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    -Prologue- 
 
      
 
    McPherson looked odd in a Russian Federation Navy uniform. She was a beautiful woman in her early thirties, wearing her hair up in a bun under a Kontr-Admiral or Rear Admiral military hat. 
 
    She was aboard the Project 09852 Belgorod Special Mission Submarine. It was 583 feet long, approximately fifty feet wide and displaced 30,000 tons fully loaded. That meant the Belgorod was fifty percent larger by displacement than the U.S. Navy’s Ohio-class missile submarines. 
 
    The Belgorod had extra-large torpedo tubes that could launch the new Poseidon Intercontinental Nuclear-Powered Nuclear-Armed Autonomous Torpedo. The Poseidon was sixty-five feet long and six point five feet wide. It was the largest torpedo ever deployed. Many thought of it as an underwater drone instead of a torpedo, it was so huge. 
 
    The Poseidon torpedoes were the reason McPherson had wanted access to the Belgorod. It was why she’d gone to such extreme lengths to obtain impeccable credentials straight from the Russian President’s desk. 
 
    Theoretically, McPherson now had the authority to order a Poseidon launch. 
 
    It had been some months since McPherson had left the underwater dome in the Persian Gulf. That was where the Krekelen Rull had imprisoned her. Worse, Rull had attempted to break her mind through his psi-master pets. She’d barely hung on to her will and sanity. If Jake Bayard hadn’t freed her when he did by threatening to destroy the underwater base… 
 
    Aboard the Belgorod in her private quarters, McPherson scowled and then shuddered in horror. Afterward, her face twisted with bitterness. 
 
    Several months ago, Bayard had chosen that slut Livi the Vegan over her. 
 
    McPherson balled her hands into fists as they shook with fury. She hated Livi, and she’d begun to hate Jake Bayard as well. 
 
    During McPherson’s underwater imprisonment, she’d held out against the psi-masters, knowing Jake would free her. When he did, he’d finally see what a lovely woman she was, and they would become lovers. Instead, the player Bayard had chosen the Vegan wanton he’d met on his journeys to other planets. It must have been exotic times then. Bayard had probably slept with the Vegan witch and fallen under her spell. 
 
    McPherson exhaled, feeling lightheaded and ill. She picked up a handkerchief, dabbing perspiration from her face. She closed her eyes, remembering the torment of the psi-masters as they’d tried to break her mind telepathically for the Krekelens. 
 
    The Krekelens and Terrans—the new name for the secret human group resisting the reptilian shape-shifters—had battled against each other since the beginning of human history, maybe even from before that, in pre-history. 
 
    The battle had intensified lately. 
 
    Was that Jake Bayard the lusting Traveler’s fault? 
 
    McPherson shook her head. She didn’t know. What she did know was that she loathed and hated the Krekelens, Rull most of all. She hated the idea of being a prisoner in the underwater base deep in the Persian Gulf. The psi-masters had mind-raped her down there— 
 
    “They’re going to pay for that,” McPherson whispered. 
 
    She took off the Russian Federation military hat, used both hands to straighten her hair and then set the hat back on firmly. It was time. 
 
    McPherson whirled around and faced the closed hatch. Then, resolutely, she opened the hatch, ducked her head and started for the bridge. She had a pistol strapped to her side. She’d use it if she had to. It likely wouldn’t come to that, as she would collect her Russian bullyboys first to enforce her orders. 
 
    It was time to launch a Poseidon at the Krekelen underwater base on the bottom of the Persian Gulf. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Belgorod wasn’t in the Persian Gulf or the Gulf of Oman beyond the Strait of Hormuz on the other side. It was deeply submerged in the Arabian Sea, which merged into the Indian Ocean. 
 
    The specific Poseidon torpedo had received a few modifications from the Terrans who’d followed McPherson into Russia. The modifications and her latest post did not have the sanction of the larger Terran group. 
 
    McPherson had gone rogue, although no one knew it yet, including those who helped her here. She’d gone rogue because the rebounding in her mind from the psi-master assaults several months ago had built up to an intolerable degree. The rebounding hadn’t driven her mad yet. She still had her cunning. But it had caused inner torment for far too many weeks. She was convinced that destroying the underwater base would relieve her of the torment. 
 
    The point in this case wasn’t how she forced the Belgorod’s crew and captain to obey her order, but that they did. 
 
    The Belgorod in the Arabian Sea launched a massive Poseidon torpedo, doing so at night. 
 
    The torpedo or underwater drone quickly built up speed to seventy knots, or eighty miles per hour on land. 
 
    At this speed, no known submarine or torpedo could catch it. Perhaps if someone received an alert and dropped depth charges or other defensive hardware in its path, they could halt the Poseidon. 
 
    In this instance, the Poseidon continued on its underwater course, with no one being the wiser. Its nuclear power gave it effectively unlimited range. Thus, there was no possibility that it would stop short because of a lack of fuel. 
 
    The special modifications took over, a mini-computer with advanced drives. It steered the Poseidon into the Gulf of Oman and caused the torpedo to dive deeper as it passed through the Strait of Hormuz, negotiating its deepest region of 295 feet. 
 
    Then the Poseidon headed for the Iranian Basin where the Krekelen base was located. 
 
    So far, no one knew about the approaching doom. It was conceivable the Krekelens in the underwater base knew, as they had more advanced technology than the humans did. 
 
    In moments, one of the Krekelen subs left the base and accelerated as fast as it could, heading in the opposite direction as the Poseidon. 
 
    As the sub did this, the torpedo zeroed in on the hated base. 
 
    Krekelen countermeasures—including psi-master-trained sharks with strapped-on explosives—attempted to destroy the torpedo before the warhead detonated. 
 
    Two kilometers from the underwater base, the highly advanced computer realized the countermeasures would destroy the Poseidon in seconds. To counteract the countermeasures, the computer activated the switch. 
 
    The two-megaton warhead detonated. The explosion released massive amounts of heat energy, light and radiation. The heat vaporized large amounts of water, which shot upward as steam. Upon leaving the water, it would spread as a radiated steam cloud that would potentially reach a wide area. 
 
    A giant shockwave and huge underwater bubble caused even more displacement of water. 
 
    A tsunami would appear soon to hit the surrounding coastlines. That would cause severe destruction to buildings and infrastructure and horrible damage to the coasts. 
 
    There was going to be possibly irreparable damage to marine life and coastal ecosystems. Fallout would strike far beyond that. 
 
    In the immediate vicinity, the heat, shockwave and radiation reached the underwater base, obliterating it and all the Krekelens, psi-masters and the other living beings within. It also reached and destroyed the fleeing Krekelen mini-sub seconds later. 
 
    It was a devastating strike against the secret aliens, and proof of the deadliness of Russia’s Poseidon torpedo. 
 
    Aboard the Belgorod far away in the Arabian Sea, McPherson learned the news and knew a moment of peace. 
 
    Elsewhere, however, the repercussions to this nuclear attack had yet to begin. 
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    I was beginning to have my doubts about the latest mission. It was so damn cold all the time and we were so miserably alone down here on the ice plain of Antarctica. 
 
    I’m Big Jake Bayard, by the way, an ex-Marine and Traveler, which means I can travel to other planets in other star systems, at least under the right conditions. 
 
    I was with a larger group known as Terrans, the former witch hunters who’d battled the Krekelens for millennia. We were on our way to the secret subterranean base near the South Pole. 
 
    There were a hundred and eight of us. We hiked across the Niflheim terrain in scores of Bandvagn 206s. Those were ex-Swedish Army vehicles, double-box, hitched, tracked snow-vehicles. 
 
    Each 206 looked like two big boxes linked together, articulated like a ’60s moon-rover toy. Each box or cabin had powered rubber-coated caterpillar tracks, making four altogether. A Bv-206 could maneuver over loose snow—it could even swim, being amphibious for reasonable aquatic crossings. Each articulated tracked vehicle could carry up to 2,200 pounds of cargo or seventeen people, six in the front box and eleven in the rear. 
 
    It was my turn driving our vehicle. 
 
    Livi, my girlfriend, was sleeping in the rear box, heavily wrapped in blankets, no doubt. 
 
    As I’d said earlier, we were in Antarctica. That meant it was cold all the time, mostly freezing and sometimes so cold your piss hit the snow as ice instead of hot liquid. The wind always made everything worse. 
 
    This was one of my most hellish experiences in Antarctica. Sometimes, the wind picked up, swirling loose snow into a blizzard. Visibility became nearly zero then. At those times, we circled our Bv-206s, mimicking a wagon train of the Old West, enduring until the blizzard blew itself out. We would mostly sleep, keeping warm the best we could. 
 
    The point of the expedition was to reach the near-South Pole base camp, the secret subterranean one, and finally take control of the ancient obelisk that sent me to other planets. We’d take over through squatting rights, controlling the subterranean base that no one else in the world knew about except the hidden Krekelens. Our experts would study the ancient hieroglyphics and cave paintings, and study whatever else we could find down there. 
 
    Little Draconians had kept a flying saucer hidden there for thousands of years. Heck, they’d been hidden there themselves in suspended animation. What other treasures were waiting for someone like us to find at the site? 
 
    Good old Qiang was in charge of the expedition. She hated me because I’d caused the death of her only daughter Mei, her only child. An alien Zero Stone used to run Qiang’s mind as well. I’d freed her from it, so she owed me something. 
 
    In any case, our caravan of Bv-206s and snowmobiles had been traveling for thirty days already. The route was a normal one. We’d offloaded near the Ronne Ice Shelf, which was directly underneath the bottom of Chile in South America. After that, we followed the path of the Leverett Glacier, which led to the South Pole. We used that route because it was relatively flat and had a gradual ascent. That made it easier for the vehicles. This was the route that supply convoys and research teams used when traveling to and from the Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station. 
 
    For any of you who are interested, the glacier had been named after W.P. Leverett, an American geologist of the Byrd Antarctica Expedition in 1928-30. 
 
    The Amundsen-Scott South Pole Station, by the way, was a research post located at the geographic South Pole. It was named after Roald Amundsen, the first person to reach the South Pole, and Robert Falcon Scott, a British explorer who’d also led an expedition to the South Pole. The station had been established in 1956 to support scientific research. It was operated by the United States Antarctic Program and was the southernmost continuously inhabited place on Earth. The station served as a base for a variety of research activities, including studies of astrophysics, meteorology, glaciology, and geology. It was also a major logistical hub for scientific expeditions to the surrounding area, including the Transantarctic Mountains and the Ross Ice Shelf. 
 
    Under normal conditions, it would take forty to sixty days to reach our destination. 
 
    We were doing it overland for a multitude of reasons. One, we didn’t have enough big cargo planes to take everything we needed, and we were taking a lot. Even with our one hundred and eight people and multitude of Bv-206s, we would be woefully short of supplies far too soon. A second reason for doing it this way was trying to be inconspicuous, slipping there, so to speak, under everyone’s nose. 
 
    This was the first time the Terrans were attempting to take over this most important and secret subterranean base. 
 
    It had been my idea… 
 
    Actually, it had been Livi’s idea. She was going to help us clear out the base and tell us about anything untoward that we might not understand. That included any hidden Krekelen traps. 
 
    For thirty days, we’d been traveling in two large columns composed of these tracked boxes. We’d hiked over ice and snow, becoming acclimatized to the harsh and horrible weather. A few times, we’d stopped several days to rest. 
 
    I’ve described Antarctica before and won’t go into detail this time. But it was damn cold and that was all there was to it. 
 
    We had weapons, some of them advanced, but hoped we wouldn’t have any problems or have to use our lethal gadgets. 
 
    So far, we hadn’t. There’d been two flybys by heavy cargo planes. Later, a Huey helicopter from the Argentine Air Force had gone past. That had been ten days ago. 
 
    So it was rather surprising when— 
 
    Oh, you want to know what time of day it was. It was light. It was light all the damn time in this place, as it was summer. 
 
    Summer was the only time to travel as we were doing here in Antarctica. In winter, it frankly would have been next to impossible doing it this way. 
 
    One problem with our one hundred and eight personnel was that everyone here belonged to the Terrans. That meant we’d taken people from important assignments in various government or military positions. 
 
    The Terrans were a small organization given what they did and the power they wielded. Removing so many important personnel meant opening up the playing field for the shape-shifting reptilian Krekelens. In other words, this was a risk, a gamble. 
 
    It seemed like a good one, though, to finally take control of the secret base, perhaps finding new alien or powerful, ancient human weapons. It would also allow me to Travel more easily from one planet to the next, knowing my return to Earth would place me back with my people. That meant going from one planet to another would be safer for me. Maybe I’d even find allies over there. 
 
    I’d already learned a lot through my various forays. We now knew about the Institute composed of hairy Homo habilis geniuses, about Livi and her planet in the Vega System. A nuclear war had decimated it and them. We knew about the Shajoks on Tynar in the Canopus System, the Neanderthal-eating Ophidians on Saddoth, the flying saucer piloting and dinosaur-riding Draconians, the Zero Stones and the deadly Chaunt System where the hidden and possibly extinct Anunnaki had lived. The Anunnaki might have built all the teleporting pyramids and obelisks on the other planets. 
 
    Despite Livi and I having been an item for several months now, she’d kept quiet about what it was like on her planet in the Vega System. 
 
    Livi was a secret agent. I was a secret agent, as it were. We were both Travelers, meaning she and I had the genes needed to use the ancient transportation systems. Usually the travel systems looked like a ziggurat, pyramid or an obelisk. 
 
    The one down near the South Pole was an obelisk, having a computer entity on top that controlled it. The obelisk and controller were ancient. Once, the greater system had linked all our worlds, which had been called the Harmony of Planets. That had been shattered long ago, before the Sumerians and ancient Egyptians had built their early civilizations. 
 
    As our files of boxy Bv-206s churned across ice and snow, two big cargo planes flew lower than average toward us. 
 
    I craned my neck and tilted my head, looking out my closed window. Heat was too precious to roll down a window. 
 
    The two cargo planes flew over us: coming so low, they shook my box vehicle. Afterward, each plane made a long turning bank, making it a loop, heading back for us to fly over again. 
 
    I stopped my Bv-206. We all stopped. 
 
    I zipped up my parka and put up my fur-lined hood. Then, I opened the door and stepped onto crunchy snow. The cold slapped my face like a cruel-handed witch. I leaned back in the cab and pulled out a special anti-aircraft tube. 
 
