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HAPTER
E
LEVEN

A mile farther down the dirt highway, the convoy found shelter under a copse of small fig trees that blanketed a field. Yasseh led them under the canopy and then pulled around before sliding down from his saddle. Ran rode over and dismounted.

“Couldn’t have asked for a better location.”

Yasseh grunted. “The trees will obscure what they can see. If we light several fires, they may well decide to attack.”

“They will,” said Ran. “But not until they’re sure it’s the right time. By that point, we should already be in position to attack them.”

Yasseh regarded him. “You’re awfully confident this is going to work.”

“I am,” said Ran. “But it’s not mere bravado; it’s human psychology. There’s no way they would ever expect us to do what we’re about to do. They left us a warning, and they probably think that they’ve got us scared now. Presumably, we will do what any other convoy would do in our situation: pull up and form a defensive position as best as we’re able to. They think we’ll rally and try to hold them off when they attack. It’s what most people would do.”

“Not you.”

“Not me,” said Ran. “Of course, it’s not my caravan, but since you’ve agreed to the idea, then it’s important that we do this as quietly as we are able. Surprise is the one thing that will tip the odds in our favor if we find that we are indeed confronting an overwhelming force.”

“I still have a hard time thinking it wise that we shouldn’t leave any sort of security behind.”

Ran nodded. “Let’s put it this way: we need all of our seasoned warriors out there with us. And if you leave some of them behind, not only does it hamstring our efforts, but it makes the other merchants in this convoy lazy. They’ll leave the fighting to the security and never lift a sword to help. If they know they’re out here alone, however, then their survival instincts will kick in and make them fight. That’s another win for us.”

Yasseh patted his horse and secured a feed bag to it. “You certainly seem to know a lot about how humans think.”

“I’ve done a lot of careful observing in my short time alive. Sometimes the simplest things are the hardest to see. What we’re about to do is one of them.” Ran cleared his throat. “Now, I do have one question to ask you.”

“Yes?”

“Are you so certain that coming along is a good idea?”

Yasseh turned to face him. “As you said, this is my caravan.”

“No disrespect intended,” said Ran. “But we are going to have to crawl around in the mountains. Forgive me for saying so, but it doesn’t look like you’ve done much hard scrambling in a long time.”

Yasseh grinned and patted his girth. “I haven’t. Good living makes lazy fools of us all. But I haven’t forgotten my upbringing. Long before I was a wealthy man, I used to have to work like everyone else to find food, and I once survived on my own for several weeks when I got lost in my native land. I can wield a sword as well as any man, too. So while I understand your hesitation, there is no need to worry about me. I will be able to hold my own.”

“I hope so,” said Ran. “Our survival may well depend on it.” He moved off and watched as Gunj directed several of the guards to light up fires. He dispatched more of the merchants to gather wood and place it in piles next to the fires. Their job would be to keep the flames stoked throughout the night.

Ran walked to the edge of the canopy and looked to the sky. The sun was fading quickly in the west. Ran estimated they had perhaps twenty minutes before the twilight would consume them. Perfect, he thought.

Kuva appeared next to him. “We’ve lit the fires. Anyone watching from the northwest won’t be able to see much beyond the glow of the flames.”

“Exactly what we want,” said Ran. “Have the men ready to move out within twenty minutes. As soon as we can use the deepening night to our advantage and steal away unobserved, we’ll be on our way. And make certain that anyone staying in camp moves about, to make it seem like there are still plenty of men in camp.”

Kuva left, and Ran adjusted his swords. He felt for the package of senban concealed inside of his tunic. The flat throwing blades had been wrapped securely so as not to clink against each other. But Ran checked anyway. Better to check and be sure than risk a noise in the night air. Sound could travel for miles given the right conditions. And with the cool bite to the air, Ran had no doubt that any noise could compromise their element of surprise.

He turned back into the dense trees and saw Gunj squatting near one of the fires. The flames lit up his face and cast shadows into the deep crevices that pockmarked Gunj’s skin. The smaller man looked up as Ran approached.

“Yasseh tells me he had a talk with you.”

Ran sank to the ground and found a charred piece of wood that he plucked out of the fire. “We talked. I wanted to be sure he knew what he was getting himself into. This isn’t the sort of thing just anyone can attempt.”

