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Along a genteel Khandarken street, the City was quiet. Dusk was just settling on the small ceremonial gardens cultivated at the front of each imposing formal residence.

Julianne Adjudicator heard thundering on the heavy front door of her father’s respectable home and ran swiftly down the hall from the parlour at the unexpected noise. Beverly, their housekeeper, had already rushed to answer the summons. Two Constables stood in the doorway, the first with an ominous-looking official sheaf of papers in his hand.

“Is Little Harry Adjudicator in?” he demanded officiously. “We have information for him.” He stood ramrod straight, the colour high in his cheeks.

The Old Empire had finally crumbled in upon itself after years of war, rebellion and corruption. New entities had unsteadily risen from the ashes. Khandarken was the most stable new country in an uneasy alliance of states that for the moment held its own against the Emperor’s exiled troops.

The City was the seat of national government, and most of the country's officials resided in this sedate section of the metropolis. Adjudicators, Advisors, even the Leader of the Board of Representatives were established in the elite sections of the largest sprawling borough in the country.

“He’s not here,” Beverly said, anxiously glancing sideways at Julianne standing in the shadows. “Can I relay a message to him?”

“When do you expect him, Ms?” The man looked even more determined.

“I’m not sure. He hasn’t been home for a couple of days, and I’m afraid we've not heard from him.”

He passed the papers forward. “We have a warrant to search the house, Ms, to look for Mr Adjudicator.”

Beverly went pale and faltered back a step. Julianne moved forward into the doorway. “May I see, please?”

The Constable handed her the warrant and stood silent while she tried to read it. She’d seen many legal documents in her young years, as the only daughter of the Chief Adjudicator of the Supreme Court of Khandarken. But the sense of alarm she felt was overpowering her ability to even decipher the words, let alone understand them. He leaned forward and pointed helpfully to a line low on the page. “Right there, Ms. It gives us the right under the authority of the Chief Constable to search your premises.”

She stepped back in a panic as the police entered. The Chief Constable of Khandarken? He was the most powerful man in the police, asserting law and order across the country. Why was he searching for Father? Two more men followed them in, and they spread out, several going upstairs, others down the hall toward the kitchens.

Beverly took her arm and pulled her aside to close the door. “Don’t need to have the neighbours watching,” she muttered. “It’s bad enough with those big military transports parked out front for everyone to see.” They stood together silently, listening to the thud of boots on the floor above their heads.

After a fruitless search, the men reassembled at the front door and the Constable handed her a second paper from his pocket. “This warrant says that you’re bound by law to report to the Chief Constable if your father should appear here again.”

And then they were gone.

~ * * * ~
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That night, as Julianne lay sleepless in her bed, wondering fearfully where Father had gone and if he’d ever return, she heard her stepmother arrive home. Little Harry hadn’t been a great father, but he loved his daughter and tried to protect her after his wife died. Yet when he married Zanata, he’d been infatuated by that witch of a woman, imagining he was getting a new mother for his child.

Julianne had loathed her from the start. The biggest passion of her young life was hatred for her stepmother. As an Adjudicator in the Supreme Court of Khandarken, Little Harry had risen to Chief Judge since the Last War ended. But recently he’d contracted a deadly disease from his philandering second wife and Julianne knew, even before he disappeared, that he was ill.

She heard her stepmother enter her own suite of rooms and presently became aware of Zanata’s voice droning on behind her closed door. She must be on the voicelink. Julianne crept down the hall and into the attic space where her father had installed his listening post. She’d stumbled on it by accident one day, secretly discovering her father eavesdropping on Zanata’s voicelink conversations. Since Harry had disappeared, she’d started her own listening practice, trying to piece together what had happened to her family.

Tonight Zanata was speaking to another judge adjudicator from the Supreme Court, a colleague of her father’s. She recognized his raspy tone.

“So, do we have a deal?” Zanata’s voice was low and warm, enticing over the voicelink.

“Yes, my dear. I think we do. Your case will come before me in a couple of days. I’m sure I can find a way around the charges. You’ll be a free woman again.”

Julianne was astonished. He would dismiss the charges against Zanata? How? What the charges claimed were true. Zanata had contracted mangohrea, a venereal disease that had no cure, and she’d infected the General’s eldest son, Virgil. Virgil Regiment had died of the dread illness, not more than a few weeks ago. It was his father, General Paulo Regiment of the Khandarken military who'd insisted the charges be laid.

Zanata’s sexy laugh flowed soothingly along the sound waves. “That’s lovely. I’m very grateful, as you well know.” She should be, it was astounding that he was willing to do this for her.