    I needn’t have bothered. The two cargo planes roared over us and kept heading for home. 
 
    Cargo planes, by the way, can be muy dangerous, particularly if they had giant rotary guns or dropped bombs. 
 
    Those two—I squinted at their departing forms. 
 
    They’d had hostile intent. I think I’d seen the markings of the Argentine Air Force on the wings. 
 
    Argentina and Chile both flew missions in Antarctica. The Russians did to a lesser degree, and at times, Americans did as well. Lately, however, the Russians and Americans, who used to be cooperative, were no longer and both flew less than they used to. 
 
    My radio on the console squawked. I’d left the door open. 
 
    I sat inside and shut the door. Qiang was calling, 
 
    “Bayard,” she said, “five Fightinghawks are headed our way.” 
 
    “What,” I said, “Fightinghawks?” She meant McDonnell Douglas A-4AR Fightinghawks. They were upgraded A-4 Skyhawks. “The A-4ARs are more dangerous by far,” I said. 
 
    “What do you think?” Qiang asked, “Are they going to make an attack run at us?” 
 
    “Why would they bother?” 
 
    “I received a disturbing message not so long ago,” Qiang said. “This flight might have something to do with that.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said into the radio, “and you didn’t think to tell any of us about this disturbing message?” 
 
    “I decided it was on a need-to-know basis,” Qiang said sternly. 
 
    “How about telling me now?” 
 
    Qiang didn’t respond. 
 
    I opened the door and looked into the freezing air. Far away, I spied five distant dots. They grew perceptibly larger even as I watched. 
 
    “They’re definitely armed,” Qiang said from the radio. “According to my readings, they’ve activated their weapons systems.” 
 
    I spat an unsavory expletive and tore out of the Bv-206. Crunching across the snow, I hurried to tell Livi. 
 
    She was already up, climbing out of her cab. She was beautiful with dark hair poking out of her hood and with lustrous eyes. Her bulky garments hid her perfect figure and slender legs. With both hands, Livi pitched me a heavy anti-aircraft tube. I’d left mine in the cab. 
 
    “What’s going on, Bayard?” Livi asked in her sweet voice. “Are those attack craft?” 
 
    “Did you listen in on what Qiang was telling me?” Mist puffed from my mouth as I spoke. 
 
    “I did,” Livi said, shaking her head. “Why would they be coming after us?” 
 
    I readied the tube, shouldering it, aiming at the distant, at the enlarged dots. Even as I did, I realized this wasn’t going to be good enough. The tube was for auxiliary craft coming at us, not military-grade weapons platforms like Fightinghawks. I lowered and handed the anti-air tube back to Livi. Then I raced once more across the snow and ice back to my cab. 
 
    Last journey, I’d seen a Homo habilis named Philip in action. He’d been a hundred-pound, five-foot hominid that was supposed to have gone extinct 1.65 million years ago. Homo habilises lived now, and as far as we knew, they were all clones of the Originals. They ran the Institute as I’ve said, and called themselves the First Folk. 
 
    I opened the door yet again—all the warm air must have departed by now—reached in and extracted a special kit, unzipping it. 
 
    From it, I took out a pair of unique glasses, putting them on. I then picked up a phasor, an alien pistol and potent weapon. I’d seen Philip use one and had practiced several times on my own when no one had been watching. 
 
    Now, I looked up into the sky as I activated the special glasses. I zeroed in on the Fightinghawks, using extreme magnification. The bubble canopies on the jets leapt into view. I could see the pilots underneath the canopies adjusting their controls. 
 
    I tapped the edge of the glasses again, running targeting data on the inner lenses. 
 
    The Fightinghawks were armed and spreading out. A red symbol in the lenses told me they were making an attack run. 
 
    Would they just try to scare us? I couldn’t risk that. We were up here on the ice shelf on the Leverett Glacier. Help would be a long way and long time coming. 
 
    Taking off a glove and using my thumb, I activated the phasor. 
 
     As the five jets headed straight for us— 
 
    “They’re launching,” Livi cried. 
 
    Several missiles zoomed from underneath the wings, heading fast at us. They were trying to kill us then. 
 
    I raised the phasor and targeted the first Fightinghawk, pressing the firing stud. A beam of energy lanced the distance, drilling into the pilot’s cockpit, killing him and destroying the jet in a spectacular explosion. 
 
    Despite myself, I grinned. 
 
    This was a nifty and hyper-powerful weapon. There was a phasor rifle down in the Indian Ocean, but that was a different story, one I’ve already told. 
 
    I targeted the next Fightinghawk and destroyed it as well, and then the third. 
 
    The last two veered off, using afterburners to get the hell out of here. 
 
    A flock of small anti-air grenades rose from our Bv-206s to engage the missiles coming at us. 
 
    I targeted one missile, burned it, targeted the second— 
 
    Someone tackled me from behind, throwing me face first into the snow. 
 
    Almost instantly, three powerful explosions shook the ground. Bv-206s blasted into the sky. Men and women began to scream. 
 
    I twisted in the snow and saw Livi staring at me as she clutched my legs. She’d knocked me down, perhaps saving my life as shrapnel had shredded everywhere. 
 
    I scrambled up, picked up my phasor and tucked it away in my parka. I put the special glasses away as well. 
 
    Several Bv-206s burned furiously, or what was left of them. There was far too much blood on the snow. The screams of the badly injured—I’ve always hated that about combat. 
 
    The Fightinghawks had attacked and killed, scratching, it looked like, four of our vehicles and maybe a dozen people. The other two jets— 
 
    I scanned the sky but couldn’t see any sign of them. They’d fled like crazy. 
 
    “Why did they do this?” Livi asked. 
 
    I shook my head. After taking care of the wounded, it would be time to talk to Qiang. 
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    We took care of the wounded, patching them up the best we could, taking them to the medical 206s. We made the wounded as comfortable as possible and then took off. 
 
    Soon, we circled again in a giant wagon train, setting up in clean terrain. Instead of Indians, we had to deal with aerial assaults from the Argentine Air Force. Would the Chilean Air Force strike at us, too? What about the Americans? The Russians? Why not just send a missile to wipe us out, if that was the idea? 
 
    This was the thing in dealing with these situations: trying to figure out if this was international politics or a Krekelen power play. Even more than a nation’s spy service, the Krekelens and Terrans fought a secret war against each other. 
 
    As I’d said before, there were a hundred and eight of us. Well, not as many now, and a few badly injured. The point was the few we had were vitally important. The plan to establish an impenetrable secret base—the most important in the world, as far as Traveling to the former Harmony of Planets—was even more critical than our paltry numbers. 
 
    We set up wagon-train strong points, unlimbering heavier weapons: a missile defense system in case there was another airstrike or someone did launch big missiles at us. 
 
    I tried to get Livi to stay back, as Qiang hated her. Livi wouldn’t have it, though. 
 
    “This involved me,” Livi said. “I want to hear what Qiang is attempting now.” 
 
    I nodded, as that made sense. Livi was stuck on an alien planet as far as she was concerned. Livi and I could have already made it to deep Antarctica many months ago, but I’d convinced her to stay for the reasons I’d stated earlier. That meant she could have been home in the Vega System by now. I felt responsible for her. 
 
    With Livi beside me, we trudged through the snow, heading toward Qiang’s vehicles. The Director had the most, of course, and had the largest security contingent. 
 
    As we headed for Qiang’s 206, five parka-bulky security men cradling heavy machine guns trudged around into view. They watched me closely, with their fingers on the triggers. None of them had pointed a machine gun at me yet. Nevertheless, I knew this was real trouble, not just Qiang being cranky. 
 
    Director Qiang didn’t like me as I’d said. Still, I thought we were allies in this with a similar goal for the good of the group. 
 
    I squared my shoulders and put swagger into my trudge. 
 
    I would’ve liked to take each security man on one on one. They could even line up and charge after I clobbered his buddy. As I said, I was big, strong and combat savvy, be it fist, knife, gun, whatever. I’d been a U.S. Marine and knew my way around with the likes of them. 
 
    But that wasn’t the situation today—I kept telling myself that, anyway. We were dealing with Argentine jet jockeys and the reason for the strike. 
 
    As I approached, Qiang exited her 206. She waddled as much as walked and stepped in front of her security detail. Dressed as she was in parka and scarf, she looked as much like an Eskimo, or an Inuit, as a Chinese lady. 
 
    Qiang wasn’t big. She was more middle sized, maybe ten pounds overweight and in her fifties, Chinese as I’d said. She wasn’t a hag in the looks department and she wasn’t beautiful either. Maybe that was her problem. Maybe men had never treated Qiang right because she wasn’t a beauty and she didn’t have much of a personality. She did have brains, though. And her daughter, Mei— 
 
    I felt a moment of weakness thinking again of Mei, how I’d caused her death. She’d helped me escape from her mother’s vile clutches in a mountain stronghold in Switzerland. Qiang had imprisoned me and tried to strip me of my dignity through drugged interrogation. But Mei had been better than that, freeing me from captivity. 
 
    God bless her soul. 
 
    “Qiang,” I said, “what do you think the situation is? Why did the jets make an assault on us?” 
 
    Qiang’s eyes shifted to take in Livi. “Why is she here?” 
 
    “Because she has a vested interest in this,” I said. “She’s a party of one, a valued ally in case you’ve forgotten.” 
 
    Qiang’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t like that kind of talk, particularly coming from me. 
 
    “We have trouble,” Qiang said. 
 
    “That was what you said before,” I replied. “Now, what’s the big problem? What has happened in the real world to affect us here?” 
 
    “I have just received new data,” Qiang said. 
 
    “While we moved the caravan?” I asked. 
 
    “That is correct.” 
 
    “Okay. What is it already?” 
 
    Qiang hesitated before saying, “It is believed Colonel McPherson caused the incident.” 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “McPherson sent the Argentine jets at us?” 
 
    “Don’t be a dolt, Bayard. McPherson caused an incident. The aftereffects of it resulted in the jets attacking us.” 
 
    I didn’t like being called a dolt, but let it slide—for now. “McPherson is supposed to be taking some R&R.” 
 
    “Yes,” Qiang said, “that is what she was supposed to do, but she did not do that.” 
 
    “We’re on pins and needles here.” 
 
    Qiang nodded sharply and began to describe a Poseidon missile, not a missile, a torpedo, a Russian torpedo. It was a devastating weapon, and it had taken out the Krekelen underwater base in the Persian Gulf. 
 
    As Qiang described that, I closed my eyes painfully. Okay, this was making sense. I never should have agreed to McPherson’s staying behind with Rull while Philip and I left for a journey to the Chaunt System. That had been a desperate mistake on my part. Those Krekelen bastards, those shape-shifting reptilian creeps couldn’t keep their word. They’d told me they wouldn’t do anything to McPherson while I was gone. They’d lied and used their psi-masters on her. When that hadn’t immediately worked, they’d tried to take me out on my return in the floater I’d brought from the Chaunt System. 
 
    “I get it,” I said. 
 
    “I do not think you do get it,” Qiang said. “The nuclear explosion is much more devastating than just the world howling in rage and the Russians desperately backpedaling and trying to say they had nothing to do with it. Obviously, the Belgorod launched a Poseidon. The reason doesn’t matter to the rest of the world. They want blood now and security later. Worse, the Krekelens have been able to maneuver secretly in the corridors of power more thoroughly than ever because we—” Qiang indicated the circled caravan. “Because we have foolishly deserted our posts to follow you on this harebrained scheme.” 
 
    I almost retorted by saying it had been Livi’s idea, not mine. But I wasn’t going to throw Livi under the bus like that. 
 
    “It’s still a good idea to secure the secret base,” I said. 
 
    “No,” Qiang said, “you do not understand. The Krekelens are marshalling the rest of the world under their direction. The nuclear assault in the Persian Gulf has badly affected oil supplies and caused mass fallout. Thousands of buildings in Iran, Iraq, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia and elsewhere are ruined. This is a vast ecological disaster, and it’s shifting the balance of world power. Oil supplies are few so crude oil prices have skyrocketed. There is unrest everywhere, all because of one torpedo, one nuclear blast in exactly the wrong spot.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. You said the Poseidon took out the Krekelen base down there.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with you, Bayard? Have you not been listening? Are you too dense and too stupid to understand what I have just said?” 
 
    “Hold on now. There’s no need to get insulting. I heard you just fine. My point is Krekelens must have been down in the base, right? Those Krekelens are dead now, right?” 
 
    Qiang stared at me, not answering. 
 
    “Look,” I said, “those Krekelens are most certainly dead. That means we wiped out a score of them. That means however many we are here, maybe that many Krekelens were wiped out down there. I doubt the Krekelens have high numbers. That means they’re short-handed, maybe even worse than we are in the corridors of power.” 
 
    Again, Qiang stared at me, saying nothing. I had a feeling that meant she knew I was right. That hardened my resolve. 
 
    “So let’s hold on to our britches here,” I said. “We’ve taken out, or McPherson did, anyway—the colonel took out a bunch of Krekelens. That’s good. I call that a win.” 
 
    “You fool. You white-skinned devil,” Qiang hissed. “Do you not understand? The world is in an uproar, and the Krekelens, the masters of manipulation are uniting them. Surely, Krekelen-manipulated world leaders are marking us out here in this spot as dangerous terrorists. They surely believe that we’re part of McPherson’s cabal. Surely even the Russians are helping them to uncover McPherson’s real identity. That will lead back to us, the Terrans. Do you not understand? You idiot,” Qiang added. “This means the Krekelens are trying to take us out, our entire group. When they do, the Krekelens shall take over completely. Earth will become their plaything, their toy. They will dominate as they’ve attempted to dominate for millennia. Bayard, you’re an idiot and a fool. Why did you do what you did to McPherson?” 
 
    “Now hold on just a minute,” I said, taking a step forward, starting to feel my anger. “A white devil? You’re calling me a white devil?” 
 
    The five security men stepped up, passing Qiang, aiming their machine guns at me. 
 
    I considered taking a step back as the psychic force of their combined will struck mine. Instead, my anger hardened. I put my hand into my parka pocket and wrapped it around the phasor there. 
 