“Indeed. But Yasseh has better claim to come along than others. They did murder his son, after all.”

Ran used his thumb and forefinger to pluck off burned bits from the end of the charred stick. He spat into his hand and rubbed the charred ash into the mixture before applying it around his face.

Gunj grinned. “The moon won’t be up for hours yet.”

Ran smirked. “I’m not as worried about the moonlight as I am other things. Plants and fires from a distance can reflect off of my skin. I’d rather daub it as much as possible than risk giving us away.”

“You’ve done this before?”

Ran shrugged as he applied more of the charcoal camouflage to his face. “I’ve been out in the night before, yes. No big deal.”

Gunj spat into his own hand and started rubbing char on his face as well. “The night is both a hider and revealer of people. It will be interesting to see how your plan works. If it actually does.”

“The only danger,” said Ran, “is if they have scouts out ahead of the main attacking force. They’ll be disciplined and quiet. Trained for exactly the type of thing that we’re going to be attempting. If we blunder into them and they raise the alarm, then our gambit is over before it gets a chance to begin.”

“I’m comfortable working at night,” said Gunj. “The dark hasn’t affected me in quite some time. Not since I was a child and my father made me spend a night out in the woods by myself.”

Ran smiled. They’d done much the same thing at the shadow warrior school back in Gakur. “How long did it take you to get comfortable?”

“You mean once I stopped screaming?” Gunj chuckled. “A few hours. But once I was able to see better, the shadows didn’t look so dangerous. And when I started exploring and seeing how much life there is in the night, I actually grew more and more curious about the nocturnal hours. So much so, I kept going out at night. My father realized his plan had somewhat not produced the results he was looking for. Or rather, it did, but then it went far beyond.”

“And here we are.”

“Indeed,” said Gunj. He stood and glanced around. The twilight was drawing down upon the encampment. “We should get ready to leave as soon as possible.”

Ran nodded. He made sure the other members of their small raiding force blacked out their faces. Yasseh saw what they were doing and immediately helped himself to some of the charcoal mixture, streaking his face with it. He turned to Ran.

“How does it look?”

“Fine,” said Ran. “You don’t have to make any sort of pattern, just be sure that the charcoal breaks up the lines of your face. The darker and less reflective your skin is, the better.”

Yasseh took another few minutes to go over his face once more before nodding to himself that all was well. Ran watched him jam a curved saber into his belt along with three smaller daggers, each complete with jeweled hilts.

“Wait.”

Yasseh turned. “Is there a problem?”

Ran pointed at the daggers. “Their handles. Those jewels will reflect any sort of light and twinkle as we make our approach. I’m sorry, but you can’t wear them.”

“These knives have been in my family for generations. Seven, in fact. They are as old as they are priceless.”

“I’m sure they are fine weapons,” said Ran. “But you can’t bring them with you. If you do, you risk all of our lives.”

Yasseh frowned. “The problem is with the jewels?”

“That’s right.”

“Very well,” Yasseh pulled out one of the daggers and used its blade to pry the jewels from the handle of the other blade. When he was finished, he used that dagger to pry the jewels from the first.

As Ran watched, the tiny rocks spilled to the ground and laid there until Yasseh scooped them all up and placed them in a small drawstring bag that he tossed to an assistant. “Put those in my wagon.” He looked at Ran. “Will that be satisfactory?”

“You didn’t need to do that,” said Ran. “You could have simply chosen another set of knives.”

But Yasseh held up his hand. “No. These daggers go into battle with me. They have served the men of my family for almost a thousand years. I’m not about to go off into the night without the skill of my ancestors to help me should I require it.” He tucked the blades away again and turned.

Gunj slid up next to Ran. “He is a proud man.”

“I hadn’t noticed,” said Ran with a grin. “In any event, at least he got rid of the jewels.”

“When should we depart?”

Ran looked around. The entire encampment was already swathed in darkness, save for the glow of the fires burning around them. “Now is as good a time as any.” He waved Kuva over. “We’re moving out. Be ready.”

Kuva moved off. Gunj looked at Ran. “He’s big. Possibly too big to move quietly.”

