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Chapter 1





The Fortress










The storm had ceased. Sand drifted in the air, veiling the black-gray sky with a reddish haze.


From the window opening came, again and again from the southern side of the plateau, the sound of a shovel, driven laboriously into the earth and accompanied by the shrill gasping of a woman’s breath.


In the northern corner of the chamber stood a wooden table. Resting steeply against the wall upon it was a broken mirror pane, reflecting a young woman sitting motionless. Her face was emaciated; over her sharply protruding cheekbones fell shoulder-length blond hair.


Her name would have been Therese, had there been anyone left with the ability to pronounce it. But in this world, where only endless deserts, rocky peaks, and dried-up river valleys without vegetation remained, no words were heard anymore. Deep underground, a few springs still trickled. On the surface, however, silence prevailed—broken only by gusts of wind or thunder. No birdcall pierced this dead landscape, no barking of dogs, no hiss of a cat, no bellow of a stag, no buzzing of insects—only the impact of human boots: echoing harshly on stony ground, softly muffled in the dunes—and, at times, the metallic clang of swung tools, wrested from the ruins of a civilization that had sunk into the dust of annihilation.



Therese looked toward the entrance.


There stood Hope, the tallest of the warrior women. Her name, too, remained unspoken. She wore a short dark-green skirt, the blouse of the same color unbuttoned, its ends tied in a knot just beneath her breasts. As the daylight faded behind the thickly shrouded clouds, her dark-brown skin appeared almost black in that part of the room. Hesitantly, she held out a linen sack to her friend.


Therese rose. The stool tipped backward. A wave of dizziness swept over her. She reached for the tabletop. Carefully she placed one foot in front of the other. Once, she staggered. When she finally accepted the bag, her hand was trembling.
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Hope gently slipped an arm around Therese’s shoulders and guided her with a soft pressure out into the corridor.


Suddenly, Therese pulled away again and rushed back into the room.


On the floor mattress opposite the table lay a doll she had only recently clumsily carved from a piece of wood. She bent down to pick it up.


For a while she stared at the toy.


At last, she pressed it to her heart and returned to her companion.


The two of them stepped into the castle courtyard.


The well was sealed with its protective cover, the bucket freshly filled. Beside it lay the hauling chain, carefully coiled in serpentines. Hope dipped the ladle into the water. First she gave Therese a drink, then she drank herself.


Not far from the remnants of the southern wall, five women stood before a pit about four feet long and two feet wide.


Jasmin watched intently as Carmen set down the spade in exhaustion. She was the youngest of the fortress dwellers. Next to the freshly heaped mound of earth lay a pickaxe, with which she had first broken up the compacted ground.
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Lilli and Silvia—both a few years older—smirked. They felt not the slightest impulse to relieve the lowest-ranked one of her task.



Insufferable brat. Always making trouble. She’s earned the hard labor.



Carmen hurled the shovel angrily to the ground.


Jasmin let out a scream.


Carmen flinched.


With a sharp tilt of her head, Jasmin ordered her to continue the work at once. Tiffany, the second-oldest of the women, reinforced the command by advancing on Carmen with a threatening step.


Carmen snatched the shovel back up. Her lips trembled with rage.


Tiffany returned to Jasmin’s side. A breath later, she shifted her position a foot backward.


Jasmin watched the western desert with nervous eyes.


Uneasy, Tiffany followed her gaze. Against the usual protocol, no guard was stationed on the roof at the moment.


Jasmin had decided to accept this risk. The imminent event required the presence of every single one of them. A shared act of solemn participation, she believed, would strengthen the group, which in recent times had shown increasingly frequent and alarming signs of disintegration.


Meanwhile, Therese and Hope had left the well and now stood before the pit.


Carmen tipped the earth from the shovel. The women stared, petrified, at the fresh mound.


There, stuck in the soil, was a single potato.


Carmen was the first to lunge for it.


Therese yanked her back by the hair.


The sack, the wooden doll, and the shovel fell to the ground.


