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A low pitched hum warned
nineteen year old Nyle Swift that a runabout was flying towards him
and his companions. The space port must have finally realised he
and his two companions had fled west, and ordered their
capture.

One rumour Nyle believed before
he fled Roseworld space port was that the newly arrived robots used
infrared to locate humans. And he had no doubt that a robot would
be on the fast approaching runabout, watching for any hint of
Nyle’s heat signature on the ground.

“Incoming,” Nyle shouted to his
two companions before he dropped to the muddy river bank next to a
fallen tree. He shrugged his backpack straps off his shoulders
before he crawled under the tree trunk. He ignored the smells of
mud and rotting leaves near his face as he reached out to pull his
backpack closer. Then he noticed sunlight covered his left
boot.

He twisted slightly to reach
down and frantically scraped mud away from beside his right leg.
The sound of the approaching craft grew louder, so he dug faster,
not worrying about broken fingernails, or cuts on his hands. He
could worry about infections once the danger was gone.

Suddenly he had enough room to
move his knees and feet further into the shadow of the fallen tree
trunk.

He wiped mud from his hands
onto his face and neck while he searched for his two companions,
careful not to shake any more dead leaves off the smaller
branches.

Nyle could not see twenty year
old Mark Fuller, so assumed Mark was hidden from view.

At least Mark had calmly
plastered mud over his ebony skin when Nyle suggested they stick
close to the river with a ready supply of mud. And later, Mark,
without comment, had placed mud on bare spots when Nyle pointed out
spots where the dried mud had fallen off.

Not like sixteen year old Bill
Thyme, who crewed for old Captain Brown. Why the captain had put up
with Bill whinging all the time, Nyle did not know. Every time they
returned from a pirate run, Bill complained. About the food he ate,
about the length of the trip, about his small share of the
proceeds.

Nyle should have known better
than to allow Bill to flee with him and Mark.

Since they fled, if Bill was
not whinging about blisters on his feet, or how hungry he was, he
was complaining about Nyle ordering him to put more mud on his pale
arms and legs. Most of the time Bill did add more mud to cover his
skin, but Nyle knew there would come a time when Bill would not
comply.

Nyle wondered what Mark would
say if Nyle used his laser on Bill, rather than listen to more
complaints.

“Bloody mud,” Bill mumbled,
while he scrambled further up the bank towards two large bushes,
leaving deep holes where his feet slid before he gained
traction.

Even if Bill hid before the
approaching craft arrived, his tracks in the mud would be clearly
seen.

The low pitched hum grew
louder.

Next moment, about twenty
metres south of where Nyle hid, the tops of bushes and trees both
sides of the river swayed with the downdraft from the craft’s
motors.

Nyle held his breath and waited
while the six seater, gun grey craft hovered above the river.

The craft slowly flew up the
river towards Nyle’s hiding place.

Nyle dropped his head towards
the mud and slowly breathed out. then almost gagged as he breathed
in the smell of rotting leaves and mud.

The craft hovered while it
slowly turned ninety degrees portside. No, if he had any chance of
surviving on Roseworld, he had to think land directions, not ship
directions.

He dared not move to see if
they had spotted Bill, in case they saw him move. He had to wait
for them to land, before he decided if he should wait or flee.

Finally the craft flew north
west, following the river.

Nyle dozed while he waited for
the craft to return.

 


* * *

 


“Wake up.”

Nyle breathed in rotting
leaves, wet earth and the smell of his own body odour before he
opened his eyes. A pair of muddy boots filled his vision. They were
Mark’s expensive calf high, soft ship boots. He would recognise
them anywhere, even covered in mud.

“Get up,” Mark said.

“I need food.” Bill’s voice
came from behind Mark.

Nyle’s stomach cramped
slightly. He also needed food. But he was not whinging about it. He
crawled out from under the fallen tree, and with Mark’s help,
stood.

“You slept long enough,” Mark
said. “And for once, Bill is correct. We need food.”

Shadows from the trees on the
river bank cooled the western side of the river. Nyle guessed it
was two hours passed noon.

“Did the runabout fly back
over?”

“No.” Mark looked at the river.
“Do either of you know how to catch fish?”

Bill flopped down on the bank
and took both boots off. “I need to wash all the mud off.”