“Agreed,” said Ran. “But what he lacks in finesse he more than makes up for in sheer strength and his ability to instill fear in anyone we come across. Chances are good we’re going to need him when we make contact.”

“I’d rather it was just you and me on this venture,” said Gunj. “We could be there and back within a matter of hours.”

“And what if we ran into a force that outnumbered us significantly?” asked Ran.

Gunj shrugged. “It would be a good death, at least.”

“I’m not anxious to die yet,” said Ran. “I have places to go and a woman to visit in a faraway land. That alone makes me think that dying prematurely would truly be a crime I could never commit.”

Gunj clapped him on the shoulder. “The love of a woman will do that to you. Not a bad thing at all.”

“But you?” asked Ran. “You’re ready to die?”

“Any warrior worth their weight is always ready to die.” He eyed Ran. “Even you. You might say that you don’t want to. You might talk about this woman. But the truth is, you’re prepared to die. We all are. If we weren’t, the gods would have chosen another life for us to lead. We are here for a reason. And if we die in the course of that, so be it. There can be no arguing with one’s destiny.”

“I choose my own destiny,” said Ran. “If the gods don’t like it, I don’t really care.”

“You might anger them,” said Gunj.

“Maybe,” said Ran. “I’d rather take the chance that they get angry with me than live like a sheep being led about by the whims of supposedly divine beings. At least this way, I’m in full control of my life. If that means I die in the process, then I’ll take that chance.”

“You often take chances, Ran?”

Ran smirked in the shadows. “More often than I probably should. But what’s life without risk?”

“No life at all, I suppose,” said Gunj. He rested a hand on his sword. “Shall we?”

They moved to the edge of the canopy again, and Ran saw Kuva, the other guards, and Yasseh already waiting for them. Ran checked the position of his swords again, and then looked at the others, checking them over to see if they wore anything that would glint or otherwise reflect light. Each man’s face had been darkened, and they had also done the same to their hands. Any other bits of exposed skin were also coated with soot to help them blend in to their surroundings.

“All right,” said Ran. “We’ll head out on a northwesterly track. If we’re right, we should come across the bandits before they have any idea that we’re bringing the fight to them.”

“If we’re not lucky?” asked Kuva.

Ran shrugged. “Then we’ll be fighting for our lives before we want to. But I don’t think that will happen. My guess is they’ll schedule their attack for just before daybreak. Bandits are mostly a lazy lot. They’ll want their sleep tonight. And when they go to bed, that’s when we’ll catch them unaware. There will be sentries to deal with, possibly a scout or two out to report on our camp. Let me deal with them. I can make sure to do it quietly. I’ll be at the lead of our column, anyway, so if you see my fist go into the air, that’s signal to freeze and not move.”

Gunj spoke up. “I can spell you as scout if you get tired. I’m fairly adept at night travel myself.”

Ran nodded. “Good, I may need a break. I’ll let you know if I do, and we can switch places.”

“Fair enough,” said Gunj.

“Any other questions or comments?” asked Ran.

There were none, so Ran grinned. “All right then. Let’s get going. Remember, our goal is to get to them before they get to us. These are the bastards who killed Yasseh’s son, Ejul. When the time comes, strike hard and fast. Surprise is our best weapon right now, so don’t do anything to compromise us. It’s better to move slow and quiet than fast and noisy.”

Gunj added, “If Ran or I call for retreat, get out as quickly as you can. We’ll destroy them all if we can, but better to use the element of surprise to our advantage for as long as possible, then escape with our skin intact. We do enough damage without sustaining any, they’ll think twice about moving against us.”

“For Ejul,” said Yasseh quietly.

The other men repeated Yasseh’s declaration. Ran took a final look at them and then they moved out into the night.
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Ran led them out of the canopy of fig trees and across the highway. Once there, they crept up the gentle incline where Ran had spotted the three separate tracks earlier in the day. His goal was to backtrack and use the bandits’ tracks against them. He wished he could have had Ryu circling in the sky, but the falk was sound asleep back in the encampment. If nothing else, it would alert the merchants if Ran’s mission failed and the bandits launched their attack as planned.