    “I would not do that if I were you,” Qiang said. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You’re thinking about pulling out a weapon.” Qiang gave me a nasty grin. “For the security of us all, I’m going to hold you prisoner until I decide what to do next.” 
 
    “I don’t think you are,” Livi said from behind me. 
 
    I glanced back. 
 
    Livi was using my big brawny body as a shield, though I don’t know how that would help her against the machine guns. The bullets would pass right through me. She was showing them an exotic looking pistol, pointing it from around me. 
 
    “You, Qiang,” Livi said, “will be the first to die if your men shoot Bayard. Are you willing to die, Qiang?” 
 
    Qiang said nothing, though the hatred in her eyes burned fiercely. 
 
    This was a standoff. I don’t know if it was the quintessential Mexican standoff I’d watched in the Westerns of my childhood, but it certainly was a standoff. 
 
    “Hey,” I said, keeping my hand on the hidden phasor in my parka pocket. 
 
    I, too, had aimed it straight at Qiang. I didn’t care to die, but if I was going to die, I was going to take as many of these bullyboys and her with me, Mei or no Mei. Yes, I owed Qiang, but she owed me a little something too for having cured her, healed her, taken the Zero Stone from her vicinity so she could come to her senses. 
 
    “Let’s be reasonable,” I said in a calm voice. “We’re close to our objective. We’ve been on the ice for thirty days already. We’re maybe ten days or less from the base.” 
 
    “You fool,” Qiang said. “Do you understand nothing? They’re watching us. They have satellites on us, no doubt. They could send missiles at any time to wipe us out. No, we must negotiate with them.” 
 
    “Negotiate with whom?” 
 
    “The Krekelens, if need be,” Qiang said. 
 
    “What do the Krekelens want?” 
 
    Qiang didn’t answer but her stare and imperceptible smile—it was hardly there but a moment. It told me the Krekelens wanted good old Jake Bayard, me. 
 
    Okay, so now I knew the situation was much worse than I’d realized. I considered it carefully. A nuke had gone off in the middle of the Persian Gulf. It had probably created… 
 
    I closed my eyes as if in pain, and then opened them quickly. No one had moved. 
 
    I was sure the news agencies of the world had and would use this for their authoritarian masters. Never let a disaster go to waste. The way things had been going lately… 
 
    I nodded. “I’m hearing you, Qiang. Compromise is probably the best solution. Look, you want to go back, you go back. But I don’t want the Krekelens to hold me prisoner, not for all the tea in China.” 
 
    Qiang frowned. 
 
    I grinned. “To make me a prisoner here this moment, you have to die. You want to die, Qiang?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. Her bullyboys looked worried. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “So let’s work together the best we can. Let’s grab the secret facility while we’re here.” 
 
    “And if we cannot reach it for the reasons I’ve already stated?” Qiang asked. 
 
    “We can reach it.” 
 
    “Consider this logically, Bayard. There is no cover of darkness to use. There is no special transportation waiting. It is time to admit defeat in this venture. We must call our assets and leave Antarctica as fast as possible. It’s either that or we make a deal with the Krekelens.” 
 
    “I’m not dealing with them,” I said, “except with a gun pointed at their collective heads.” 
 
    Qiang waved a gloved hand to indicate the vast ice field. “Right now, we’re sitting in the open. In attempting this, in wanting to slip into the secret base, we’ve exposed far too many of us. Yes, we still have many hidden around Earth. They’re holding the Krekelens and the others at bay, to a degree. But there are still too many of us here. Perhaps now is the time to go back and fight, to finish the secret war against the Krekelens while the Earth is in an uproar. You did make one good point. McPherson slew many and important Krekelens.” 
 
    “Now you’re talking,” I said. “Yes, take maybe…half the caravan and go back. We’ll take the other half and keep heading up to the base.” 
 
    Qiang stared at me. She stared some more and I knew calculations were taking place in her cunning mind. 
 
    “Very well,” Qiang said at last. “I will agree to this. If anyone wishes to continue with you, he can go. The rest will go with me. Would you shake on it, Jake Bayard?” 
 
    I suspected a trick. I wasn’t going to let her touch me. She had given me a roofie once already. I wasn’t going to risk another. 
 
    “No, Qiang, your word is good enough for me.” 
 
    I started to back away, stumbling against Livi. That could have ruined everything. Fortunately, Livi was nothing if not nimble. She stayed on her feet and kept her weapon trained on Qiang 
 
    Together, the two of us backed away out of range of Qiang and her bullyboys. 
 
    This wasn’t good. Things were in an uproar in the rest of the world. But we still had a chance to make this work, at least that was what I thought at the moment. 
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    We made our split with Qiang. 
 
    Livi, eighteen other people and I wanted to try for the secret, subterranean base. 
 
    I negotiated with one of Qiang’s representatives. I didn’t want to speak to her face to face again, nor did I trust her. Therefore, Livi, several others I trusted, and I kept watch at all times as we divvied up the caravan. 
 
    We took a third of the 206s and most of the supplies and special equipment. They took the majority of vehicles and people, leaving soon thereafter. 
 
    We headed up, or down toward the South Pole, if that suits you better. We continued using the same route and kept watch vigilantly. 
 
    Night—I was going to say night and what passed for day, but the truth was it was day all the time, although the Sun rode along the horizon at what would have been night. 
 
    The continued venture was hard on us as we scanned the skies like crazy. We used much of the special equipment to help keep watch. 
 
    Did satellites glare down at us from high above in orbital space? We had no idea. None of us saw any more cargo planes, military jets or even special helicopters. Neither did we spot anybody trailing us on the ground or on the ice, I suppose. 
 
    This hellishly icy region mandated careful winterization or polarization of equipment, which included aircraft. 
 
    Here’s a note about no one trailing us on the ground, the reason I mentioned it. Livi was certain Qiang had sent somebody to follow us or would send a drone soon to take us out. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” I said to Livi two days after the split. We’d driven together in the cab, leading the way. “It’s thirty days to the coast if Qiang goes by the 206s.” 
 
    “Maybe someone will come to give her an aerial lift home,” Livi said. 
 
    I thought about that, nodding shortly. 
 
    Livi’s nostrils flared. “I don’t think you understand. This is a bad situation for your planet. I haven’t talked to you much about mine.” 
 
    I perked up. 
 
    “We had a nuclear war,” Livi said. “It happened long ago, but I learned in history class that it was a dreadful time, causing vast destruction and massive depopulation.” 
 
    Livi stared at me earnestly. 
 
    “That bad, huh,” I said. 
 
    “Aren’t you listening? Your planet is on the brink of a nuclear exchange. If that happens, it will throw you back centuries. Perhaps a tiny group will keep technological civilization, but that’s difficult to do with few numbers and without all the mining and technologies needed to keep a civilization running.” 
 
    “You been listening to the news?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t have to. I know how this usually starts.” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    “We’re a miniscule number on Vega,” Livi said. “Our society is still recovering to what happened hundreds of years ago. That’s why we’re so careful as we send out Travelers here and there. We don’t have the numbers and resources like you do on Earth.” 
 
    “How many Travelers does Vega have?” 
 
    Livi shook her head. Even though she was my girl, she wouldn’t tell me. 
 
    “Do you think there are more Travelers on Earth than just me?” I asked. 
 
    “Potential Travelers, at least,” she said. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. 
 
    “If your leaders knew about Travelers,” Livi said, “they’d start searching for those with the needed genes. They should put the whole Earth under a medical scan so they could go about it methodically.” 
 
    “How many Travelers do you think live on Earth?” 
 
    “Fifty,” Livi said. 
 
    “Out of all the billions, there’s only fifty?” 
 
    Livi shrugged. “Maybe sixty but no more than seventy-five.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said. “We’re a super elect group.” 
 
    “That’s an understatement. We’re the chosen. Who else can move between worlds?” 
 
    “In the past,” I said, “were there more like us?” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” Livi said. “Our genes have been diluted throughout the ages, weakened. Yet, for some reason…” 
 
    I glanced at her. 
 
    She stared at me. 
 
    “What is it?” I said. 
 
    “You’re part Vegan because of your father.” 
 
    I frowned. “So Vegans are human, Homo sapiens like the rest of us on Earth?” 
 
    Livi sighed. “I’m not going to comment on that. We Vegans are obviously enough like you that you and me…enjoy each other’s company.” 
 
    Just in case I didn’t get it, she put a warm hand on top of one of my big Marine paws. 
 
    That gave me goosebumps. 
 
    I might have taken it farther, but there was a squawk on the radio. “Yes?” I asked, clicking a switch. 
 
    “Some jets are heading for us,” Hank said. “Maybe they’re going to try to fly over us.” 
 
    “Got it,” I said. “Let’s use…Plan B.” 
 
    As I said that, I braked and brought our 206 to a halt. 
 
    The others stopped, too, and climbed out. We’d separated ourselves, although we had visual of each 206. 
 
    I put on my special Philip glasses and got the phasor ready. Once Hank pinpointed the location, I scanned in that direction, using extreme magnification. 
 
    There, at the very edge of visibility, I saw what looked like… 
 
    “It’s an EW plane,” I told Livi. I meant Electronic Warfare. 
 
    “Shoot it down.” Livi stood beside me in the snow. 
 
    “Could be one of ours—the Terrans.” 
 
    “I doubt it. But if it is, give them a warning shot.” 
 
    I took off the special glasses and turned to Livi. “Shoot it down,” I said, “even if it’s on our side?” 
 
    Livi put her gloved hands on my free arm. “Darling, don’t you get it? Qiang is pulling a fast one. She means to use you and most likely me in her greater schemes. I’m beginning to doubt she ever planned to let us get to the subterranean base. I don’t think Qiang wants to set up shop there.” 
 
    “Then why did she agree to join in the first place?” 
 
    Livi shook her head. “I cannot answer that. Perhaps she thought it was a good idea before McPherson destroyed the Krekelen base. I suspect and wonder, though, if the Krekelens put the thought into McPherson’s mind.” 
 
    “To destroy their own base?” I asked, incredulously. 
 
    “Not their base,” Livi said, “But to use nuclear weapons. Maybe the Krekelens thought they could reap extra power during the chaos.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said, beginning to see it. “As people become frightened they want greater security so such things can’t happen again. Fear is a powerful motivator.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I put my special glasses on and realized the EW plane was no longer there. 
 
    I contacted Hank on my console radio. 
“Do you see anything else?” 
 
    “Negative,” he said. 
 
    “All right, let’s mount up then. Let’s keep going.” 
 
    Soon, we continued the journey toward the secret base. 
 
    As we drove and the rubber-coated tracks churned over ice and snow, I thought about what Livi had told me. I thought about all the things Qiang had done throughout the years against me. Was it years already? Everything happened so fast, didn’t it? I heard the passage of time only gets worse as you get older. 
 
    I shook my head. That wasn’t the point. Qiang making a deal with the Krekelens was the point. Did she jockey for higher rank among the Terrans? One thing was sure. Qiang hated me, and yet she must have understood my usefulness. I mean, who else among the Terrans could Travel to different planets? 
 
    I sighed. There were so many other threats out there. The Institute seemed like one of the more dangerous, along with the Zero Stones, if they should ever pop up or find a way to Earth again. There were plenty of alien threats. We didn’t need to fight among ourselves. Why couldn’t we join and have true unity? Unity was so much more effective than all this bickering and splintering. 
 
    It was funny that me, a regular old Marine, a ground pounder, saw the utility of unity. 
 
    That wasn’t the way of things, though. Power was like gold, money. People were like the mythical dwarves, greedy for more and more and more. How much power was enough? Maybe to the same extent as money. 
 
    They once asked a guy, how much money was enough? He was a rich man. You know what he said. “Just a little more.” And that was how I think it worked with power: just a little more power. 
 
    I made a decision. 
 
    We wouldn’t go straight to the locale I’d initially used to reach the obelisk, the subterranean place. We’d go to where the Draconians had lifted off in their flying saucer. It was longer underground to get to the obelisk from there, but I had a sixth sense, a feeling that maybe that would be the safer way to go this time. 
 
    I told the others and made another decision as I did. It was time to book it with everything we had. 
 
    Therefore, we put our 206s into high gear. We drove them mercilessly and took shifts driving. When one 206 broke down, we took what was important and left the rest with the broken-down vehicle. We wanted to make it there fast and we wanted to do it now. 
 
    Things were brewing that once they became hot might stymie our success. Of that, I was sure. Therefore, Livi was right. We needed to strike, as they say, while the iron was hot. That was my goal. 
 
    If only I’d known what was going to happen next, I could have done things so much differently. 
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    Half a day later, the vast Antarctic ice sprawled before us, an unforgiving and merciless landscape. It seemed greater than before because we were fewer in number and vehicles. Maybe worse, we didn’t even know if the others would aid us if we needed help or if they’d work against us. 
 
    Livi sat beside me and navigated as I drove, firmly gripping the steering wheel of our 206. Our eyes, along with those of the sixteen others, remained locked on the seemingly infinite white horizon as we journeyed across the frozen wasteland. 
 
    Above us, the sky was a stark, piercing blue, almost blinding in its vibrancy. The sun’s rays reflected off the ice, casting an ethereal luminescence on the vast expanse that enveloped us. 
 
    This place and the mission must have been getting to me, as I’d turned verbose like this. Even here in the heated cab, I could hear the howling wind tearing through the air, a biting reminder of the unseen dangers lurking in the frosty landscape. The relentless cold and the pitiless terrain were our unyielding companions, a constant reminder of our vulnerability in this desolate environment. 
 
    I shook my head. What was wrong with me? I didn’t normally get this way. Maybe there was something to the ice sickness theory: that the desolation of Antarctica broke the human spirit. 
 
    Was my morale slipping? I didn’t think so. Maybe I’d been staring out the window too long. 
 
    “Oh, oh,” Livi said. 
 
    I glanced at her. She had a slate in her hands. It was one of our advanced pieces of hardware. She tapped it with her slender fingers. 
 
    “See something interesting?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. 
 
    I waited, driving, listening to the churn of our rubber-coated tracks on the ice. 
 
    “I’d say those are…cargo planes,” Livi said. 
 
    “How close to us?” 
 
    “Beyond the range of your phasor,” she said. 
 
    “You think they know its range?” 
 
    Livi leaned forward, staring intently at the slate. 
 
    “What is it now?” 
 
