard who rattled the bars of the cage roof with his
spear.

Jenraey could not even be bothered to look up.
Did it matter where he went now—he would be a captive forced to
work for another against his will.

“What about that one. The tall one,”
said another man. Jenraey tensed. He was taller than all the others
in the cage.

“As you wish. Alright you, boy,” a
rod wielded by the guard poked his feet. “Look-up!”

“Alright, I’ll take him,” said the
man.

“Good luck,” muttered the slave to
his side who had helped him to his feet earlier.

Jenraey to his amazement was leaving the pen
already. The wooden steps were lowered and with the help of a guard
pulling him up with a mailed glove under one of his arms. He
scrambled up them and out of the cellar of the temple. His new
“owner” stood before him.

“Yes, good, he’ll do. Even taller
than I expected, should be able to stand up to the wolves. Can you
throw boy? Ever used a sling?”

“I’ve used a javelin,” said
Jenraey.

“You’ll master a sling soon enough,”
grunted the man in reply. His owner was a stout man, bald but with
a thick curly beard. He wore a short sleeved jacket, which showed
fat but powerfully thick arms. On the top of each sleeve he wore a
brightly coloured badge of a curious geometric design. Two other
men followed him, obviously servants of some sort, but armed with
long daggers. They too wore the same arm patches on their similar
but plainer tunics. “I’m Igrurius,” said the stout man. “You’ll do
what I say from now on and you’ll get a fair deal from
me.”

“Now I need a seamstress for the
household,” said Igrurius turning to the guard.

“I know one master,” piped up
Jenraey as one of Igrurius’s servants was motioning him towards the
entrance of the temple.

“Eh? One of the girls here? Is she
good or just one of your women from the mountains my boy?” Igrurius
chuckled. “Show her to me. If she caught your eye I’m sure she’ll
be a good addition to the household.”

Jenraey accompanied Igrurius to the edge of the
pen of female household servants where Peta had been sent. “There
she is master, the girl with the brown braids.”

So it was that Jenraey, Peta and two other men
destined to be farm-workers for a rich Nukush lord were loaded into
the back of a cart and their shackles removed. But the two armed
servants watched them closely while Igrurius and the cart driver
sat up front.

Only half a day later and Igrurius announced
that they were nearly at their destination, the house of Jagatai
Kama Gul. Gul was a rich landowner and member of the Nukushite
assembly—a politician by trade and a rich-man by luck, according to
Igrurius, who turned out to be a slave himself, but a most senior
and respectable slave as he ran the household of his master, and
bought and trained all his household slaves. He gossiped
incessantly about the family. “The master and his wife never speak.
He does not favour women, so you are safe young Peta, and his wife
least of all, but that is understandable. Then there is the young
master, a wild one and no mistake, even by the standards of Manat
nobility. Manat is the great city where the master lives. Peta here
will live in his household, but you boys will go to live on one or
more of his estates, probably several miles south of here in the
hills around the River Shan. You will see some of the city. Watch
carefully you may never see its like again. None of you are locals
are you?”

No. They had all been captured from other
nations that the Nukush warred against. Jenraey felt sad that he
would again be separated from Peta, but at least she would have the
comforts of the household to console her. Maybe being a shepherd
would work out. He might find a chance to escape and work out how
to find his way home.

​ Peta started
singing softly to herself as the cart proceeded down the long
straight roads of Nukush. The song reminded him of his mother and
sisters singing over the camp fire back home. He felt a tear at the
corner of his eye. They had such beautiful voices. He remembered
pretending to his friends that he found the old songs boring,
preferring tales of warfare and heroism as told by the warriors of
the tribe. Yet whenever the women sang he always paused to listen,
curled up on his blanket and sometimes closed his eyes to dream. On
the back of the cart he drifted into a deep sleep.

 


 


3. ARRIVAL

 


Seagulls mocked
him from overhead. Their siren call was new to him, who had never
seen the sea before today. Igrurius had taught them the names of
things that they had never seen before. There had been many that
morning, mostly made by the Nukush rather than living things made
by the Creators. The courtyard they now stood in was part of the
city palace of Jagatai Kama Gul, their new master and a prominent
Nukush politician. Igrurius’s explanation of the Nukush political
system had dazzled Jenraey. It seemed much more complex than the
dual leadership of the Bachyan tribes. He wondered how they ever
got anything done.
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