He couldn’t think about that now. In the low light, he swept his eyes up and to the northwest, keeping his sight locked on the hill where Ryu had pinpointed the bandits earlier. As long as they made for the hill, they ought to be all right. Ran knelt and brushed his hand over the ground, feeling for any sign that his eyes couldn’t pick out against the dark, rocky ground. He felt a small depression and used his fingers to feel for the edges. Satisfied he was still on their trail, Ran moved again, noting that everyone else had paused when he had. Good, he thought. If they could just keep that up, then there was a chance they’d accomplish this crazy venture.

The incline led them deeper into the hills. Scrub grass swished as they passed by, rustling against the material of their trousers. Ran’s footsteps never made any noise as he picked his way ever upward. But behind him, Yasseh seemed to be having trouble with the gravel and small rocks that littered the ground. Ran frowned, but he knew there was little he could do about it. Yasseh hadn’t been trained as a shadow warrior, and even if he claimed some knowledge of hard living, the fact was he was now far removed from that life. Luxury, Ran thought, had a way of grinding down a man’s edge.

Kuva grunted once and nearly fell. Ran paused the line and moved back.

When he spoke, he cupped his hand over Kuva’s ear. “You all right?”

Kuva nodded. “Slipped.”

“We need to maintain absolute silence as much as possible. Sound will carry in the night, and they’ll hear us coming if we aren’t careful. Can you do that?”

Kuva nodded again, and Ran moved back to his position at the lead. He moved out, making a note of the areas around them that would offer up cover in case of unexpected attack. The ground sloped ever up and down, leading them through small wadis and then through concealed valleys that Ran thought could offer hiding places in case of discovery. They would climb, level out, or sink into a small depression and then reemerge only to climb even higher.

A stiff breeze whistled around them that Ran used to search for any unnatural sounds that might indicate that the bandits were coming toward them. He paused, controlling his breathing as he opened his throat to fully let the sounds of night wash over him, but he heard nothing. At the next high point, he checked their position and found that the hill Ryu had pinpointed was only a fraction closer. He glanced back and saw everyone breathing hard. That was to be expected, thought Ran. Traveling at night in near silence demanded a whole lot more effort than most ever realized.

When he motioned for everyone to take a break, the relief was palpable. Ran sighed and realized that if they kept up this pace, there was a chance they’d never make the hill before daybreak. Ran could do it, of course, but the people he traveled with were simply not conditioned to the duress. Ran waved Gunj over.

“Yes?”

Ran gestured to the others. “They’re moving too slowly.”

“I’m afraid we all are. Even for me, this is quite an effort.” Gunj looked around the barren landscape. “I’d forgotten how much the mountains can rob a man of his strength.”

Ran reflected on the statement. They were more like mountains than actual hills. From the highway, their appearance had been deceiving. Up here, however, the scope of their magnitude was apparent. And taxing. “If we can’t increase the pace, we won’t make it to our goal. It’s that simple.”

Gunj smiled. “You can’t push them any harder than they’re going now and maintain silence. Moving faster will undoubtedly make more noise. It will no doubt alert our foes that we are coming.”

“I know,” said Ran. “Which is why I want you to take over and lead them to the hill.”

“Me? What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to go ahead and move much faster. I can make the distance easily on my own.”

Gunj shook his head. “Is that wise? What if you get into trouble?”

“I’ve thought about it,” said Ran. “But there’s no other real option. If I can get to the hill first and see what things are like, then I can come back and we can either attack or formulate an ambush to take them down.”

“You can move that fast?”

“I grew up in the mountains,” said Ran. “Nehon has a huge range cutting through the country right in the middle. I grew up playing in areas just like this. I’m pretty comfortable moving along at my own pace.”

Gunj glanced back down the line. “Yasseh will not like this change. He may feel that his opportunity to get revenge for the death of his son will be lost.”

“It won’t be,” said Ran. “If anything, me leaving you all will only improve his quest for vengeance.”

“Fair enough,” said Gunj. “You go ahead, and I’ll let the others know when you’re already gone. That way, we can forestall any debate about it.”

Ran put a hand on the smaller man’s shoulder. “Keep to this route and head for the hill like we’ve been doing. If I get into any trouble, you’ll know.”

“How?” asked Gunj.