    She shook her head, concentrating. “I’m not sure. Maybe they’re para-dropping…stuff.” 
 
    “Stuff or soldiers?” I asked. 
 
    Livi shrugged. 
 
    I thought about that as I drove, forcing myself to loosen my grip on the steering wheel. My hands were starting to ache. 
 
    “The planes are all leaving,” she said. 
 
    I muttered. Maybe they’d just dumped supplies for a future mission. 
 
    “What did you just ask?” Livi said. 
 
    I couldn’t remember so I said nothing. 
 
    “About your phasor,” she said. 
 
    “Oh. Yeah. Do you think whoever pilots the cargo planes knew the range of my phasor?” 
 
    Livi looked at me. There was worry in her eyes. 
 
    “Is that a yes?” I asked. 
 
    “If yes, does that mean Qiang told them?” 
 
    That made my gut clench. “Were the cargo planes Krekelen or Terran?” 
 
    “Does it have to be either?” Livi asked. 
 
    I shook my head. I didn’t know, although that seemed the most likely. 
 
    Maybe an hour passed. Nothing seemed to change on the horizon. After more than a month of this, one massive ice structure started to look like the next. 
 
    My radio crackled, making me start. I glanced at Livi. 
 
    She answered it for me. 
 
    “Hank here,” a man said. “I see something far at the edge of the horizon. It isn’t the cargo planes but something on the ground.” 
 
    “Ask him where,” I said. 
 
    “What direction is it?” Livi asked. 
 
    “Behind us,” Hank said. 
 
    I motioned with my head. 
 
    Livi craned around but couldn’t see anything because of the rear box vehicle. 
 
    “You’d better stop so we can scan this,” she said. 
 
    “You can’t see anything on your slate?” I asked. 
 
    Livi shook her head. 
 
    “I’m pulling over,” I told Hank. 
 
    “Roger that,” he said. “I’ll pass that along.” 
 
    I braked, brought the 206 to a halt and climbed into the biting cold. Looking back at the endlessly white horizon— 
 
    “I can’t see a thing,” I said. Mist didn’t jet from my mouth, as I wore a facemask now. 
 
    Livi had climbed out on her side. She raised a pair of Arctic binoculars. After a few seconds, she said, “I see something.” 
 
    I pulled out the special glasses, feeling as if they froze to my skin when I slid them on. I had to take off the facemask. Activating them— 
 
    “What the hell?” I said. 
 
    Far away, a group of shadowy figures raced or slid across the ice. They leaned low, their skis kicking up the slightest bits of snow. On their backs—were those jetpacks? Did they propel themselves across the ice? 
 
    I hurried into the cab and told Hank the news. 
 
    “They’re skiers?” asked Hank. 
 
    “Propelled by jetpacks,” I said. 
 
    “Do we have anything like that in our arsenals?” asked Hank. 
 
    “I haven’t heard of it.” 
 
    Livi was inside the cab again. She looked more worried than before. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked her. “Are they a Krekelen hit ski team?” 
 
    She nodded very slightly. 
 
    “Livi thinks they’re Krekelen agents,” I told Hank. 
 
    “Should we ambush them?” he asked. 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “How do we do that? They must know exactly where we are.” 
 
    “Maybe we ought to spread out some,” Hank said. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “We’ll do that and unlimber the snipers.” 
 
    Our 206s roared into various places, each of us keeping the other vehicles in view. A few heavily bundled men with special rifles climbed out. They tramped across the ice, soon lying down and activating their long-range scopes. 
 
    I climbed out, too. I wore the special glasses— 
 
    I spied them again: an enemy ski patrol, clad in white camouflage gear with their faces hidden behind goggles and balaclavas. They merged nearly seamlessly with the icy landscape, making it nearly impossible to discern their exact positions. Most of them carried what looked like heavy Javelin handheld missiles. Their malicious intent was unmistakable. They slid fast, the exhaust from the jetpacks barely visible to me. 
 
    “Bayard!” Livi shouted. 
 
    I turned to her. She pointed frantically. I looked in the direction she indicated. I spotted streaks in the air several feet off the ice. They sped missile-fast at us. Exhaust billowed from the back of the projectiles. 
 
    That was all the warning I got. Two of the projectiles hissed past tracked vehicles, flying until they smashed against ice and detonated harmlessly. The last two struck 206s. The twin cabins each erupted in a fiery blaze. Those grenades or warheads were far more destructive than I’d imagined. 
 
    I could feel the intense heat from here. Worse, four of our people lay lifeless, their bodies contorted and shattered amidst the smoldering wreckage. Four out of eighteen gone; there were only fourteen of us left. 
 
    Gunfire sounded as our snipers on the ice fired. I didn’t hear any shouts of glee from them indicating hits. 
 
    The fires burned. Some of the clothing of the dead burst into flames. The stink of their cooking flesh—adrenaline coursed through me, igniting hated. Damn Krekelens were killing humans, my humans. 
 
    I drew my phasor as I felt my face stiffen with determination. This felt like Bhutan, like the subterranean chamber on Chaunt Two when I’d slain the Accelerationists. 
 
    I took careful aim— 
 
    “Move!” Livi shouted. 
 
    I saw ’em. Two missiles streaked for me. 
 
    The special glasses made the difference. They could track impossibly fast objects like that. I let the glasses guide my aim. Twice, the phasor hissed. Twice, enemy warheads dissolved under the harsh beam. 
 
    Someone laughed. It might have been me. It had an unhinged quality. 
 
    I targeted one of the fast skiers. He tucked low to the ice, using his jetpack. He must have been going sixty or seventy miles an hour at least. 
 
    The phasor beamed, reaching out, burning the skier, cutting into his upper torso. 
 
    Yells broke out among the snipers. I think they got one, maybe two of the bastards. 
 
    More missiles streaked in. My phasor took out one of them. Anti-missile shells took out two more. Then, another 206 blew up. 
 
    Luckily, it didn’t kill any more people. 
 
    “They’re coming in,” someone shouted. 
 
    I couldn’t believe it. 
 
    A high-stakes battle unfolded across the desolate landscape, with harsh wind howling around us. It whipped up icy particles that partly obscured our view. 
 
    Did the Krekelen bastards do that? Did they have a wind machine? 
 
    No. That was crazy thinking. 
 
    The harsh wind blew against me, buffeting all of us as the enemy ski patrol zigzagged between ice formations and launched more missiles in a desperate attempt to gain the upper hand. 
 
    That was a mistake on their part. I don’t know what caused it, and it made me rethink the situation. Krekelens were never suicidal. That meant these were humans, likely programmed by the psi-masters under Krekelen control. Were these SAS Brits or Army Ranger Americans? I didn’t want to think that. 
 
    They kept coming, reloading and firing. We continued to use our anti-missile countermeasures as our sniper teams took down one more at a time. 
 
    The wind and harsh terrain conspired against the enemy, with icy crevasses and treacherous snowdrifts slowing their progress. These were suicide teams then. 
 
    I stowed the phasor, conserving its power, and let the riflemen take out the last of the ski patrol. 
 
    Shortly after that, we loaded up and left the burning wreckage of the ruined 206s. We’d lost five people and three 206s in the skirmish but continued to head south for the subterranean base. 
 
    The conflict had ended, but the journey might be moot now. The victory, though hard-fought, was merely a small triumph in a much larger struggle. The enemy surely realized our destination. 
 
    That meant, despite our determination, we might not be able to set up camp without anyone knowing. That would negate the purpose of the mission. 
 
    The idea was to hold the subterranean base. We couldn’t do that if the Krekelens sent the nations of the world on our heads. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Livi asked. 
 
    We were back in the cab, traveling south, our diminished caravan following us. Thirty days we’d gone without trouble. Now, it felt as if we’d have to fight the entire way there. Maybe Qiang had had the right idea about turning back. 
 
    McPherson, why did you have to go nuts like that? 
 
    I knew the answer: because the psi-masters down in the underwater base had screwed with her mind when I’d left for the Chaunt System. 
 
    I looked at Livi. “We go to the distance.” 
 
    “To set up a secret base?” 
 
    By the look in Livi’s eyes, I knew she already knew the answer. No, so the two of us could get the hell off the Earth to somewhere safe, maybe taking the others with us if we had to. 
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    The day passed. We took turns driving, pushing our 206s. I woke up groggy the next morning with Livi looking exhausted behind the wheel. 
 
    “There are only two vehicles left,” Livi said. 
 
    I was drinking water, and spilled some as I spewed it to ask, “What did you say?” 
 
    She told me only two other vehicles remained with us. The others had turned tail while I’d been asleep. She hadn’t noticed their leaving until they were long gone. 
 
    “Why didn’t you wake me?” I asked. 
 
    “I just told you. They were long gone and it was snowing hard. What could you have done?” 
 
    “How many others are left?” I asked. “People, I mean?” 
 
    “Three,” she said. 
 
    “Maybe I should tell them to leave, too.” 
 
    “We might need them.” 
 
    Livi was right. We might. 
 
    Our tiny caravan of three 206s delved deeper into the icy expanse. Maybe two hours later we caught sight of other tracked vehicles. They teetered on the edge of our binocular-assisted vision, staying behind. 
 
    Hank informed me of them. 
 
    We held our breath, hoping against hope that they were friendly, or maybe some of the others had reconsidered, returning. 
 
    “Should we try to contact them?” Hank asked. 
 
    I was still feeling groggy from a troubled and too little sleep. Livi looked exhausted. I needed hot coffee, several cups at least before I could make a decision. 
 
    “Let’s stop first,” I said. “If it is the others returning, we need to let them catch up.” 
 
    Hank agreed with that. 
 
    Livi braked. The other two 206s braked nearby. 
 
    “The other tracked vehicles out there have stopped, too,” Hank said. 
 
    “Can you see them clearly?” I asked. “Are they ours? Are they 206s?” 
 
    “I can’t quite make them out. I don’t know.” 
 
    I didn’t feel like getting out or putting on my special glasses. That made the decision for me—and without coffee to kick-start my brain. 
 
    “See if you can contact them,” I said. 
 
    “Roger that,” Hank said. 
 
    Francine launched a small aerial drone, which headed toward them.  
 
    I waited for my first cup of coffee to heat up, having traded Livi spots. I now was sitting behind the wheel. 
 
    She’d picked up her slate and was fiddling with it. 
 
    “Anything interesting?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said, remaining silent after that. 
 
    There was a ping. I twisted and reached back into the microwave and pulled out a steaming hot mug of coffee. The first sip was the best. It made everything seem better. It gave me hope. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Livi said. 
 
    “Hmm,” I said, cradling the hot mug. 
 
    “What is this?” she asked herself. 
 
    After taking another swallow of coffee, I leaned over to look at Livi’s slate. 
 
    There was a weird bundle of objects against a starry background. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” I asked. 
 
    “Orbital space above us,” she said. 
 
    As I watched, some sort of jets moved the bundle—it looked like objects wrapped in Styrofoam. Several of the Styrofoam-coated objects slid away from the bundle of them. These shed their Styrofoam coating. In their place— 
 
    “Those look like crowbars.” I frowned. “Crowbars with blunt noses.” 
 
    The crowbars had pods on the sides. Those emitted jets of air or white hydrogen particles. The blunt noses oriented down, it seemed like. 
 
    Then I remembered reading about the THOR project. It had been a science fiction idea from my youth. Once released, a THOR object would come down to Earth, assisted by good-old gravity. That meant there wouldn’t be any exhaust to track. The missiles or brilliant pebbles would be meteors, guided meteors. The ones with blunt noses might have sand in them. When they hit, the sand would act as an antipersonnel device. 
 
    I looked at Livi. “Are those targeted at us?” 
 
    “I’m thinking definitely yes.” 
 
    I gulped. The THOR project was reality then. I wondered who had put them up there. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Krekelens had done so for a time just like this. Had Elon Musk been their pasty, using his rockets to put the bundles into orbit? I doubted the Russians had done this, or they’d have used the THOR projectiles in the Ukraine. 
 
    Did the other tracked vehicles staying out there help them pinpoint our location? Why would they need that if they had global tracking devices up there? 
 
    I had a bad feeling about all this. My gut was starting to hurt. 
 
    “Hank,” I said over the radio. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Jake?” 
 
    “They’re launching THOR projectiles at us.” 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Move, move,” I shouted. “They’re launching orbital meteors at us.” 
 
    I floored our 206 so snow flew as we swerved back and forth. After that, I zigzagged across icy terrain. 
 
    “Are the others following us?” I shouted at Livi. 
 
    She looked outside and then at her slate, back and forth. 
 
    “They’ve definitely launched the space missiles at us,” she said. 
 
    “Shit,” I said, hunkered over the steering wheel. McPherson had brought down Armageddon by unleashing her Poseidon torpedo. Now, the other side was openly using its super-weapons. 
 
    I kept driving like a maniac. 
 
    Then, the haunting quietude of the Antarctic was abruptly broken by a spine-chilling sound from the heavens. 
 
    I stared up through the front windshield. I saw them. Twin THOR projectiles, unleashed from the cold vacuum of space, raced across the azure sky, their harrowing trajectory unmistakably aimed at our vulnerable mini-convoy. 
 
    I wanted to rage. How dare they use something like that against us? Maybe the other side felt that way when I’d used the phasor or when McPherson had unleashed a Poseidon torpedo. 
 
    The two projectiles came fast. Before the others could fully comprehend the danger, the space projectiles struck with unfathomable force. The blast was like nothing I’d ever seen. It reduced the other two vehicles to smoldering wreckage in a deafening explosion. 
 
    The others were surely dead. 
 
    The concussive force of the detonations sent tremors through the ice. That created a spider-web of fissures that grew and radiated outward. One raced for us. 
 
    “Turn, turn,” Livi cried. 
 
    I cranked the steering wheel and floored the 206. It felt as if we crawled. The fissure grew and threatened to swallow us whole. The ground beneath us convulsed violently, as if the very ice itself were rebelling against the devastation. 
 
    Fear pulsed through me, igniting a primal instinct for survival. Blindly, I raced away, my heart pounding. 
 
    Livi and I escaped the THOR projectiles. We also managed to evade the fissures the projectiles had created. Clearly, they’d carried more than sand in their blunt noses. 
 