Silvia, Lilli, and Hope began striking at one another.


Tiffany, too, was already springing forward.


But Jasmin yanked her back by the collar. Her mouth twitched in mute despair as she failed to articulate an explanation.



Never do that again. You’ll lose the respect of the young women. If our community breaks apart, the horde down there will have an easy game, she wanted to say.



              But through her emptied ganglia flitted only the shadows of broken consonants, fragments that once had cut across the mighty streams of vowels.           


Jasmin beat her fists against her forehead. At last, she let her arms fall again.


Tiffany lowered her eyes in shame.


The younger fighters, however, had by now shed every inhibition.


Silvia was in the very act of strangling Lilli


Hope drove a hard kick into Silvia’s pelvis.


Carmen caught Therese’s hand and sank her teeth into it.


Therese screamed and let go of Carmen’s hair.


Triumphant, Carmen seized the rotting tuber. But before she could sink her teeth into it, Hope clamped down on her forearm and forced it to the ground.


Therese yanked Carmen back by the hair once more and raised her hand for the final knife-edge blow to her throat.


Like a whipcrack, Jasmin’s shrill scream lashed through the pack of frenzied women who struggled desperately against a tormenting death by hunger.


For the span of a single blink, Therese, Hope, Carmen, Silvia, and Lilli froze in place.


Then they rose in confusion, as if just awakened from a nightmare, brushed the dirt from their clothes, and awaited new orders. Jasmin stretched out her hand, demanding the rotten tuber.


Carmen hesitated. The corners of her mouth twisted downward. At last, she resignedly handed her find to the leader.


Jasmin sniffed at the potato in disgust.


Stupid woman. You’ll die from it. And the rest of you are no wiser.



              With deliberate emphasis, she slapped her free palm against her forehead, then hurled the poisonous potato down into the desert.           


Carmen glared at Therese with hatred.


“Blonde bitch. Thinks she’s the prettiest. Not with that pretty face polished off.”


Therese sensed the threat. In a flash, she blocked her rival’s sudden punch with her forearm and launched a kick at her opponent’s chin.


Carmen threw her fists up in front of her face for protection.


Shrieking, Tiffany leapt between the two fighters, and they broke off from each other.


Jasmin pointed to the linen sack and the doll.


Hope bent down for both objects and handed them to her companion.


Therese’s hands were trembling. She closed her eyes. A memory overwhelmed her.


She lies naked on the mattress. Her head rests in Hope’s lap. The companion gently wipes the sweat from her forehead with a corner of her skirt. Silvia kneels between her spread legs. On the ground stands a bowl of hot water, a knife lying in it. Therese forces the blood-covered tiny infant from her body. She hears a pitiful whimper. When Silvia cuts the umbilical cord, it turns into an angry scream.


Therese opened her eyes again and emptied the contents of the sack into the pit.


The skull of a baby fell in, followed by delicate bones. Not a single shred of flesh clung to them. Everything had been neatly gnawed clean.


The baby had died the night before.


Obeying an inexplicable impulse, Therese had lifted the tiny body for a moment toward the dark sky, as if it held a hidden omnipotence that watched and helped.


But there was nothing. No love. No mercy. Only cold.


Therese threw the wooden doll in after it.


Jasmin signaled to Carmen to fill the little grave with earth.








Chapter 2





The Trap



















At the same time, the young Andreas was running for his life through the desert.


His lips were cracked open, his wheezing breaths stabbing into his lungs like knives. He glanced back.


The pursuers were closing in.
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To his right rose the rock wall of the fortress. Opposite it, to the west, stood a steep mountain. A spiraling path wound upward around it to the summit, only about an ell from the fortress ledge. Suddenly, hope flared in the boy.


Maybe there was help up there. A rope thrown across the chasm.



Andreas decided to try.


No other way out.


A Chinese man led the hunting pack. His former name had been Tchin.


The men wore army boots and worn field uniforms, their camouflage pattern made for meadows and greenery.