“You’ll know,” said Ran. Then he turned away and melted over the large boulder nearby, vanishing into the night.

Something moved up ahead of him.

It had been half an hour since he’d left the others behind. Ran had slid over the boulder and then down into the next valley before emerging on the other side at a higher elevation. The breeze blew even harder as it compressed between the two walls on either side of Ran. But the breeze also brought a noise that was out of time with the landscape. And Ran could have sworn he heard the sound of metal on rock. Unnatural.

He slid into the narrow crevice between a rock and the wall of the mountain to his left and waited.

There.

A bit of loose gravel came down past him from the path above. Skittering rocks meant that someone was close.

A shape moved past him in the dark, and then Ran eased out and behind him, coming up quickly as he did so, snaking his arm around the man’s neck and yanking him back and off of his feet. Ran used his body weight to take the man down, and, as he did so, he took all of the man’s weight, controlling it as Ran sank on his knees and brought him into the ground.

Before the man could yell, Ran’s dagger was at his throat. “How many?”

The man’s eyes were wide open as he tried to process just what had happened to him. He shook his head, and Ran pressed the edge of the blade deeper against his neck. “I won’t ask the question again. How many?”

“I’m a farmer,” said the man with a gruffness to his voice.

Ran frowned. He supposed it was possible to work the land around here, but where was the man’s farm? The area was dominated by peaks and valleys, and Ran had seen nothing that look like arable land. He pressed the blade again. “You’re no farmer.”

“I am, I swear it!”

Ran sighed. Had he made a mistake? He used his free hand to rummage through the man’s clothing. He came up with a simple knife but little else. If he’d been a scout for the bandits, wasn’t it likely he would be more heavily armed?

Unless he was ordered to move fast and then report back. Weapons, after all, weighed more. Ran eyed the knife. There was nothing remarkable about it, just a wooden handle around a full tang blade. The edge was sharp, however.

“Where is your farm?” Ran asked next.

The man pointed toward the same direction Ran was heading. “Just a mile over there.”

“And you’re out here late at night why?”

The man stayed silent. Ran nudged him again. “Answer me.”

At that moment, Ran felt him move. In a flash, another blade appeared in the man’s hands. Ran leaned back and away, narrowly avoiding the slashing cut aimed at his neck. As he leaned back, Ran used his legs to kick the man away from him.

Ran came to his feet even as the man launched a new attack. So much for him being a farmer, thought Ran. He backed away, aware that the narrow confines would restrict his movements. In the close quarters, his sword was worthless. Ran used his dagger to ward off the first attack and then cut back at the man. But the man ducked and stabbed in at Ran’s groin. If the cut connected, it would be a fatal wound.

Ran leapt away and then lashed out with another kick. This time he caught the man’s arm and heard a vague pop in the night. The man grunted and shifted the knife to his other hand. Ran hoped that would mean a less formidable opponent.

Unfortunately, his foe was gifted with using a knife in either hand. He came in fast again, slicing back and forth at Ran’s midsection, searching for a killing stab that would end the fight. Ran backed up and then felt his back hit the rock wall behind him.

The man rushed in, sensing an opportunity.

Ran waited until he was fully committed and then pivoted as the knife shot past. As he did so, Ran buried his dagger in the armpit of the man and cut up and in, severing the underside of his arms. Blood seeped out, dark and viscous, and Ran knew he’d managed to mortally wound the man.

The man’s knife clanked as it hit the ground and he sank to his knees. Ran moved next to him. “How many of you are there?”

But the man only stared up at him with vacant eyes and a smile. Ran nudged him once, and he toppled over into the dusty dirt. The scent of blood hung on the air, and Ran knew it would bring scavengers. He dragged the body behind a rock and did his best to cover it up. Then he resumed his trek northwest.

If the bandits had dispatched one scout, there was a good chance Ran wouldn’t encounter anyone else on his journey. At least he hoped that would be the case.

At the next vantage point, he checked his bearings. The hill was perhaps only a mile away. Ran checked his gear to make sure nothing had become dislodged during the fight and then moved off again, using a cross-stepping pattern to ease through the narrow passes that seemed to be springing up around every bend. He shifted his long sword and then paused as another breeze whistled through him.

He heard nothing.