    Minutes ticked by. Without a word, Livi handed me my mug of coffee. I’d dropped it in my haste to flee. The cover had kept any from spilling. I sipped, but I couldn’t taste a damn thing. 
 
    “They certainly mean to stop us,” Livi said. 
 
    I looked at her. 
 
    I don’t know what she saw in my face, but she turned away. 
 
    Livi and I raced across the frosty terrain. We were alone. The others—we didn’t dare try the radio to see who’d been shadowing us. 
 
    Despite all that had happened—or maybe because of it—I couldn’t help but notice the surreal beauty of our surroundings. The towering icebergs seemed to defy gravity, their crystalline peaks shimmering in the sunlight. The icy surface beneath our tracks glistened like a million diamonds, a stark contrast to the chaos that had unfolded a mere few moments before. 
 
    Despite the relentless cold and the overwhelming sense of isolation, there was an undeniable allure to the Antarctic wilderness. It captivated me even as we raced to escape its deadly grasp and that of our enemies. 
 
    Was that madness? Was that a deranged outlook because this was all too much to handle? 
 
    I became calm several miles later. I stopped and climbed out, and used my special glasses, searching for the others or any tracked vehicles. 
 
    When I climbed back in, Livi was studying her slate. 
 
    “Are they going to launch more THOR projectiles at us?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Do you see any jets or other craft in the air?” 
 
    Livi shook her head. 
 
    “Ski teams, THOR projectiles, sowing disunity among us,” I said. “I wonder what’s next.” 
 
    Livi frowned, and then her beautiful eyes widened as she stared at me. 
 
    “You know?” I asked. 
 
    “They must be waiting for us,” she said. “We’re Travelers. They want to capture instead of kill you and me.” 
 
    I thought about that. I thought how they had all the advantages. I thought about the fact that it seemed like the Krekelens wanted to capture me personally. 
 
    I pondered on the possibilities. 
 
    “Do we turn back?” Livi asked. 
 
    “No,” I said. “We’re too close. It’s just you and me now.” I nodded then, as I had an idea about how to do this. 
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    Livi and I continued driving for days in the amazingly beautiful, deadly, and freezing terrain. We used our GPS tracker, and I recalled my previous expeditions up here, each one unique and filled with its own challenges. 
 
    Staying awake, driving the 206—what a little workhorse it was indeed. 
 
    We took stock of the food and fuel we had left. It was a good thing we’d decided early on to divvy up the extra fuel and not just have a few vehicles carrying the bulk of it. Thus, even though we were alone with our two hitched boxes, we had enough to make it, if we were careful. 
 
    That meant, of course, that we didn’t have enough food and fuel to leave the Antarctic interior and head for the coast. We had to reach the subterranean obelisk and Travel elsewhere, as in, another planet in a different star system. 
 
    Livi and I talked about where we should go. She urged me to come to Vega with her. I’d be a valued guest, and I could meet her father and the Star Council. Together, we could all decide on the best way to help Earth. 
 
    Did I hear deception in Livi’s voice when she made her promises? If I didn’t, what was wrong? Was the harshly beautiful landscape corrupting my mind? Had the harrowing escapes upset my equilibrium? 
 
    Maybe the loneliness was slowly driving me mad. Can you imagine being in a lone, tracked vehicle crossing a great wilderness of whiteness? Everywhere I looked, it was white, stark and intensely bright. 
 
    Maybe knowing that my enemies could rain projectiles from the heavens had turned me batty. Or the idea of more jetpack-propelled ski teams had made my skin crawl and mind become numb. 
 
    Why wouldn’t they use flying jetpack guys next? Did the Krekelens have such? 
 
    McPherson, McPherson, what had you started by launching the Poseidon torpedo? What had the Russians been thinking inventing such a weapon? 
 
    I reconsidered the last idea. Surely, my own country America had constructed things as deadly. Mankind knew how to fight and how to make weapons. Did we know how to get along with each other, though? 
 
    Livi and I took turns driving. We were seldom awake at the same time as we both slept too much. Was fear sapping our strength, the desolation of this horrid place or the sense of a doom that had fallen upon us? 
 
    I don’t know. 
 
    I do know that as the days slipped by and I found Livi awake, she was hunched over her slate. I noticed she’d plugged a small box-device to it. She worked on the slate, fiddled, cursed and laughed a few times. 
 
    Whenever I asked her what it was, she looked at me and smiled or she pecked me on the cheek and said, “I have no time to talk. Jake Bayard, you drive and let me work. Our lives may depend upon it.” 
 
    I trusted Livi. If nothing else, our lives were linked. Whatever happened to one would happen to the other. 
 
    That meant I drove and drove. We didn’t see or hear anyone else during those final days. We headed for where the Draconians had left their pit in their flying saucer. 
 
    Did a Krekelen hit team wait there? Would psi-master-run humans try to stop us? We were going to find out soon. According to my odometer, we had ten miles to go and then we’d see. 
 
    If they tried to capture me—I saw what had happened to McPherson. I wasn’t going to let the mind manipulators reprogram Jake Bayard, not on your life. I was going to be my own person or I’d die in the attempt. 
 
    Livi gave a cry of delight. 
 
    I glanced at her. 
 
    She held the slate and smiled. 
 
    “You solve whatever you’re working on?” I asked. 
 
    “Maybe,” she said. 
 
    I glanced at her again. 
 
    “We’re going to make it, Jake.” 
 
    “Why’s that? What have you done?” 
 
    “Use your special glasses.” 
 
    I did as she suggested and turned up the magnification. “What the heck?” I said. 
 
    I saw three big cargo planes—C-130s—out there. Around them were bulldozers, big huts and anti-air gun emplacements. There was a long icy runway. It was a regular convention out there, with parka-clad soldiers milling about. 
 
    I turned and slowed the 206. “We don’t stand a chance,” I said. 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Livi said. “We have every chance. Stop here.” 
 
    I did, parking the 206. It made no sense going closer than that. 
 
    I didn’t shut the 206 down, though. It was too cold outside for that. I wanted the heater on, feeling the heat blowing on my face and hands. 
 
    Livi began to speak into her slate. Afterward, she set it on her lap and began to manipulate with her fingers. 
 
    I leaned over, looking at the screen. I saw the Styrofoam-coated bundles in space that we’d seen earlier. Three of them detached from the main bundle in low orbital space. Red lights flashed on the main bundle. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked. 
 
    “Shut up, Jake. They’re trying to stop me, to get me. I need to concentrate.” 
 
    She touched the screen: tap-tap-tap. 
 
    It dawned on me that the Styrofoam coating was coming off of the three. That revealed crowbars in space. Pod jets maneuvered the three until they started down…toward a vast white continent on Earth. 
 
    With a shock, I realized what must have happened. Livi had cracked the enemy code to the THOR projectiles. At least, I hoped she had. Did those three target us? Or were they targeting the planes? 
 
    Slipping on the special glasses, I looked through the windshield. 
 
    There was hasty activity over there. Some soldiers ran to what looked like missile defense systems. Others ran up and boarded a plane. One C-130 started to maneuver for the giant runway. 
 
    “Good luck with that,” Livi said, manipulating more. “Oh no, you don’t.” 
 
    On her screen, in a corner, the rest of bundles blew apart. I’m not saying that the iron crowbars blew apart. I’m saying the Styrofoam-coated projectiles blasted apart and drifted away from each other. 
 
    Had the Krekelens planned to use those to attack us? If so, Livi had just forestalled that. 
 
    The three I assumed were under Livi’s control headed down. They were coming, I surmised, for the planes, bulldozers and soldiers. 
 
    I rubbed my face. “This is actually happening, right?” I asked. “This isn’t an Antarctic delirium?” 
 
    Livi grinned savagely at me. “Jake, we’d better get outside and lie on the ground. I don’t know what’s going to happen when the crowbars hit.” 
 
    She didn’t need to tell me twice. I threw open the door and made sure Livi came with me. We ran from our parked vehicle until we found a crevasse and lay in it. It was cold, darn cold. 
 
    Then we waited. 
 
    “How long now?” I asked. 
 
    She looked at her slate. “Less than a minute.” 
 
    I imagined those guys in their airplane trying to taxi away. I heard a distant roar, a whoosh. Were those anti-rockets firing? Then what sounded like massive anti-air guns were going off: boom, boom, boom, boom. 
 
    I raised my head and saw puffs in the sky. Then I saw fiery bolts coming down. This wasn’t twin THOR projectiles, but triplets. They roared through the atmosphere. 
 
    Missiles rose to meet them, exploding, no doubt attempting to put shrapnel in their path. 
 
    Did the enemy knock down a THOR projectile? 
 
    I had no idea. 
 
    What I did know was that I pressed my face against the ice and put an arm over Livi. Detonation sounded as rumbles shook the ice around us. 
 
    I knew then a THOR projectile had struck. 
 
    Was it time to raise my head? No. I clung to the ice and waited. 
 
    Another tremor struck, meaning a second THOR projectile must have hit. 
 
    I waited for the third to obliterate whatever remained of the enemy. It never did. I think their countermeasure had stopped one. 
 
    Livi and I dared to raise our heads a second time. In the distance where the planes had been was raging fire. There was no big cargo plane in the sky. I had to assume it hadn’t made it, but it had been obliterated in the destruction by the THOR projectiles. 
 
    “Live by the sword and die by the sword,” I said. 
 
    Livi stared at me. 
 
    I laughed. “So these bastards, these Krekelen know-it-alls, they thought they were going to use THOR projectiles against us? Livi, you’re the greatest.” 
 
    I kissed her on the lips. Those were sweet if cold lips. 
 
    We climbed up out of our crevice and trudged toward our 206. It was still intact. The orange glow on the horizon…it was time to see if the enemy had any survivors. 
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    There were no survivors. 
 
    By the time we reached the area, the fires had burned down and there were twisted, crisped corpses in the snow. Some were burned down to the skeleton. There were skeletons of airplanes, bulldozers and Antarctic huts. The THOR projectiles had flattened everything. 
 
    “Man,” I said, “I don’t know if we’re going to be able to find the entrance into the subterranean realm.” 
 
    “I think we will,” Livi said, “and I think we’d better.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Why’s that?” 
 
    She showed me her slate. There were more cargo planes headed our way. Hercules, it looked like, the big C-130s. They would probably have Krekelen-trained troops aboard. At this point, it didn’t matter who they had. They were coming for us. 
 
    “All right,” I said, “let’s find the entrance.” 
 
    For the next hour, we searched…fruitlessly. 
 
    “How much closer are the planes?” 
 
    “A half hour to us,” Livi said. 
 
    “Are there any jetpack ski teams?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen any sign of them.” 
 
    I nodded. It was cold. I was hungry. We’d destroyed— “Wait a minute. That thing over there.”  
 
    I went there, taking a power shovel I’d found with me. Using it, I soon uncovered an entrance. It went down far, was icy blue and then dark. The angle was much steeper than I cared for. 
 
    I threw away the power shovel. “What do you say, Livi? Do we go down?” 
 
    She turned and pointed into the air. 
 
    I looked. Far, far away were dots. I put on the special glasses. Three cargo planes were coming. They had the markings of the Chilean Air Force. Who knew what that meant? It could be Chilean National Soldiers. It could be Krekelens. It could be our own Terrans who would be angry with us. Maybe Qiang had gotten to them. I didn’t know. All I knew was…Earth had become even more dangerous for me than the last time I left. 
 
    McPherson, McPherson, I thought to myself. You were a nut before and now you’re really a nut. 
 
    I turned to Livi. “I’m going down.” 
 
    “I’ll join you.” 
 
    I nodded and slid in feet first. I must have slid a hundred feet before I came to a hard jolting stop against ice. I twisted around and saw Livi sliding down. She was coming fast. I judged her descent and caught her, helping her to her feet. Then we started through the tunnels. 
 
    We’d reached it. We were back in the subterranean realm, not in the old part because these weren’t granite walls. These were ice walls bored out long ago. In places were big cracks and in others were icy chunks in the way. We turned on our flashlights and continued to head through the gloomy, cold area. 
 
    “There’s no turning back now,” I said. 
 
    “There never was. Let’s hurry.” 
 
    We clasped gloved hands, surging through the tunnel. 
 
    There were junctions. I took what I thought was the right way. In time, I realized I was lost and had no idea how to reach the granite tunnels. 
 
    Soon, I heard echoes. So did Livi. I looked at her. 
 
    “Speech,” she said. “We’re hearing people or Krekelens talking in the tunnels.” 
 
    Perhaps ten minutes later were loud thuds. 
 
    “Are those grenades?” I asked. “Are they fighting among themselves? 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here, Jake.” 
 
    “What does your slate tell you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Livi said. “They’re jamming it. We have to get to the obelisk and leave Earth as fast as we can.” 
 
    We started to run, found another junction, took a way and soon starting going down at a slant. 
 
    Livi’s flashlight quit. 
 
    Only mine gave us light. 
 
    We began to pant and then left the ice tunnel as we entered a granite one. That meant we’d reached the ancient subterranean site. 
 
    My mind churned as it always did reaching here. When had the complex been built? Had those of ancient Mu made this? Had someone else? I had no idea. 
 
    We’d been walking for a time but started running again, as we heard pursuit behind us. They were hot on our trail. 
 
    I heard something new. It wasn’t barking dogs. It was some other savage beast, maybe a cross between a great feline and a wolf, a dire wolf from ancient times.  
 
    “What is that?” I panted. 
 
    “An experimental animal, I think,” Livi said. “Or something from another world.” 
 
    “You mean the Krekelens are bringing reinforcements from elsewhere?” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on. Let’s keep going.” 
 
    Livi was tired. I was tired. We crammed sandwiches into our faces as we ran. We drank water and took stimulants. That revived us as we continued down into the labyrinth. 
 
    Inspiration struck. I turned off my flashlight. 
 
    “What are you doing, Jake?” 
 
    “Trust me,” I said. 
 
    We kept our hands clasped as I felt with my other hand ahead of me into the darkness. 
 
    I heard the rumble of an opening stone door. Then it closed behind us. 
 
    I had to do this blindly. That way, the ancient AI entity that ran the obelisk guided me. It didn’t want us to know the exact way to it. Maybe it was protecting us from pursuers. Maybe it had its own ancient programming. 
 