Tchin carried a bayonet in his hand.


The rest of the warriors swung lances above their heads. They were made from knife blades wedged into the split ends of wooden poles, tightly bound with thin cords.


Behind Tchin ran the dark-skinned Muhalla, a giant with a shaved skull.


After him came Jan, a sly-looking Slav.


Beside him struggled the Arab, Salim, gasping for breath as he fought not to lose the lead.


Toni, the youngest and least eager of the horde, was spared such ambition.


Andreas veered sharply to the right.


Tchin signaled the troop to cut off the prey from both sides. Muhalla shifted to the right track, falling slightly behind.


Salim pushed past Jan with grim determination. Suddenly he stumbled.


A cloud of dust blurred the outline of the fallen man, as if trying to hide his failure for a single breath.


Grinning, Jan leapt over him.


Tchin stopped and kicked Salim in the rear.


Startled, the Arab jumped up and dragged himself onward.


Tchin watched him with contempt.


Andreas saw Jan’s intention to strike on the right flank. In a flash, he cut again, this time to the left.


Jan raised his arm to throw.


At that moment the ground beneath Andreas gave way—an iron plate, covered with dirt, dropped into a shaft about an ell deep.


Jan’s spear no longer struck the boy.


Instead, the blade drove into the back wall of the pit, from which a pipe jutted. Through it ran a rope, pulled tight and fastened to the metal floor.


Now, beneath the upward-angled tip of an unusually long mast, Andreas hung in a swinging net. From its knots dangled dozens of tin cans, clattering noisily. One of the cans dropped into the hollow below, a small stone rolled across the iron plate.


Dazed, the men stared up at their prey. None of them had seen the massive lever until it suddenly snapped up behind the northern edge of the rock formation
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Tchin shook off his paralysis and jumped down into the hollow.


Near the edge of the pit lay several bent copper pipes, scattered about. The Asian clenched the bayonet blade between his teeth and picked up one of the reddish-shining tubes. It bent easily in his hands. He stamped his foot. The impact of his boot rang with a metallic sound.


Iron floor. Held up only by these soft hollow pipes. Body too heavy.



Tchin climbed out of the hollow again and stepped beneath the trap net.


In front of the rock formation, a boulder man-high jutted from the ground. It narrowed upward into a two-pronged fork.


Pivot.


At the lower end of the crane arm a heavy stone was tied.


Beside it lay a plank and two step ladders. Their legs were fastened with the rope, which disappeared under the sand after a few feet and reemerged from the pipe inside the pit.


Rope. Dragged off with the iron floor. Ladder and plank crash with the counterweight. Treacherous. Cowardly. No fighting spirit.



Tchin looked up at the prey again.


Andreas tried to climb upward to grasp the rope that held the net. But his feet slipped. The clatter of the tin cans grew louder.
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In the castle courtyard, the small grave had meanwhile been filled in again and the earth stamped firm.


The alarm of the trap net tore the community out of their grief.


Jasmin rushed to the southern edge.


The other women followed. For only a single breath they looked down at the trap. Then they reacted in a flash.


Theresa, Hope, and Carmen ran toward the breach between the wall remnants of the northwest bastion, while Sylvia and Lilli headed for the paved square in front of the northeast section of the castle. There, three aluminum ladders lay overlapped in a row, tied tightly together. A long plastic rope was fastened to the front rung, snaking toward the northeast corner of the ruin, where it was knotted to a thick ring of wall.


Tiffany disappeared into the castle entrance. Moments later she stood on the roof.


Jasmin drank water from the ladle, watching closely the actions of the younger women. They had pushed their internal quarrels aside. Now they acted again as a well-coordinated team.


Jasmin sighed and sank into memories.



Just as I painstakingly taught them back then. When they were still children. Together with Tiffany. The goal of turning their different talents into efficient fighting power has been achieved. For the good of the band.