“Yah, I do. And I think the exchange is more than fair.” The exchange? What did Zanata have that would pay for such a huge favour from a powerful figure like this judge adjudicator? Surely no man would want a liaison with her, she was the carrier of a deadly disease.

“I’ll bring her to you tomorrow night after the charge is dismissed. She’s a lovely girl, untouched and innocent. She’ll be yours for the week. Not forever mind,” and she laughed softly. Bring whom? Julianne felt her blood run cold. What was this bargain? Who was being traded?

“Her name is Julianne,” Zanata continued, “And she’s beautiful.”

The rasping voice came back. “You don’t have to tell me. I’ve seen her with Little Harry many times. I know exactly what she looks like.”

Julianne didn’t hear the rest. Her numb fingers dropped the listen aid and she sat back in shock. She’d been traded to a colleague of her father in exchange for charges to be dropped against Zanata.

Alarm shot through her, zapping shock into action. She turned to run for her room, but stopped herself before she took the first step. She had to think clearly and not make a foolish move. Zanata was smart and she’d be watching.
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Julianne Adjudicator slogged down the trail through mud that came up to her ankles. Her dark, curly hair hung in a tangled mass around her face, having broken free of the lace she’d used this morning to tie it back. Her boots were filthy, as was the hem of her dress. The tall evergreen trees pressed in on either side of her, branches reaching across to make the road dim and shadowed.

It was close to nightfall and she needed a place to rest. The trail was deserted, everyone else having the good sense to find a safe haven before dark. It could be dangerous in the Northern Territories on the roads at night. She startled at a sound behind her, but when she turned there was no one there. Her nerves were playing tricks on her. If only she could find a safe dry spot to bed down. She was very tired and her energy was low. She hadn’t eaten since early morning.

Last night a good-natured farmer had taken her in, and his wife had washed her dress and hung it to dry while she slept on the bench before the fire. Now the hem of her dress was clotted with half dried mud. Her boots were covered in it, wet right through, her socks squishing inside. She shivered under her cloak.

Walking on, she scanned the landscape ahead. Through the brush at the side of the road there rose a dim shape half-hidden in the foliage. Could she be so lucky? Squinting in the gloom, she moved to the side of the track. Yes, there was something there. Gazing around carefully to make sure she wasn’t followed, she broke through the bushes toward the hide roof of a hunter’s hovel. Thorns dragged at her dress and hooked into the wool of her outer garment. She tore herself free and pressed closer. The hut was old and windowless, the roof sagging on one side. The door seemed to be stuck, and she tugged with all her might before it opened partway with a low groan. There was a scurrying rustle from inside, and she stepped back in alarm as a small dignified family of olinguitos, two parents and a baby, tore out through the opening. They hustled across her path and disappeared into the night.

It was pitch black inside the hut and smelled of animal droppings and rot, but she scuffed around with her feet, kicking straw into a pile. Exhausted, she sank down onto it. She’d been running for days and still hadn’t found safety. Closing her eyes, she relaxed and thought of her father. Was he still alive? 

The night she fled the City, she’d gathered some things together along with all the money she could scrounge, as alarm raced down her spine. It had been easy to leave. Her ident was good and the maxibuses ran throughout the night into the territories, although less frequently than during the day. She’d caught the transit to the northern hub city of Wymark, where the Governor of the Northern Territory had his office. It had taken three days to reach there.

At the station she’d noticed an ad for a rooming house. When she knocked at the door, a plump matronly woman, face flushed, welcomed her in. 

“Yes, Ms. I have a room ready. How many nights will you be staying?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” Julianne said. “One or two.”

“That’s fine.” The woman dried her fingers on her apron and reached to shake Julianne’s hand. “Come this way.”

She led Julianne up the narrow stairs and down a gloomy hallway. “I only take two roomers at a time, otherwise it’s more work than I can handle. The garderobe is through there and there’s plenty of hot water.”

“Do you mind if I have a bath?”

The woman waved her in. “Be my guest,” she said, then laughed heartily. “But I guess you are, aren’t you? Dinner is at six.”

Julianne felt herself relax as she settled into the warm water of the small tub and leaned back to soap her hair. It felt so good. If only things could be this easy. Where was she going to go? Should she stay two nights here? She'd had no plan in mind when she fled, just a pressing need to get out of the City and head toward a place where she'd be anonymous. But what could she do? The little money she had wouldn’t allow her to stay at a boarding house for long.

After a luxurious nap, she joined the woman and her husband in the crowded kitchen, feeling much revived. The other roomer was an older man who worked at the transit station downtown. Dinner was basic but tasty and she ate her fill. The matron hustled her house guests into the great room and turned on the infolink.