    I wondered for a moment if it had fiddled or interfered with what was going on. Perhaps that was why the greater caravan hadn’t made it here. It didn’t want us to clear out the subterranean realm. Perhaps it was trying to hide things, or there were more devious…problems about which I had no idea. 
 
    We staggered and stumbled. We heard distant, strange cries. 
 
    A premonition struck me. I turned on the flashlight and saw the strange cave paintings I’d seen originally. They showed flying saucers, spear-armed warriors riding great woolly mammoths. There were others firing lasers at them. 
 
    Awe swept over me. 
 
    I was back in some primordial place. What did this all mean to the reality of human civilization? Did we indeed invent these things ourselves? It seemed not. It seemed that this was…we were part of a grand alliance. How many other worlds had humans? Were those on Vega Homo sapiens like us? 
 
    Then, in the distance around rock, I saw a red glow. I knew that was the pyramidion, what topped the obelisk. The glow led the way. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Bayard. I’ve been thinking hard. This is for the best.” 
 
    “What?” I turned toward Livi. 
 
    A Vegan hypo touched my neck. I heard a hiss and felt coolness against my neck. 
 
    Livi let go of my hand and ran. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Unaccountably, I became sluggish. Then I slumped to the stony ground. She’d drugged me. 
 
    “Livi, why did you do this?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. She was gone. 
 
    I panted on the stony floor and found anger surging through me. She wasn’t going to get away with this. I muttered, coughed and shouted. Slowly, I struggled up to my feet, swaying back and forth. 
 
    I heard weeping ahead. Was Livi crying? Why had she done this then? 
 
    “Come back,” I shouted. “I want to go to Vega with you.” 
 
    She’d grabbed my flashlight and had switched it on. The light sped toward the red glow. In a moment, the light disappeared around a corner. 
 
    It was so hard to think coherently. Had Livi been behind all this? No, that didn’t make sense. Besides, if she drugged me, she could have given me enough to knock me out totally. Instead, I had some coherence. 
 
    Therefore, a step at a time, like a drunken fool, I lurched toward the obelisk and the pyramidion that topped it. 
 
    There was a flash from ahead. 
 
    I knew that Livi had left. Had she Traveled to Vega? Or had she gone elsewhere? Why had she abandoned me? It made no sense whatsoever. We were lovers. We— 
 
    “Livi!” I called out. 
 
    Only the echo of my shout answered me. 
 
    I kept stumbling ahead even as I heard faint booms from behind. 
 
    Had the Krekelens, or whoever, broken through to this part of the subterranean complex? 
 
    I rounded the stony bend and spied the subterranean obelisk in all its glory ahead. 
 
    The red top glowed. The rest looked like the obelisk in Washington D.C. 
 
    I staggered nearer. 
 
    “Obelisk,” I said, “What happened?” 
 
    There was silence. I didn’t hear any words in my mind. 
 
    “Send me to Vega,” I said. 
 
    You wish to Travel?” I heard in my mind. 
 
    “Yes, yes, to Vega, to Vega. Send me to Vega.” 
 
    You wish to Travel? It asked a second time. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you? Did Livi put a computer virus into you?” 
 
    You are Jake Bayard the Traveler? 
 
    “Yeah, you know me. We’re allies. We’re partners. Send me away.” 
 
    A red beam flashed from the pyramidion. It struck me. Immediately, I felt myself beginning to elongate. 
 
    I faded as I stretched up from the subterranean realm, up through the atmosphere and beyond Earth. I stretched farther. 
 
    “Am I going to Vega?” 
 
    The pyramidion answered in my mind. No, that way is barred. I cannot send you there now. Livi has deactivated her path, sending you elsewhere. 
 
    “Where am I going?” 
 
    To icy Garm. 
 
    After that, I stretched impossibly far and remembered no more. 
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    I felt myself returning to consciousness as a red hue filled my vision. Something was wrong, though. 
 
    I—oh, I remembered. I’d seen a flash of a winter wonderland: snow, ice, mountains. Was that a recollection of Antarctica that I’d just left? Or was this what the pyramidion had told me? I’d seen icy Garm, as I teleported in? Did the inhabitants here call the planet Garm or something else? 
 
    I’d heard the word Garm before, but couldn’t place it at the moment. So, I didn’t dwell on it. 
 
    Red filled my vision. I believed I was reforming, finding myself on a cold block of stone. Yes, yes, above, red mist dissipated as it had the other times I’d Traveled like this. 
 
    Soon, the red mist was gone and I lay in darkness upon a stone shelf. I felt around me, touching more cold stone, granite, perhaps. 
 
    Carefully, slowly, so I wouldn’t bump against anything too hard, particularly my head, I rolled off the shelf. Gingerly, I stood, lightly bumping my head against a low ceiling. Reaching out, I found the cell was larger than the stone shelf, but only by a little. 
 
    By stooping, I didn’t hit my head against the ceiling. I wouldn’t want to stay in here long, though. 
 
    I went to each granite wall and pushed, seeing if it could move it. Nothing gave. Did that mean I was trapped in here? 
 
    Panic threatened from the idea. By force of will, I subdued the panic. 
 
    It was cold in here. I made sure to keep my mouth shut and use my nostrils’ cavities to warm the air before I let it head for my lungs. 
 
    I listened, holding my breath. I didn’t hear any sonic booms. I didn’t recall hearing any earlier, either. The other times I’d appeared on a different planet using this method of transportation, there had been great and deafening booms. 
 
    Why was it different this time? 
 
    Again, I felt around in the darkness and sat against the shelf of stone. I brought my knees up, wrapping my arms around them. It was time to take stock. My parka and gloves would keep me warm enough for a time. I’d soon die of dehydration if I couldn’t escape the small chamber. 
 
    As had happened at other times, I realized that I felt refreshed, stronger than when I’d let the obelisk teleport me from subterranean Antarctica. 
 
    I frowned in the darkness. 
 
    What had happened there at the end? Livi had turned against me. She’d used a hypo. I didn’t recall her picking one up. Had she planned to betray me the entire time? 
 
    I found that hard to believe. We’d had a great time together. What had changed then? When had she decided to turn traitor? 
 
    I mulled that over until my eyebrows rose. I should have seen it sooner. Krekelens had given chase. Surely, a psi-master or two had been with them. The psi-masters might have reached out with their mental power and manipulated Livi’s thoughts. The psi-masters had gotten her to use the hypo on me. She’d resisted, though. I knew because Livi hadn’t given me the full dose. That had allowed me enough consciousness to reach the obelisk. And that had been critical. 
 
    If I was correct about this, the psi-masters had given the command because the Krekelens desperately wanted to capture me. Perhaps I was Enemy Number One to them. If Livi had given the full dose, the Krekelens would have scooped me up in Antarctica. 
 
    I grinned bitterly. I sure hoped the Krekelens hated me and fumed about my getting away. If I was right about this, the bastards had taken my woman from me. Would I ever see Livi again? 
 
    A terrible pang of loneliness filled me at the idea. I longed to hold Livi, to kiss her, to talk to her. I hadn’t realized how much I loved her until the psi-masters had snatched her from me. 
 
    This, at least, was my working theory. It was much better than believing that Livi had betrayed me of her own free will. 
 
    I swallowed a lump down my throat. 
 
    Maybe it was time to figure out how to break out of this small stone cell. No doubt, I was atop a ziggurat on an alien planet. Dying in here would be a poor bargain. 
 
    What planet was this? 
 
    I recalled what the pyramidion had told me. 
 
    “Garm,” I said aloud. 
 
    The instant I said that, a section of wall began to move back. That was interesting and different from my previous experiences. 
 
    Light flooded the cell, a bright and blinding light because I’d been in pitch darkness. Freezing cold also rushed in. 
 
    I zipped up my coat, put my hood up and pulled the strings tight. Afterward, I rose and staggered out of the stone cell and onto a— 
 
    I looked around. 
 
    This was a snowy ziggurat: the same shape and size like those I’d seen before. The wind howled around me as snow pelted my face. 
 
    I debated retreating into the small stone housing. What if it sealed me within and never opened again? What if the word Garm failed to do the same trick twice? 
 
    I’d die sealed in a stone tomb is what. 
 
    So I remained where I was and looked around. High in the sky was a bright disk, a sun, a star, cloaked by clouds and snow flurries. I squinted, keeping my eyes narrowed against the whipping sleet. 
 
    I didn’t think it was snowing, as it wasn’t coming down. It was just so windy that it stirred the loose snow and icy particles. 
 
    There was a jagged range of mountains that moved away at a right angle from me. I looked at the other side and there was the same thing. I realized this was the top or start of a valley between the two jagged lines of mountains. 
 
    I shaded my face from the sleet. It seemed as if I spied bits of greenery in the valley and possibly a lake. Perhaps the mountains shielded the place from the worst winter weather. 
 
    Turning, I looked in the other direction. That meant I faced the full blast of sleet and icy cold. I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed as if a monstrous plain or steppe of snow and ice was in that direction. 
 
    I shivered. It would be hellish out there. Was this the worst weather or the best? The answer would make a huge difference to my survival. 
 
    Turning away from the wind, I staggered down the ziggurat on the other side. It was treacherous, high up here, the stone steps slick with ice. 
 
    About halfway down, with ice-free patches and less howling wind and sleet, I finally noticed the monuments nearby. These were not stone buildings but colossal statues, Neanderthal statues in poses of scholars and thinkers. The far one over there might have been a Neanderthal citizen soldier holding a rifle of some kind. The statues had stone clothing as a statue of a man on Earth would have. The statues all looked toward the ziggurat. They circled it. Each face had unmistakable Neanderthal features, the kind of Neanderthals I’d seen on the world of the Ophidians. 
 
    There were a dozen statues, some taller than the ziggurat itself. They stood around it, perhaps with a stone plaza between the ziggurat and them. A few of the statues observed or seemed to ponder the ziggurat. 
 
    How old was this place? Did the Neanderthals of Garm still have a high civilization? Or were they like the rest of us and had fallen upon hard times when the Harmony of Planets had shattered? 
 
    I suspected the latter. But how was I to know until I found evidence? 
 
    Possibly because there was no committee to meet me, I should assume the world had shattered long ago. 
 
    In any case, I worked down the ziggurat steps. As I did, the sleet and howling wind abated to a degree. The ziggurat and possibly some of the statues helped shield me from the wind coming off the steppes. 
 
    Was the world in a grip of an ice age? Maybe, or maybe it was just an intensely cold winter or this was one of the world’s poles. I had no idea. 
 
    Soon, I reached the plaza. 
 
    I thought about my present survival and checked what I had with me. I only had a few supplies of food, mainly packets of almonds. Water, I could put snow in my mouth and melt it until it was water and drink it. That wasn’t the fastest way to slake one’s thirst, but I didn’t need to worry about dying of dehydration. Food—I’d definitely need another food source soon. 
 
    I had the phasor, with however many charges left. I had the special glasses, a knife and a few other pieces of survival equipment, and I had my garments. But in my haste to flee, I hadn’t taken much else. 
 
    I hadn’t expected to need it, since I hadn’t anticipated coming to Garm. I’d thought I was going to the Vega System, where all the amenities would have been taken care of. 
 
    Where was the obelisk on this planet, or whatever to take me back to Earth? Did I want to go back to Antarctica? Go back to a world on the brink of nuclear devastation, with everybody employing their highest tech weapons? I thought about the THOR projectiles and Poseidon torpedo. What else were they letting loose on Earth at each other? 
 
    I wandered around the plaza, looking at the colossal statues. Was this like the lonely world I’d first reached Traveling like this? Were only the monuments left? Or was this an inhabited world? 
 
    I had no idea yet. 
 
    I kept walking, checking each of the colossal statues to see if there were any hidden doors or hatches in their feet or legs. There was nothing but stone, nothing to indicate high technology other than the fact of the statues themselves and the poses of academia rather than brutish cavemen as we used to think of Neanderthals. 
 
    At the end of my survey, I shook my head. What was the best thing to do now? I didn’t even know what kind of fauna this place had. 
 
    As I considered that, as I wondered about fauna, I heard a snarl, a feline, a lion-like snarl. 
 
    I whirled around. 
 
    I saw a short, heavily bundled man, perhaps a Neanderthal. He ran through the snow toward the statues, toward me. Behind him followed three huge saber-toothed tigers, hunting beasts. 
 
    That answered one question. The place was inhabited all right, and I might be joining the fugitive for lunch, as lunch for the great feline monsters tracking him. 
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    The scene before me seemed incredible, and I stared in shock and perhaps even in dumbfounded amazement at the saber-toothed tigers. 
 
    I realized as I thought that—I didn’t know how I could think so quickly and so deeply in what I was sure was only seconds. But I remembered reading that saber-toothed tigers weren’t related to tigers. The saber-toothed cats were obviously feline, but they were Smilodons from ancient times, belonging to a different family of feline than tigers and lions. 
 
    These three were massive, perhaps four feet high at the shoulders and much smaller in the haunches, giving them a decidedly sloped appearance like giant hyenas. They were robustly built, much heavier and thicker than a lion of that size would have been. I thought they must have weighed a thousand pounds each. Perhaps the shaggy hair threw me off, although I doubt it. That meant each was half a ton of feline fury. They were monstrous. 
 
    The man wasn’t huge, but shorter, although much stockier than me. He wore fur garments, as I would expect in this harsh environment. The garments looked machine manufactured, not crude skins or hand-sewn in a cave. In his gloved hand was a heavy piece of bent iron, a crowbar, perhaps. In his other, he gripped a heavy iron or steel-headed mallet. 
 
    Was he some kind of miner or technician, a car mechanic perhaps? 
 
    I shouted in fear and anger, reaching into my parka pocket, grabbing my phasor. 
 
    I thought: No, I won’t show my highest tech item if I don’t need to. 
 
    I felt the reassuring weight of a holster and its accompanying weapon strapped to my waist. Thus, I hiked up the bottom of my parka and drew a heavy automatic, an old-style Colt .45. 
 
    The beasts stared at me with far too much understanding, maybe even intelligence. 
 
    I looked across the distance at them, trying to discern more. 
 
    Their braincases seemed far too big for creatures of this type. And you might call me mad, but it looked as if each of them sprouted a single antenna, a metal thing, and the tip of one sparked. 
 
    Did that mean the Smilodons wore furry helmets? Did it mean perhaps that they’d been modified in some grotesque and evil fashion? 
 