By nature the most aggressive is Carmen. She prefers the knife. Hope has learned to pair her extraordinary strength with cunning guile. Most astonishing is Therese. She needs no blade. Only arms, legs, and speed. A technique she developed entirely on her own—born solely from the fusion of instinct and mind. Incredible.


The three youngest have become her best warriors. The two older girls at least solid all-rounders. Useful for anything. And that too is important. 


Silvia and Lilli carried the aluminum span to the chasm.


Hope pulled it with the rope into a slanting upward position.


Therese and Carmen pushed the base against the edge of the plateau.


Lilli and Silvia tied it to two upright bolts.


Hope lowered the tip onto the opposite mountain peak. The runged path now revealed itself as a dizzying drawbridge.


Therese, Carmen, and Hope crossed over it.








  [image: ]






Tchin leapt up with outstretched bayonet to reach the net. His effort was in vain. The lower meshes were more than two man-heights above the ground. With the tip of his blade he only brushed a tin can, which came loose from its knot and tumbled down.



Tchin shot Salim an irritated glance.


Loser. Messes up everything lately. Grown too old.


Impatiently he signaled to the Arab to give him a leg up.


Therese, Carmen, and Hope left the serpentine path and charged at the horde of men.


Tchin gave them only a brief glance. With obscene thrusts of his hips he moved back and forth, his men answering with hoarse laughter.


Even Toni let out a giggle, though it sounded uncertain.


Tchin planted his left boot sole on the horizontally held spear shaft. With his right foot he stepped onto Salim’s shoulder, his free hand gripping the Arab’s hair.


Then he lifted his lower leg. Carefully he released Salim’s mane and straightened up. Then he cut the net.


Andreas hooked his fingers into the higher meshes of the net and pulled his knees tight to his chest.


In an instant Salim’s face froze in sheer terror.


The three sluts don’t even think of spreading their thighs for a mercy bite. On the contrary. The blonde witch comes flying at my chest, her fighting leg thrust out. Am I dreaming?



Salim was hurled backward with incredible force.


As he fell, Tchin lost hold of his bayonet.


Therese bent for a handful of sand. In that moment she spotted the tin can.


Salim seized his spear and leapt back to his feet.


Therese flung the dust into his eyes.


Desperately Salim tried to rub it from his lids, burning like hellfire.


Therese grabbed the can.


A few steps away Jan and Toni stared, paralyzed, at Hope. She bent down, lifted a heavy boulder with no visible effort, and walked toward Muhalla with a cheerful smile.


Tchin crawled on all fours toward his bayonet.


Carmen leapt on him from behind. She clawed into his graying hair, wrenched his head back, and bit into one of his ears until it bled heavily.


Hope winked playfully at Muhalla.


The two were the same height. Standing so close, they looked like a pair from the same African tribe.


The giant tried to mask his unease with a mocking grin.


Exactly at that moment Hope dropped the stone onto his right boot.


Muhalla screamed.


Salim charged forward, spear lowered.


Therese stepped aside and tripped him as he ran past into emptiness.


Furious, Tchin spun around and around.


But Carmen clung to his back. She unfastened the knot of a black cord strapped around her hips, wound it around Tchin’s throat, and began to strangle the Chinese.


Hope snapped the spear across her right thigh and hurled both pieces away. Then she drove her knee into Muhalla’s groin.


His second scream pierced the marrow of his comrades.


Salim raised the lance with both hands above his head, to add force to the thrust.


In a flash Therese lunged at him and slashed his throat with the jagged tin lid.


Darkness swept across Tchin’s eyes. His knees buckled, and he pitched forward.


Carmen tied the black cord back around her hips, then bent for the bayonet.


At last, a real weapon again, she would have cried in triumph—if she had still been able.


Instead, only a fleeting memory of the lost power of speech surfaced, fading away after a single blink, leaving her bewildered with the images of an event in her past.


Back then she was not yet fully grown. Behind the ruins along the rubble-strewn avenue, where an endless stream of refugees trudged out of the great bombed-out city, she had driven a dagger into the heart of her tormentor.
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