“Nothing like a little news to make you appreciate what you have.” She bustled around serving bowls of tea and stale biscuits on a plate. Julianne was daydreaming, sipping her tea and trying to imagine a future for herself, when a programme on the infolink caught her attention. A series of pictures flashed onto the holograph screen with numbers listed below.

Startled, she glanced at the other boarder.

“It’s the rewards,” he said. “These people have a price on their head. If you know where to find one of them, you’ll make yourself a tidy bit of money.”

Her whole body stiffened. That was her face she’d seen, Zanata must have posted it. And the reward was substantial. Did the other boarder not recognize it? Maybe she’d distracted him at just the right moment or maybe she looked totally different now, lost and terrified.

The next day, after a good breakfast, she’d set off to walk north out of town. Because she wasn’t safe yet.

Now she sighed and rolled over in the straw to get more comfortable. Zanata had spoiled everything. Julianne was to marry the General’s son, Virgil Regiment. It wasn’t a formal arrangement but there had been an understanding between the families. He was supposed to be her husband and now he was dead because of an affair with her stepmother. Everything Zanata touched turned to ashes.

Julianne shuddered in the darkness.
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Morning crept slowly into the hut, with small light seeping in around the warped door. She’d slept late. No wonder, she’d been very tired. And hungry. Rummaging around she found the last stale crumbs of pané in her pocket and put them to her dry lips. It couldn’t be much further to the Sanctuary. From the rumours she'd heard about the place, she would find safety there.

Heaving herself to a sitting position, she heard mice scamper out of the straw around her feet. As a City bred girl, the sound should have been alarming, but with little energy left, her mind simply turned to how to cook a mouse. If she were to catch one, that is.

Struggling onto her hands and knees, Julianne managed to lean on the wall for stability as she pushed herself upright. The Sanctuary. She couldn’t stop now. She was so close. When she got there, all would be well. She’d heard about it once on the infolink back home. It’s where women went to escape their circumstances, to get away from men who beat and abused them, a place where they were safe from the outside world.

She staggered back through the bush to the muddy trail, branches snapping under her still damp boots. In a moment of weakness she stood weaving in the muck as her sight dimmed. Then she placed one foot in front of the other, heading north. She just needed to keep moving.

Around noon a mule and cart overtook her, a small family on board. As they passed, she staggered to the edge of the trail to get out of the way. Instead of continuing by, the wagon stopped. The wife peered over the side of the cart at her. “Where are you headed, girl?”

Julianne glanced up at her in surprise and tried to smile, but the woman’s face was a blur. “To the Sanctuary,” she whispered. “It’s not far now.”

“No dearie. Not far, but you could use a lift I’m thinking. You won’t get there today walking like that. We’re going in that direction. Help her up here,” she said to her husband.

Julianne stared at the big man as he approached, unsure what his intentions were. He waved toward the wagon, and as she turned her head to follow his gesture, he simply grabbed her and tossed her into the back.

The wife scrambled across the boards. “Don’t worry. We mean you no harm. Here you are, dearie.” She held out a crust of bread.

Julianne watched her own hand slowly reach for the food as the woman moved to set it on her palm. “Oh, thank you. So much.” She took a tentative bite.

The woman passed a bottle of watered ale and she drank greedily, nearly emptying the thing.

“You poor lass,” the wife murmured, handing her a lump of cheese. “We’ve picked up more than one girl on her way to the Sanctuary. I hope they take good care of you.” Her expression seemed doubtful.

Julianne slept. When she woke the sun was low in the sky and the wagon had slowed. The wife laid a hand on her shoulder and shook her gently. “We’re here, dearie. You have to go the rest of the way yourself. They don’t let the likes of us in there.”

She sat up in a daze and slid down the boards to the back of the wagon. “Thank you. Thank you, Ms,” she called.

The woman’s mouth was flat. “Good luck. I hope they treat you well.”

Jumping weakly down into the mud of the trail, she stared up at the sign hanging in a tree. Women’s Sanctuary. Caution.

Caution? That seemed odd. Two men stood guard on either side of the path leading through the forest. They wore identical heavy wool shirts, banners across their chests with letters spelling out ‘Sanctuary’. They looked rough but seemed disciplined, armed with rayguns. One approached her, looking her over with great care before turning to grin at his partner. It was such a personal scrutiny of her face and body, the hairs rose on the back of her neck. “Come through,” he finally said, waving her on. “They’ll be waiting for you.”

She nodded and walked unsteadily between the guards. The path was paved with stones, the grass clipped short on either side. Gradually the high stone walls of a compound came into view, the tall gates tightly closed. But a small door set in the sidewall opened as she approached.

A young woman stepped out. “There you are,” she called. “Come right in.” She wore a grey robe of some heavy fabric that moulded to her body as she swayed on the path. Her long brown hair was brushed back on her shoulders, covered by a short shawl fastened under her pointed chin.