    The man had seen me. He stopped and stared in what seemed to be wonderment. 
 
    I couldn’t see his face, so I didn’t know if he was indeed a Neanderthal, as these statues would indicate. He wore what the Eskimos of old would have had: a piece of what looked like hardened cardboard over his eyes with slits to see. Those would help against snow glare, although there wasn’t any glare now. He also had woolens wrapped around his face, perhaps protecting him from the freezing cold. 
 
    I shouted at him to hurry to me. 
 
    Even as I spoke, I realized I didn’t use my American English. Once again, as had happened on other occasions, the transfer from one ancient monument to another had granted me the language of the planet. 
 
    I could tell the man understood me, for he put his hooded head down and ran through the snow toward me, his arms moving smoothly as he held onto the crowbar and heavy mallet. 
 
    The three great cats, the Smilodons, snarled back and forth to each other. I had the uncanny feeling that they planned openly and freely among themselves, talking things over. 
 
    Two of them, one on each side, flanked me wide in an effort to encircle both of us. 
 
    The center one slunk toward me with slow and deliberate steps. It had huge paws, which might help to distribute its great weight when traversing across snow. The beast watched me with far too much interest, and I would say intelligence. I found that unnerving. 
 
    However, I had the automatic in my grasp. I chambered a round. Still, the beast watched me intently as if I was a great mouse that it desired to eat. 
 
    The short, squat man labored, with his breath hard and his booted feet tramping through the snow. 
 
    “I’m a friend,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” he said in a guttural, harsh voice. “Friend, I am Krull. Help me, please.” 
 
    “I’m Jake Bayard. I will help you.” I brought up the Colt. 
 
    The approaching Smilodon snarled in a harsh and intimidating manner, and it broke into a lumbering charge directly at me. 
 
    The beast didn’t charge gracefully and speedily as you’d expect a lion would when watching a nature film. This beast was far heavier and built on a different pattern, not for speedy charges. I remembered reading that Smilodons were ambush creatures. They ambushed large and mighty beasts like the great sloths that had once lived in North America. Perhaps they’d even attacked woolly mammoth calves. 
 
    I brought up my trusty Colt, holding it with both hands. Neither had gloves and my fingers were freezing. Despite a beating heart and a bone-dry mouth, I aimed and fired with deliberate care once, twice, three times. 
 
    The creature snarled horribly. 
 
    I’d hit it, but not in the braincase where I had aimed. I saw blood on its shoulder. It kept coming. I wondered what fantastic vitality a creature like this would have. 
 
    I kept my cool even as the adrenaline of combat flowed through me. This was what I did. I was Jake Bayard the Killer. I was Jake Bayard the Marine. I took very deliberate shots. 
 
    One of the bullets slammed into the oversized braincase. The great furry beast plowed into the snow a bare few feet from my newfound friend, Krull, dead and twitching. 
 
    The other two great cats stopped, hunched, and glared at my smoking automatic. Then they stared at me with malice, with hatred. 
 
    I felt their emanations washing against me, a most uncomfortable sensation. Did they have telepathic powers or was it pure malice? 
 
    They didn’t charge as I expected, which was a good thing because I was nearly out of bullets in this magazine. I needed to swap out. Did that mean I needed to bring out my phasor? I wasn’t sure my cold-numbed fingers could change the magazine quickly enough. 
 
    Even so, I stumbled forward as I watched them. 
 
    They stared at me and slowly backed away. 
 
    Krull reached me, nodding, whirling around to face the creatures. He grunted with what I took to be surprise. 
 
    “You killed it,” he said. 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    He looked back at me. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Let’s deal with the Smilodons first.” 
 
    He nodded, facing them again. 
 
    I realized I hadn’t said “Smilodons,” but used the word the dominant species on the planet Garm did for them. 
 
    I was going to assume for the moment that this was the planet Garm, although I didn’t know that with certitude. 
 
    The two great cats began to slink away, as if they understood I had a weapon that could reach out, but not too far. 
 
    “What do we do now?” Krull asked. “Can you kill them?” 
 
    “If I need to,” I said. “Are they going to keep tracking us?” 
 
    “Yes,” Krull said. “They’re hunting me. They’re guardians for the Corporation.” 
 
    The word startled me. 
 
    “What Corporation?” I asked. 
 
    He turned and grunted. “As you said before, perhaps now is not the time to speak of it. Let us take care of the Smilodons first. Then we can decide what to do next.” 
 
    “You’ve a good head on your shoulders, Krull.” 
 
    I slammed a fresh magazine into the handle. I had another ready in my parka pocket. 
 
    Then I did what was probably an insane thing, but it fit my M.O. I started to stalk toward the rightmost Smilodon. I stalked toward it, the automatic held down, but ready to lift in a moment. 
 
    The creature watched me, cocking its monstrous head as if puzzled by what I was doing. 
 
    I heard Krull marching by my side. He clenched both the heavy mallet, which had a steel head, and the crowbar. 
 
    “If they charge us, I will fight to the death,” Krull said. “It is an honor to meet you. Did you say your name was Bayard?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Are you a warrior?” 
 
    “I am. And you?” 
 
    “I am a technician and a slave, a slave of the Corporation, but I escaped. They sent the guardian beasts after me.” 
 
    “Why do they have antenna sticking out of their heads?” 
 
    Krull paused. “You are not of this world, are you?” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” 
 
    “Because of where we’re at,” Krull said. “This is the ancient site. Once we Traveled between worlds. I came here because there was nowhere else to go, and this site guards the way to the plains. Bayard, are you from another planet? You do not seem like one of the people.” 
 
    “People?” I asked. “You mean Neanderthals?” 
 
    The construction of my word was very different from the English word Neanderthal. I realized that in essence I’d said people in the language of Garm. Again, that was a supposition that this was the name of the planet. 
 
    It was time to fix that. 
 
    “Is this the planet Garm?” I asked. 
 
    “What else would it be named?” 
 
    “Nothing else,” I said. 
 
    The Smilodon held its ground. Maybe it didn’t like the idea of fleeing from me. I had the feeling it would turn and run at any moment. 
 
    Before it did that, I ran through the snow at it, raised my forty-five and began to fire one deliberate shot after the other. Each shot smacked into the great shaggy body. 
 
    The beast snarled with rage. It did not turn. It did not run, but it roared with ferocious malice. 
 
    I put several slugs into its head. 
 
    Then, it, too, sagged down dead. 
 
    With speed, I changed magazines so I’d have a full one ready for the last beast. I whirled around— 
 
    The last Smilodon was gone. It had vanished. 
 
    “It is going to tell the others,” Krull said, “the masters of the Corporation.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Who runs the Corporation?” 
 
    “Everyone knows the First Folk do.” 
 
    My stomach turned with shock. If I understood Krull right, he meant the Homo habilises like Philip. Those sly hominids ran the Corporation. 
 
    “You said you were a slave?” I asked. 
 
    Krull nodded. 
 
    I shoved the Colt into its holster. Then, I held out my bare right hand. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Krull.” 
 
    He stared at my hand and stared at me. Clearly understanding, for he took off his glove and he had a broad, huge hand, he clasped mine. I could feel the strength in his grip. Whatever else this Krull was, he was one strong sucker. 
 
    Finally, he unwound the woolens from his face. He indeed had the features of a typical Neanderthal: white skin, such as I had, a weak chin, but a broad flat nose, that would be perfect for this terrain. He could breathe in through those nostrils, letting the vast cavities warm the air before he took it deeper into his lungs. In a sense, Krull was fit for this winter planet. He had a bridge of bone across his eyes like a brow, and a sloping forehead. It gave him the appearance of being an idiot, perhaps even a retard. Yet, I knew from my studies that the Neanderthals, or the average ones at least, had a greater braincase than we Homo sapiens. That meant their brains were larger than ours were. 
 
    Likely, Krull was of high intelligence. 
 
    His piercing brown eyes looked into mine. Yes, I could see he was an intelligent man, and most likely a brave man. 
 
    We shook hands again. 
 
    “Krull, we’re going to have to decide what to do next.” 
 
    “Yes, Bayard, we will. Thank you for coming to my aid. You saved my life. I think they were toying with me and letting me see this great and ancient relic before they slew me. Now that I have seen it, now that I know that it is true, and not just a mystery, now I have renewed hope. And now I think things are going to be different, Jake Bayard. Let us be friends, you and I. Do you agree?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I totally agree. What’s the best thing to do now? What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Krull said. “That is the question.” 
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    We didn’t see the last Smilodon anytime soon. It must have done as Krull suggested, leaving the area in order to report on what had taken place here. 
 
    After the fight, we settled at the base of the ziggurat, resting. Krull told me he had a cache of food perhaps half a mile back. If I cared to join him, we could go get it. Soon, we climbed to our feet and started for the food. 
 
    I kept my Colt ready. Krull kept his heavy mallet and crowbar ready. 
 
    I imagined if he got close enough and if the Smilodons gave him time, he could crack one of their skulls. I’d felt his grip. He wasn’t that big, although he was broad. 
 
    I’d say he was 5’5”, much smaller than I was, although his shoulders were at least as broad as mine. 
 
    I wondered if the legend of dwarves had originated from Neanderthals back in the day when they’d lived on Earth. Of course, Homo sapiens had been shorter back then, but maybe Neanderthals had been even considerably shorter. From what I’d read about the past, though, 5’5” seemed to be their general ancient height. 
 
    Soon, we found the food where he’d stashed it, at the base of some boulders. Krull laughed and said if the great cats had had time, they would have pissed all over the food, making it inedible. 
 
    His food must have come from the mine. The sack contained rations such as I’d eaten as a Marine. He gave me one. I broke it open and devoured it. The cold had made me ravenous. 
 
    Krull ate slowly and deliberately. The food was tough and it didn’t taste like much, but I was famished. 
 
    Afterward, we started back for the ziggurat and the statues around it. 
 
    We hadn’t spoken much. We both kept our eyes open, searching for a prowling Smilodon to ambush us. 
 
    I was curious, though. I wanted to know more. 
 
    “So you’re a slave in the Corporation?” I said. 
 
    It took him time before Krull said, “Yes, I was a technician. I helped to keep the machine working.” 
 
    “What machine?” 
 
    He looked at me suspiciously before shaking his head. “No, you fought to save my life. I would be dead now if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    “What’s wrong, Krull? Don’t you trust me?” 
 
    He took his time answering. “The First Folk are cunning, known for their trickery. It’s possible they sent you in order to learn my plans. But the more I think about it—they wouldn’t have allowed you to kill the Smilodons. The cats are expensive, especially once they receive... What did you call that again?” He indicated a thing projecting from his head. 
 
    “Antenna,” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “Mounting it is hard and costly. To have it installed, the Smilodon must go to the world of the First Folk.” He looked at me. “Did I say something wrong?” 
 
    I must have stared at him with shock. “The First Folk can cross worlds; they can go back to their planet?” 
 
    “Of course. That is what I help keep running, the transfer machine.” Krull scowled. “They’ve threatened lately to send me into the deep mines where the wild ones and those who are in disfavor go.” 
 
    “Who are the wild ones?” 
 
    Krull pointed in the direction of the ziggurat. “Those who live on the plains, who battle against the Corporation. Sometimes, the First Folk send out slaving parties to trap and kill wild ones. The trapped ones are sent into the deepest mines. There, they dig for alibite, what the First Folk need for their genetic experiments.” 
 
    I studied Krull. Sure, he looked like a caveman. He was squat and strong. And this was a primitive world with saber-toothed tigers. But he was no caveman in estimation and knowledge. I considered his sloping forehead and face that looked dull or dim-witted. The eyes belied that. As I said, he was a smart boy. 
 
    I learned that the Corporation was a mining expedition sent from the Institute. The First Folk mined alibite in particular. They also sent furs home, furs gained on the steppes. 
 
    “Tell me more about the wild ones.” 
 
    Krull nodded. “I spoke with a captured chieftain once. I wonder if the First Folk allowed our conversation so they could secretly gain knowledge by eavesdropping on us.” He shrugged. “On the howling steppes where mastodons and woolly mammoths live—” 
 
    “Wait a second,” I said, interrupting, “there’re woolly mammoths here?’ 
 
    “I just said so.” 
 
    “I don’t distrust you. It’s just, on my world, my planet—” 
 
    “Yes,” Krull said, interrupting. “What is your planet called?” 
 
    “Earth.” 
 
    “You call it Dirt?” 
 
    “No, Earth is the name for our planet.” 
 
    I finally remembered where I’d heard the name Garm before. In Norse or Viking myth, it was the name of the hellhound that guarded the underworld. 
 
    Hmm… Garm. Mu. The Chariots of the Gods by Erich von Däniken… Perhaps these were all memories of the old time before the Harmony had shattered. 
 
    As I tramped through the snow with Krull, it struck me that I was a strange candidate for traveling. Who would think I had the genes for this, me, Jake Bayard. 
 
    I’d always had trouble with my teachers in school. For one thing, they hadn’t liked my attitude. I’d always questioned authority, receiving detentions or having teachers lecture me on this, that, and the other thing. It was funny then that I’d join the Marines. 
 
    Anyway, I was on a prehistoric type world. 
 
    I listened to Krull as he told me about the Corporation and its practices. Just like my time on Saddoth, this place sounded like it was itching for a Spartacus moment. 
 
    For those who don’t know, one of the cruelest eras in human history was during the later times of the Roman Republic, when it was on the march unifying the Mediterranean basin. They conquered Carthage, the Hellenistic empires Alexander the Great had started and the Gauls. Nothing back then could stop the Roman legions. That had meant captives and more captives, which meant slave labor. Italy changed from homeboys running their own farms, into debtor soldiers selling their farms because they were away conquering for years and the farms had gone to pot without them. They sold to the rich, who bought countless slaves to till the soil and watch the cattle and sheep. Soon, much of Italy was filled with slaves instead of citizen farmers so the richest, aristocratic Romans could make yet more money. 
 
    Prosperity reigned, you could say. Wealth flowed…into the coffers of the rich. 
 
    The amount of lead found in old ice cores from that era was more than any other time up until the Industrial Revolution. The point was that masses upon masses of slaves were mining, manufacturing and farming under miserable conditions. 
 