Nyle waited until Bill entered
the water, before he spoke. “Mark, do you know how to catch
something to eat?”

“With what? Your laser?” Mark
shook his head, then sighed. He sat in the same spot where Bill sat
to remove his boots. “Might as well wash before I cover myself in
mud again.”

Nyle decided to join the other
two, because he was tired of smelling his own sweat.” He left his
clothes on, and walked into the cool water.

When Nyle had most of the mud
off his clothes and skin, he walked up the bank to the fallen tree
he hid under earlier. One of the branches took his weight, so he
sat and pulled his boots back on.

Mark emerged from the river and
walked on his toes up to Nyle. Mark brushed most of the mud off his
toes, and pulled his own boots back on. “Give me your laser and I
will hunt just beyond the bank. Could flush out a rodent or
two.”

Nyle retrieved his laser from
his backpack and handed it to Mark. “Don’t waste the charge.”

Mark nodded, before he climbed
up the bank and disappeared behind the trees.

Nyle waited for his clothes to
dry, while he though about their predicament.

The three of them were lucky to
flee the port to avoid capture by the bots who somehow landed on
Roseworld without any pirates knowing.

Unless it was Captain
McDougal’s plan that failed. Or McDougal sold them all out to the
navy and knew the bots had landed. Which made no sense, because
McDougal’s parked ship was crushed like all the rest of the pirate
ships at the space port.

And who was stupid enough to
fire at, and hit, a navy spaceship that approached the planet.

Did the navy ship deliberately
aim for and flattened the whole port killing most of the citizens
and destroying all the pirate ships parked at the space port as it
dropped to earth? As well as killing the navy crew? If that was
McDougal’s plan, it made no sense.

Because he could not think of
any answers that made sense, Nyle reaffirmed his decision that
until things settled somewhat, it would be healthier for him to
reach Captain Larkin’s bolthole at the base of the active volcano.
And wait for the rest of the crew to arrive, with or without
Captain Larkin.

While packing a second set of
clothes, and some food, Mark had confided that he had come to the
same decision to reach his father’s bolthole, somewhere north west
of the volcano. As it made sense for the two of them to walk west,
Nyle suggested they keep together. They could hunt for food and
shelter, and when they were close to the volcano, they could part
ways.

Nyle looked at Bill, still
washing mud off his clothes and body.

As far as Nyle was aware,
Bill’s boss, Captain Brown, had a bolthole south, or south west of
the port. Which meant that Bill should be walking south. So he had
agreed for Bill to head west with them until time for Bill to head
south. After a week of Bill’s company, Nyle realised that maybe he
had make the wrong decision.

Nyle looked at the tracks Bill
left when he scrambled up the bank to hide from the searching
craft. It was a wonder the pilot of the runabout did not see the
tracks when he hovered above the area.

If Bill had walked south
instead of heading west with Nyle and Mark, his distinct tracks
would have pulled the searchers away from Mark and himself.

Time to get rid of Bill.

Bill finished cleaning the mud
off and walked up to where Nyle waited.

Before Bill could start
whinging again, Mark called from the bank. “Got something,” Mark
held up his hand.

The largest snake Nyle had ever
seen wriggled and writhed, trying to get away from Mark, even
though its head was missing.

Snake! He supposed it would be
better than being hungry for another day.

“Stay there,” Nyle said. “I
will come up and give you a hand to skin it.”

Nyle picked up a branch, almost
as long as Nyle was tall, and at least an inch diameter at the
narrow end. Sturdy enough to club the snake if Mark dropped it. And
supple enough not to break if he struck the ground with it. He
shook it to remove the last of the leaves.

In fact, if he removed the four
small branches either side, it would then resemble an old willow
stick his grandfather used to discover underground water.

Nyle broke off the small
branches, and used the stick to help climb the bank without
slipping. He studied his tracks and realised he could barely see an
indent in the mud. He would keep the stick for his trek west.

Mark smiled at Nyle’s
expression, as Nyle held the stick out ready to hit the headless
wriggling snake.

“If you don’t want any, I will
eat your portion.” Mark said as he held out the snake. “Hold it
while I get my knife. Don’t want it slithering down the bank and
getting covered in mud.”

Nyle gripped the snake close to
the laser seared neck
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