“How did you know I was here?” Julianne’s voice shook. She felt light headed and sweat rolled down her back under the grimy dress.

“The guards sent a beltlink message,” she answered cheerfully. “My name is Ailene. Welcome to the Sanctuary. You must be tired. Come through.” She led the way, closing the heavy door and bolting it carefully behind them. Julianne could barely stand. She’d made it to safety and her reserves were exhausted.

“I think I have to sit down.” She wavered on her feet.

“Of course. Come with me.” The young woman took her arm and led her into the first low building. The entry was a small welcoming area with cushioned benches arranged down one wall, light blankets folded in a stack at the end. “Lay down right here. You can rest...”
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When Julianne woke she heard singing in the distance, like a choir of angels. She felt so much better, not nearly as tired. And she wasn’t alone. The same young woman was seated on a bench nearby reading a thin booklet, her robe neatly tucked beneath her legs.

She tried to remember the elements of her plan. Get to the Sanctuary, find safety, then try to find her father. But people were looking for her and she had to keep her guard up.

“Oh, you’re awake. Wonderful.” Ailene beamed, the knot on her head scarf bobbing as she talked. “Now you can have a bath and get cleaned up. What’s your name?

Julianne felt a shot of alarm rush through her body. This was why she had to remember her plan. “Sasha,” she said. “My name is Sasha.”

“Come with me, Sasha. The baths are this way.” Ailene led her through a series of doorways into a beautiful bathhouse with green tiled floors and wash stations placed around the perimeter.

“You begin here.” She pointed to a stand with basin and sponges. “Take all your clothes off. We’ll have them cleaned and pressed for you. Don’t worry, you’ll get everything back. Meanwhile there’s a robe to wear once you’ve washed.” She laughed merrily. “This is just the best place. Use the basin to wet yourself down, the soap is there. Then after you’ve scrubbed, use the basin to rinse. Once you are very clean,” and she chuckled, “you can relax in the warm bath over there.”

Julianne looked where she pointed to see wisps of steam rising from the farthest pool.

“If you find it’s too hot, use the other one. But I like that one myself. Sooo relaxing.” Her smile was contagious. “I’ll come back for you when you’re finished. It will be time for evening sup soon. You’ll be ready for something to eat by then.”

Julianne was floating in the hot pool, more than half asleep when the girl returned for her. “Come along, slowpoke,” she called merrily. “Evening sup is being served. Here’s your robe.” Julianne quickly climbed out of the pool and rubbed the water off, drying her hair hastily on another towel. She picked up the robe, which was surprisingly heavy and had a large S embroidered in yellow down the back. Awkwardly, she tugged it over her head and clipped it at the throat. Her hair was still wet when Ailene gave her a shawl to cover her head and led her down another corridor into the narrow dining hall.

A long table in the middle of the room was set for a meal, with benches lined up on each side. An older woman stood from the armchair placed at the head of the table to welcome them. She was tall with broad shoulders and a stern but kind face. Her robe was of a finer material, more decorative in design, and her hair was uncovered, dark brown with streaks of white twisted into a bun on the back of her head.

Ailene introduced her. “Sasha, this is Sister Three. Sister, Sasha has just joined us today. These other ladies have been here a bit longer than I have. I’m quite new, too.” Two young women near Julianne’s age with short mousy brown hair, wearing the same robe and hair shawl as Ailene, were seated at the other side of the table.

Sister Three pointed to the bench. “Please sit down, Sasha. These are Yvette and Yvonne.” Julianne noticed their distinct similarity, perhaps they were twins. Someone placed a dish in front of her and she inhaled sharply. She couldn’t remember ever being this hungry. It appeared to be stew. “Is it lamb?” she inquired.

Sister Three frowned. “I think it’s mutton, but we never question our good fortune here.”

Julian felt the reproof like a knife, suddenly not as sure of her welcome. “Of course. I’m sorry, Sister.”

Sister put her hands together. “Let us pray in thanks.” The others did the same and Sister Three began. “We thank you, Maa, for your bounty. We thank you, Maa, for your generosity. We thank you, Maa for your kind heart ...”

By the time Sister was finished, the meal had cooled but Julianne didn’t care. Her stomach growled as she began to eat. Yet after only a few mouthfuls it became difficult to swallow, her appetite had fled. She’d gone days without regular meals. Still, she struggled to force down as much as she could. She was going to need her strength.

When the others were finished, Sister Three stood and the girls leaped to their feet, Julianne the last to belatedly rise. “Ailene will show you where you sleep. Good night, ladies.”

The girls immediately sat down again and smiled at Julianne. She smiled tentatively back. “The Sanctuary is quite small,” she said. “I had imagined it would be larger.”