If the bandits had set the attack for just before daybreak, they would most likely be asleep right then. A sentry would rouse them at the prescribed time, and then they would proceed. Ran needed to get there, reconnoiter the camp, and see what sort of force they had. Hopefully, by that point, the other members of his team would arrive, and they could then coordinate together the best way to attack the bandits.

He glanced back, wondering where they might be. Ran had neutralized the only threat he’d seen so far on the trail, so they wouldn’t have to worry about that. Speed was what they needed now. He just hoped they could pour it on and get there in time.

Ran tasted the air. He guessed a light drizzle would be falling by morning. That would make the ground potentially muddy and unstable for fighting. They would need to attack the bandit camp ahead of the rain; otherwise, it would be another thing working against them.

Skirting around more massive boulders, Ran worked his way ever closer to the camp. He sighted an outcropping that looked like it perched high enough to give him a view into the valley beyond, exactly where Ryu had told him the bandit camp lay. As he climbed toward it, he thought about where he would have stationed a sentry to watch over the camp. Not on the outcropping, Ran decided. That would have restricted the man’s movements. Far more likely the sentry was positioned closer to the camp, where he could sound an alarm if anything threatened in the night.

But what was there out in this lonely landscape that would threaten an armed camp of bandits in the middle of the night?

Nothing, thought Ran. At least nothing they had thought about.

Sweat soaked his tunic as Ran finished his ascent and perched himself high overhead. With the cloud cover tonight, he didn’t have to worry about the moon giving his presence away. He sat on the outcropping with his back to the mountain and stared into the valley below.

There.

He spotted the horses first, shifting and moving in the night as they fed and slept in a patch of scrub grass to the left of what looked to be the main bandit camp. Ran allowed his eyes to track right, but he avoided staring at the firelight. Even from his perch, it was substantial. No doubt the cold night air had forced them to create a fire big enough to keep everyone warm.

Ran spotted no tents, just bedrolls filled with people near the fire. He counted a dozen.

Ran smirked. Twelve people was much better than what he’d thought they might find. The numbers could have been easily three times that amount. But this was a good piece of news and very nearly manageable if Ran and his men timed their attack just right.

Where was the sentry, though?

His eyes tracked all over, but he couldn’t see anyone up and moving around. That meant the guard had to be positioned somewhere else. Somewhere out of sight, perhaps. One thing was certain: Ran wouldn’t find him sitting high above the camp.

He slid back down the outcropping and then made sure his tunic hadn’t ridden too far up to expose his various weapons. Ran would need to get close to the camp to be sure of what they were facing.

Down the path he moved, always careful to make sure his feet didn’t send any stones skittering away. He was just about to enter the camp when he sensed movement to his left.

And then felt the cold steel of a blade at his throat.

















        

        
                


            
                
                    
                


                
                    BOOK: Slavers of the Savage Catacombs

                    
                        
                                                                                        
                                                            
                                                            
                                                            
                                                            
                                                        
                        


                        
                            6.6Mb size Format: txt, pdf, ePub
                        

                    


                    
                        
                            
                                
                            
                            Read Book
                        
                        
                            
                                
                                
                            
                            Download Book
                        
                    

                


                
                    ads
                

            


                       
        
            	«
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	...
	17
	...
	22
	»

        

        Other books



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Hotter You Burn by Gena Showalter



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Incorporeal by J.R. Barrett



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Blowback by Lyn Gala



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Final Settlement by Vicki Doudera



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        At Risk by Judith E French



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        It's Good to Be the King: The Seriously Funny Life of Mel Brooks by James Robert Parish



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Dangerous Alterations by Casey, Elizabeth Lynn



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Wolves Next Door by Catherine Vale



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        The Siege of White Deer Park by Colin Dann



    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
        Blue by Kasey Jackson


        
        
    



        
                    

    





    
        
            © 100 Vampire Novels China Edition 2015 - 2024    Contact for me [email protected]                    


                
            
            
            
        

    







    
        
            Our partner

            
                
                
                    Read or Download Book (📜ePub | Pdf | Txt )

                    You must be logged in to Read or Download

                    CONTINUE
                     SECURE VERIFIED

                

            

            
                Close X
            

        

    

    
    