Ailene threw back her head and laughed merrily. “This is just the entry. You’ll see it all, I promise. It’s huge. There are several buildings for sleeping rooms, a gathering pavilion and private apartments. Once you see it, you’ll be amazed. The gardens are endless, with flowers, vegetables and fruit trees. Then there are the animal pens. Just immense.”

She frowned. “You can’t stay there, of course. At least, not at first. First you take your turn here in the entry. Right, girls?”

“Right,” Yvette said as Yvonne nodded. “What brought you here?”

“Well, some people in a wagon dropped me off at the entry path.”

Yvette smiled. “But why did you come, Sasha?”

Julianne flushed. “My stepmother was selling me.”

“Ahh,” the girls nodded in unison.

“Our father decided we should be his wife,” said Yvette. Yvonne nodded again.

“Oh, my goodness. My father would never do something like that.” Julianne was shocked. She wasn’t running from her father, it was her stepmother who was the threat.

Ailene put her head to the side. “My uncle thought I should marry his son, a big bully who already wore out two wives.”

“So most of the women in here ...”

The girls shrugged. “That’s right.”

“Is Maa still alive? I know she’s the leader of the Sanctuary, but the way Sister Three prayed to her it sounded like ...” She stopped at the alarm on their faces.

Yvette replied, her voice low. “Don’t talk about Maa. The walls may have ears. Maa is very much alive. You’ll meet her soon enough.”

Yvonne touched her arm and spoke for the first time. “It’s not all fun. The time in the entry is difficult. I’ve finished my turn, and it’s over now.”

Yvette nodded. “Yes, we both have. But there must always be three women in the entry who know the system, so we have stayed here until someone else came. Now that you’ve arrived I can join the Inner Sanctuary as soon as you’re trained.”

“I see. What do I have to do?”

The girls exchanged looks. Yvonne made a motion with her hand and Yvette continued. “The entry is for anyone seeking aid from the Sanctuary. If it’s a woman who arrives, you’ll do for her what Ailene did for you today. Help her into the women’s entry, let her rest, assist her to get clean and wash her clothes. Bring the doctor if needed. The woman may just leave again when she is feeling better, or she may decide to stay and join the Sanctuary.

“If a man comes seeking aid, it’s usually because he's sick or injured. They’re welcomed as well, of course, but never get to the Inner Sanctuary. They’re bathed in the men’s chamber, the doctor will assist them and when they’re able, they leave.”

Yvonne made another motion, and Yvette frowned. “Not tonight.”

“Yes, tonight. She deserves to know.”

“Know what?” Julianne's gaze moved from face to face as her chest got tight.

“There’s more to the story.” Yvonne spoke low. “You have to earn your way into the Inner Sanctuary.”

Ailene shrugged. “We have guards.”

“Yes, I saw two on the path when I entered.”

“They’re posted around the entire compound. They keep the gangs of dispossessed from storming us and taking over. And they need to be paid. We feed them two meals a day and provide them with clothes.” Ailene halted in sudden confusion.

Julianne nodded. “That makes sense.”

Yvonne added, “And they get to sleep with a woman.”

There was silence.

“All of them? All of them sleep with a woman?”

The three girls nodded. “Not all at once of course, they take turns, but it’s part of their compensation.”

“What woman?” Julianne’s voice sounded faint even to her own ears.

“The latest recruit,” Yvonne said. “I’ve finished that duty and Yvette has as well. The next time it’s Ailene’s turn.” She glanced at Julianne. “You’re the newest woman here, so you’ll be after her.”

Julianne felt sick. The blood must have left her head, because her thinking became fuzzy and disoriented. Yvonne seemed to be saying she’d have to sleep with the guards if she wanted to enter the safety of the Inner Sanctuary. That couldn’t be right, because that was what she’d run away to escape, being traded to a man for payment.
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Abram Farmer was dreaming of home, the warm fires, the comfortable rugs on the floor, the sensation of space and light he always felt at the manorhouse. Farmer Holdings lay in an expansive swath of land in the Southern Territory of Khandarken up against the Adar Silva border. In the dream, his sister Bethlehem had settled beside him on the sofa in the office, teasing him and talking about the day, speculating about what Hannan would serve for dinner.

As he came awake, he felt the sharp pang of loss, of being a long way from home and not knowing when or if he would see it again.

The stabbing pain in his side forced him to roll onto his back on the wool stuffed mattress to ease the pressure. Weeks ago, he and his bodyguard Kerr had been ambushed on the remote trail to Krimen in the Collaros Territory, and he’d barely escaped with his life. He was almost mended now, but only because these tribesmen had taken them in and cared for them so selflessly. And because of Kerr, of course. His guard had spirited Abe out of the middle of the ambush in the black of night and brought him here to the tribesmen's village, barely alive. They had welcomed them and offered shelter

His wound was slowly healing, and he had Ventuzzo’s wife to thank for that. Ada was a little woman, no higher than his chest, quite the opposite of her strapping tribesman husband with his long black hair braided with coloured threads and the fur boots with bells tied to the band at the top. She had nursed and bullied him back to health over the long weeks they’d been here.

It was still dark in the round little hut, but the sun would be up soon. Suddenly he heard the pounding of hooves, shouts and shots in the darkness. Heart leaping in his chest, he started upright on his pallet. He punched Kerr in the shoulder and they rolled to their feet on a surge of adrenaline. Abe felt for his boots in the blackness and grabbed the plasmagun stored at the foot of the bed. Crawling across the hard-packed dirt floor to the entry, he peered outside through the hide flap. It looked like a battleground in the near dawn light.

Two mounted mules galloped past, their hooves inches from his head and three men, by appearance they were dispossessed, ran behind. A couple of the tribesmen’s herd dogs barked and jumped at the mules’ legs. Between the huts, he saw through to the centre of the compound where Ventuzzo knelt by the elder’s home, his ancient weapon levelled at the intruders.

Abe fired off a shot, and one man fell from the back of a mule. Immediately another dispossessed runner leaped into the saddle and swung the animal around to face him. “Abe Farmer,” the rider cried in sudden recognition, pointing at him with his crude spear. A second mounted raider pulled his mule to the side to look back in surprise at the call. “Farmer?”

Abe fired again. More men ran past. He heard the shuffle of movement as Kerr crawled out through the doorway behind him, and saw Grainger, the young tribesman interpreter, and his father coming around the back of the hut across from them, crossbows firing. Another man went down.

Kerr leaped to his feet and ran to pick up a raygun that lay abandoned in the road. He settled it in his arms and rolled in the dirt path, firing as he went. He brought down a mule and his rider, and Abe hit a second runner. The rest of the men turned and fled, leaping between the huts and into the forest on the far side of the encampment.

Abe shook his head to clear it and caught his breath at the shaft of pain through the still raw wound in his side. He staggered unsteadily to his feet. That man knew him? Impossible. Yet he’d shouted his name. Someone was looking for him, he’d heard there was a reward posted on his head.

Kerr still lay in the path, breathing heavily. Abe walked over and squatted beside him. “Did you hear that? Someone shouted my name.”

“Yah, I heard. We can’t stay here.”

“That’s right.” He extended his hand. Kerr grabbed it and struggled awkwardly to his feet.

“Are you hit?” Abe felt his stomach tighten. If Kerr was injured and they had to flee, what chance did they have? Abe’s leg wound had healed fairly well, but the bullet in his side had to be removed with a set of tongs and the wound drained. He was still remarkably weak.

“I figure so.” Kerr gazed down at the hole in his pant leg and the blood leaking onto his boot.

“Get in here, let’s have a look.”

The tribesmen crowded round in excitement, shouting and pointing as they relived the attack. The elder poked his head out of his hut now that the shooting had stopped, then withdrew again. Ventuzzo came over to help prop Kerr up and drag him into his hut. His wife Ada would tend him as she’d tended Abe.

They managed to get Kerr onto a low stool and Ventuzzo lit the lamp. “Ada,” he called and turned toward the bed. Then he let out a cry of shock and anguish, throwing himself on the animal hides, pawing at them and dragging at the body of his wife.

She lay motionless, her face dark with her own blood. There was a small hole in the hide wall above her head. A wail went up, and Ventuzzo tore at his hair.

Abe gazed in shock at the small, loving woman lying dead on the handmade woolen mattress, a gaping wound of anguish opening in his own chest. Do I bring disaster wherever I go?

Grainger’s wife soon arrived and took over the care of Kerr’s leg. The bullet had gone through the muscle, and the hole bled heavily. She bound it for him, plastering it with a poultice of leaves and mud. As the news about Ada spread throughout the camp, the rest of the women arrived in ones and twos, ducking through the doorway and approaching the bed where she lay.

Ventuzzo had stopped talking altogether. Grainger led him away as the women began to clean and dress their friend.

Abe ducked outside through the low doorway and stood tall in the early morning light, watching as the tribesmen bullied one of the captured dispossessed. He wandered over and took the man by the arm. “Do you want to live?” he asked.

The man glanced at him gratefully. “Ah, I can understand you. I can’t understand these mountain men.”

Abe nodded and waved the men back. “Do you want to live?” he said again.

The man dropped to his knees. “Yah. What do you want?”

“I want to know why you’re here.”

The prisoner gazed at him blankly for a moment. “Well,” he shrugged. “Why we always come. We get a sheep to feed ourselves. Now and then, we even get a woman.” He grinned eagerly.

“Do you know who Abe Farmer is?”

He shrugged again and nodded his head. “I know the name. There’s a reward posted for information on him.”

“What else is going on with your men?”

He glanced around apprehensively, then bowed his head. “We’re being recruited,” he said low. “The Young Emperor is hiring men just across the border in Legitamia. He wants his kingdom back, I guess.” He squinted up at Abe. “I only hear rumours, but three of our fellows have left to join him. Don’t know what the plan is. I doubt if he’s paying wages.”

“What about his father? Doesn’t Emperor Aqatain lead his own men?”

“He’s dead.” The prisoner gave Abe a skeptical glance, obviously reassessing his value as a protector. “Aqatain died about a month ago.”

Abe had been out of touch for longer than that. He was surprised how much things could change in such a short time.

“I want your word you’ll never come raiding this village again.”

The prisoner gaped at him, then a heavy flush rose up his neck. He nodded, then nodded again more firmly as resolution seemed to set in “You have it.” His mouth straightened in grim determination.

Abe gave the man back to the herders. “Don’t kill him.”

He and Kerr made their way over to the elder’s hut, where they knew the men would be convening. Grainger saw them enter and waved them to a couple of stools. They sat silently as the men spoke in turn in their tribal language. “I think they’re saying it was the dispossessed searching for food,” Abe whispered to Kerr.

Kerr nodded but wobbled on his stool.

Abe put out a hand to steady his friend and motioned to Grainger. “We have to leave,” he said. “I don’t know if we were the cause of this attack, but one of the men recognized me. There will be more men coming, we have to go.”

Grainger nodded and spoke for a long time to the elder in the tribal language. After much discussion, he looked back at Abe. “We don’t think you were the cause, Mr. Farmer. The dispossessed attack because they want our women and our sheep. We’ve had to fight them off before. You take the mule you came with, and any weapons you have. We’ll give you food for your journey. May the gods go with you.”

Abe stood and bowed to the elder and to Ventuzzo. “I thank you for your kindness to us, for your care. Ventuzzo, your wife saved my life. My heart bleeds for your loss. She was a good woman.”

Remembering Ventuzzo’s son worked for him as a herdsman at Farmer Holdings in the Southern Territory, he continued, “I will give greetings to your son, and the sad news of his mother when I arrive home.” If I arrive home.
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Abe packed the mule carefully, rifling the clothing and belongings of the men who had died in the raid. There was the plasmagun that he and Kerr had arrived with, and the raygun Kerr had grabbed during the fight. There was ammunition for both weapons and a small cloth bag of polished gem-stones that had fallen out of some raider's pocket. Grainger’s wife packed sheets of pané and dried meat for their journey.

They set out heading north, he walked and Kerr rode unsteadily in the saddle.

As Abe gazed back at the village of round huts, surprisingly peaceful now in the morning sunlight, there was little to remind him of the battle just a few hours ago. Flocks of sheep released from the night pens wandered the fields under the watchful eyes of the young herders who stood guard. The boys ran to bid the men farewell, reaching to touch fingertips as they rode away.

He wouldn’t be alive today without the aid these northern tribesmen had offered. And the children were beautiful, innocent and well meaning. He wondered deep in his heart if one day he might be blessed with children like this. It seemed a far off dream. First he had to survive the assaults against Farmer Holdings, the assaults against himself.

The trail was rough, pitted and wet. The mud slowed them, both Abe and the mule tiring early each day as they made their way across the plains toward the forest and mountains of the border lands. The wound in his thigh would begin to ache about mid-afternoon so he knew he was getting better, but the pain in his side never quit. It was dangerous to stay out on the road after dark, and they sought shelter where they could, in barns or shanties or with groups of other travellers.

Three days along the trail, Kerr was feverish, his silver hair clinging damply to his scalp. His leg was swollen, the skin an angry red around the wound. He groaned when it was touched. Abe pried the bandages off, heated water and washed the area. Kerr writhed beneath his hands, the lines in his face deep and white from pain.

“I don’t know what to do. I’d like to soak it in hot salt water, but there’s no salt. No one we’ve talked to has had anything to offer so far in the way of help.”

Kerr lay on the saddle blanket panting for breath, his face flushed. “We need to get to the Sanctuary.”

“Yah, I’ve heard of that. But I don’t know much about it.”

“The Sanctuary. It’s a place where they’ll take you in and find a doctor. They have medicine.”

“Do you know where it is?” He poured out the wash water.

“It’s east of Wymark, along the perimeter road to Discovery. We might have to ask.”

“Don’t worry, we’ll find it.” Abe’s mouth tightened with determination as he ripped his undershirt into strips to form a bandage. He had nothing to use, no salve or cream. He simply wrapped the leg and sat back.

“Meanwhile, I’ll see what I can do about dinner.” He pulled a wire trap out of the saddlebag. Ventuzzo had given it to him, but it was the small tribal boys who showed him how to identify a rabbit trail. He had no need to trap rabbits at Farmer Holdings. They raised everything they ate in the vast pastures and garden.

He set the snare, then joined Kerr in a nap before he returned to the rabbit run. There was a good sized animal in the noose. Resetting the trap, he used his knife to skin and gut the carcass before taking it back to their camp. Kerr was still sleeping, breathing raggedly.

He lit a fire, put the rabbit meat over it to roast then went back to the trap. Another rabbit. In all he caught three and cooked every bit of meat. He needed provisions so they could move faster on the trail. From the look of things, they didn’t have a lot of time.

He woke Kerr, forced a few mouthfuls into him, and ate the rest of one rabbit. Then he damped the fire. Dusk was gathering and they didn’t need to make themselves a target for those who wandered at night.

He hobbled the mule to graze, settled down beside Kerr, pulled their coats closed and slept.
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Just as dawn broke Abe rose. He wrestled Kerr onto the mule and set out for the perimeter road. It was slow going. The road was deep in mud, the mule could not carry two men, and Kerr was losing consciousness. Abe trudged on. Now and then a wagon and team of mules or horses rattled by. Once an official transport thundered past, spewing huge mud clots from the deep tread of its tall wheels.

A small family went by in the opposite direction, a man, his wife and a young boy, all covered to their knees with mud. The husband carried a sack on his back “Is your father hurt?” the woman asked.

Abe felt a ghost of a smile for the first time in days. “Yes, he’s wounded in the leg.”

“Ah.” She was still staring as they passed.

Toward mid-afternoon, Abe saw a signpost – Discovery 5 miles. Hadn’t Kerr mentioned the Sanctuary was near here? They must be getting close.

Discovery was a small well-built village, no more than some shops and a few dozen neat houses. He tied the mule to a post and checked his passenger. Kerr trembled in the saddle, hanging onto the horn unsteadily with both hands. He could tell the leg was worse, the inflammation clearly visible above the edge of the bandage. His face was flushed with fever and sweat ran down his cheeks.

Abe moved quickly into the ale shop in the middle of the street. There was no one there. He glanced around, then hammered on the table that served as a bar. A man stuck his head through the door at the back.

“I’ll just be a moment.”

He heard muttering and things banging in the back room, then the barkeep emerged and straightened his vest, tying an apron behind his back. “Sorry, sir,” he began before he caught sight of Abe in his dirty and worn tribesmen’s clothes. Then his eyes narrowed. “What do you want? I’ll see your money before I serve you, sir.” He laid heavy emphasis on the last word.

Abe smiled, a simple baring of teeth. “Don’t worry. I don’t have time for service.” He looked longingly at the barrels of ale stacked against the wall but drew his attention back to the barkeep.

“I need information. Is the Sanctuary near here?”

The man seemed startled. “The Sanctuary? Are you a mercenary, then?”

Abe blinked. “No, sir. My friend is injured and I’m seeking help.”

His mouth straightened. “Well, they do give help. Yet, someone here could help you.”

“I need a doctor.”

“Hmm.” The barkeep wiped the table as he considered. “You’ve missed the turnoff. If you retrace your steps a few miles, there’s a trail heading north that will take you there. It’s about an hour, maybe two. There’s a sign at the entrance to their track, hard to miss.”

Abe bowed his head in acknowledgement and stepped back outside. The mule was moving nervously at the side of the street and Kerr had collapsed forward over the beast’s neck. He gentled the animal, tying it more securely to the post. His guard was boneless in the saddle. Taking the laces out of Kerr’s boots, he tied his feet to the stirrups. Then he took off his belt and secured his hands to the saddle horn. They’d get to the Sanctuary as fast as he could get them there.

At the edge of the village, Abe heard someone call out to him. He glanced over to see a cripple at the side of the street. The injured man knelt on all fours, using his hands and the stubs of his legs, both his feet missing. “Alms for the poor,” he called. “Alms for the poor.”

Abe stopped, stunned. He didn’t see beggars any more at Farmerville or even Deep Creek. Since the end of the Last War, they’d put together ways to feed people who needed help in the Southern Territory.

Feeling around, he came up with a gem from the small bag in his pocket and offered it to the fellow. “I’m sorry I have no money to give you, but this is worth something.”

“Thank you, sir.” The beggar became excited
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