    Then, a gladiator named Spartacus—a Thracian for those who are interested—led a revolt. There were a ton of slave revolts then, but this may have been the worst. He forged an army from his slaves that beat the Romans in Italy for several years. 
 
    I watched that movie. It was one of my favorites with Kirk Douglas. They crucified Spartacus and his men in the end. 
 
    You see, slave revolts seldom ended well for the slaves, but in bitter butchery. 
 
    The only successful slave revolt I knew about was the one in the Bible. That was when God led Moses to Pharaoh and there were ten horrible plagues. The Egyptians had enslaved the Hebrew people but finally let them go. According to the Bible, God led them out into the desert. Pharaoh had second thoughts and raced with his chariot host to drive them back. Moses or God lured Pharaoh and his chariots into the Red Sea and drowned the lot of them. The Hebrew slaves thereby gained their freedom for good, proving to be the only revolting slaves with a happy conclusion. 
 
    The point was the idea of the Neanderthal slaves gaining their freedom through their own hard fighting. Only the Hebrew slaves had really made it work. Could the Neanderthals do it here? 
 
    In truth, I didn’t have much hope for that. Yet, perchance to dream, as they say, why not give it a go? 
 
    Krull explained about the hard conditions in the mines, the cruelty of the First Folk. Then, he told me the worst. 
 
    “Bayard, the First Folk keep our women locked up. They treat our women like whores; doled out to whomever the First Folk please, usually to workers they think deserves a woman. That’s about the only time we can get to see or speak to our women. Thus, our young are born under harsh and vile conditions, our women held even in worse bondage than the men.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound good,” I admitted. 
 
    “It’s horrible. We hate the First Folk. But they’re more cunning than we are. They know how to wield power and trick us, using divide and conquer tactics.” 
 
    I nodded. That sounded like Philip and his crew from last time in the Chaunt System. 
 
    “This is my idea,” Krull said. “I wish to meet the wild tribes and forge an alliance with them in order to overthrow the First Folk. I want to regain control of our world.” 
 
    “‘By world,” I said, “you mean the Corporation mine?” 
 
    Krull nodded. “Our world has grown harsh. Each year the winters are worse than the ones before. It’s said the wild tribes struggle in order to maintain their population. Perhaps I can convince them to stake all on a single stroke of fate.” 
 
    “You’d need a plan, something no one has tried before.” 
 
    “I know. I have that. I know a secret—” Krull stopped and stared at me. We were almost to the ziggurat and statues. 
 
    I could feel his apprehension. I could almost feel the mallet cracking against my head. 
 
    “Krull, I’m no spy for the First Folk. I know who they are. I’ve dealt with them and I’ve given them a heavy blow. Believe me, the First Folk hate me.” 
 
    “How can that be?” 
 
    I told him what had happened last journey in the Chaunt System. 
 
    He laughed, amazed. His mallet lowered. He was nodding and laughing by the time I was done. 
 
    “If what you say is truth,” Krull said, “the First Folk can lose.” 
 
    “They can lose all right.” I recalled the chamber full of dead First Folk, the ones I’d slain to make sure Earth stayed safe. 
 
    Krull stared at me. “Bayard, will you help me free my people? Will you help me so we can thrive again?” 
 
    I thought about it. 
 
    “Will you help me drive the Philips from Garm?” Krull asked. 
 
    “Did you say Philip?” 
 
    Krull became wary. “You know Philip?” 
 
    “I knew several Philips, all clones of the Original.” 
 
    “Ah,” Krull said, “you truly do know the First Folk. That is a deep secret. Understand this then, many of my friends died that I might escape with my secret.” 
 
    I wondered about that and our meeting at the ziggurat. Maybe it hadn’t been strict chance.  Maybe the pyramidion in Antarctica had had a hand in that, metaphorically speaking. 
 
    “Your coming was fortuitous,” Krull said. “That we defeated the Smilodons—I wish we’d killed the last one.” 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “I agree with that.” 
 
    Krull peered into the sky, looking left, right, back and ahead.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Krull shook his head. “It can’t be this easy. They’ll surely send a slave-raiding force to try to recapture us. I hope your weapon can take down their aerial craft.” 
 
    I didn’t think the Colt could. I was glad I’d kept my phasor hidden. It was an ace in the hole. 
 
    We reached the ziggurat and statues, plopping down, taking a break. Afterward, we’d start onto the howling steppes. 
 
    I thought about what Krull had told me. Was it the truth? I had no reason to think him a liar. Still, I hoped this wasn’t a devious Philip plan. 
 
    I’d have to wait and see. 
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    Krull and I left the ziggurat and statues, heading into the sleet that howled against us. Would it be worse when we actually left the valley and were upon the steppe? 
 
    I lowered my head and glanced at Krull. He’d put away his crowbar and threaded the heavy mallet in a loop on a belt. He cinched his coat and wrapped the woolens tighter around his face. Then, he handed me a woolen scarf, an extra one. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, wrapping the scarf around my face. It helped a ton. 
 
    I was grateful I had my Antarctic parka, gloves and other equipment, glad I hadn’t ditched them in my race from those chasing us in the South Pole tunnels. I assumed they’d been Krekelens and helping psi-masters. That made the most sense. 
 
    Livi was a sly Vegan agent. Had a psi-master changed her thoughts about me, or had our time together been a spring romance. Maybe it was like a person going on a trip to a foreign country, meeting someone there and then realizing when it was time to go home that the romance wouldn’t work anymore. 
 
    It didn’t have to be psi-masters then that had caused Livi do what she had. 
 
    I scowled. I didn’t know why Livi had done what she had. I could only surmise and live with the pang in my heart. I did know I had to trudge through the snow on Garm. The sleet and snow encapsulated me with my thoughts. I had no idea what would happen next, although we were attempting a Spartacus-like rebellion. 
 
    I wasn’t Spartacus. Krull was with his so-called secret. 
 
    I wasn’t going to ask him about the secret. He guarded it zealously, even if he’d let slip that he had a secret. 
 
    The two of us trudged the rest of the day, leaving the final environs of the valley. The wind increased, fighting us every step of the way. 
 
    An hour before sunset, the wind slackened. The sleet and snow settled and I saw the star of Garm, the sun of this world. 
 
    The star was brilliantly white, although smaller than our sun. Its rays struck the snow and ice, producing intense glare. I had to squint and hold a gloved hand before my eyes. 
 
    Krull put on his Eskimo sunglasses. He had a second pair, silently offering them to me. 
 
    I took them gladly and put them on. What blessed relief they brought. It was like peeking through a crack in the door. 
 
    Krull pointed out some boulders in the distance. We reached them just before dark. Moving among the boulders, Krull selected our spot. Then, like a magician in a stage show, he pulled a thermal blanket out of his sack. It looked like Earth moon tech, an advanced piece of survival equipment. 
 
    We huddled together and he wrapped the blanket around us. It helped, as we stayed warm the entire night even though the wind howled, even though we heard strange sounds in the dark. No Smilodon pounced and devoured us. I suppose that was obvious, otherwise, you wouldn’t be hearing this tale. 
 
    In the morning, we ate more of his rations. He said it would be good if we could hunt for food to stretch our supplies. 
 
    “How would we cook anything we killed?” I asked. I hadn’t seen any trees or even bushes. 
 
    Krull looked at me askance. 
 
    “We’d have to eat it raw?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded as if that was self-evident. 
 
    If I must, I thought to myself. Yes, I'll eat raw meat to stay alive. 
 
    We stowed our gear, wrapped the woolens around our faces and put up our hoods. Then we trudged into the stormy weather. 
 
    “Krull,” I said after a bit. “Can I ask you a question?” 
 
    “Please do.” 
 
    “Do you know how to find the wild ones?” 
 
    We took a few more steps before he said, “Not exactly.” 
 
    “So, what are we doing out here?” 
 
    Krull nodded. “The chieftain I spoke to in the deep mine gave me an idea.” 
 
    “Yeah? What is it?” 
 
    Krull explained that the wild ones lived in clans of one hundred and fifty to two hundred people. There were a few outlaw tribes of maybe thirty or so souls, but primarily the wild ones lived in these larger groups. They didn’t have wagons or other kind of transport, although they apparently had great shaggy dogs, pack beasts. They loaded up the dogs the way Indians in North America used to, strapping them with burdens as they trudged from one place to the next. 
 
    Krull spoke about signposts: boulders with chiseled or painted runes marking various nomadic territories. We were looking for the Yellow Knives in particular, as they were the greatest clan. That was based on what the chieftain had said. Krull told me the chief had been a Yellow Knife, which might have influenced his opinion. 
 
    We spent the rest of the day trudging through snow and across ice. At times, either Krull or I scooped up mouthfuls of snow and melted it in our mouth, drinking afterward. 
 
    It was a desolate and eerie landscape, reminding me too much of Antarctica. How could anyone survive out here in the long run? 
 
    During the worst gusts, which kicked up swirling particles of ice and snow, Krull tied a rope between us. That way, we wouldn’t separate and become lost during the whiteout. 
 
    It was while we were trudging through the blizzard that made me think of it. I should have thought of it sooner. I asked Krull, “How do you know which way to go?” 
 
    Stepping up beside me, Krull dug in a pocket and produced a tiny compass. 
 
    That made me realize once again that although Krull might appear slow, he was just as smart, or perhaps even smarter, than I was. 
 
    We ate rations and melted snow, drinking plenty of water. Therefore, we were always stopping to take whizzes. 
 
    I noticed that my whizz, my urine, if you want to be more exact, hit the snow as liquid. 
 
    That was a good sign. In Antarctica, during the coldest times, that didn’t happen. As I’d said earlier, it hit the ground as icy particles, which meant it was damn cold. 
 
    Thus, although we tramped through a bleak and frozen tundra, it wasn’t as bad as Antarctica. 
 
    Had Earth been like this when it had been in the grip of an ice age? Had Neanderthals and Cro-Magnon men fought or worked together back then? 
 
    I’d read before that some Earthlings had a small percentage of Neanderthal DNA. That implied our two species had engaged in unions. That would have resulted in hybrid children. Nevertheless, they were far more compatible than, for example, a donkey and a horse, which produce sterile mules. 
 
    The point was that I started to feel kinship with Krull. That reminded me of my promise to my blood-brother Bok in an Ophidian gladiatorial camp—if Bok was still alive after all this time. I said I’d try to rescue him, and his people. 
 
    If Krull and his people could gain freedom, maybe they’d help me free other Neanderthals on a different planet. 
 
    Bok and his tribesmen had been larger, though. They’d also been hairy. Did that imply a different type of Neanderthal? Obviously, it did. The size difference wasn’t as huge as the hairiness. Despite the hairiness, the Original People, the free Neanderthals on Saddoth, had worn loincloths and other garments. Would the relatively hairless Neanderthals on Garm be willing to help larger, hairier ones? 
 
    I shook my head. How could a few Garm Neanderthals free the fighting Neanderthals on Saddoth? There were surely millions and possibly billions of Ophidians on the planet. Freeing the meat cattle with a handful of Garm Neanderthals would be impossible. No matter what, though, I’d need a way to transport a battalion from one world to the next. I had no idea how to do that. 
 
    I snorted to myself. Before I could do anything so grand, I’d have to survive Garm and the First Folk, to saying nothing of more Smilodons. 
 
    Thinking about Bok and Krull caused me to wonder: what had been the most prevalent species among the former Harmony of Planets? Was it Homo sapiens or Neanderthals? And if it was Neanderthals, what kind: hairless or hairy? Surely, it couldn’t be the Homo habilises. They didn’t even procreate, but used cloning to keep their numbers high enough to run the Institute. 
 
    Speaking of, where was the Institute? Did the Corporation really have a transfer mechanism directly to the Institute world as Krull said? And what did the mineral or substance or whatever it was they extracted in the deep mines, how did the alibite help the First Folk? 
 
    These thoughts and others occupied my mind throughout the second day. 
 
    Midway through the third day, I heard something that sounded like— 
 
    Krull grabbed my shoulders and shouted in my face, “Do you hear that whine?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “They’ve found us.” 
 
    “Who?” I shouted. ”The First Folk?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Krull shouted. “You must beware. Smilodons are likely near. There is—” His eyes widened. He released me and pointed at the sky. 
 
    My eyes widened, too, for that was when I saw it. 
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    I saw a silvery glint in the air, hovering. The whine clearly came from it. 
 
    “Don’t move,” Krull said. “It might not see us.” 
 
    That didn’t make sense. If that was a First Folk craft, surely it had thermo-imaging and could see us plainly through the swirling snow. 
 
    As to prove my thought, a wide green beam emanated from it toward us. 
 
    I reacted instantly and grabbed the rope that tied us—there’d been a blizzard earlier, although it had died away. I yanked Krull out of the way, as I dove to the ground. 
 
    Even so, part of the green beam caught him. His heavy lidded eyes fluttered. He’d taken off his woolens and snow glasses. His eyelids fluttered as if he was falling asleep. 
 
    As quick as I could, I un-knotted the rope from around my waist and scrambled away. The whine intensified once more. I looked up and—another green ray emanated from the craft, this time at me. I dodged a second time. 
 
    I didn’t think I would a third, as the silver disc slid through the snowy sky toward me. 
 
    I clawed out my phasor; put it at its highest setting: click, click, click, and before the disc could fire again, I aimed and depressed the trigger. My beam hit the silvery disc. 
 
    I heard a hissing, electronic sound. The disc flew up at an astonishing speed, disappearing into the swirling sleet. 
 
    That seemed to throw a weather switch. Abruptly, the wind stilled, and in moments, the swirling snow and ice settled onto the ground. 
 
    I spied the silvery disc in the distance. It was a flying saucer moving fast. Sparks flowed from the phasor-made hole. The saucer tilted at a sharp angle down, sliding for the ground. Now I could see a bubble canopy in the center of the craft. It looked as if a single pilot was under the clear canopy. 
 
    The canopy blew away and the entire seat with its pilot strapped in ejected. The saucer righted itself then so the seat and pilot shot into the air. If he was a Homo habilis, I couldn’t tell. He wore a flight suit and helmet with a black visor. The flying saucer continued down. The seat and pilot rose until a parachute blossomed. Then the seat and pilot began to descend softly. 
 
    “Got you, you creep,” I said. 
 
    I looked back. 
 
    Krull had risen to his knees. He gripped the mallet in a gloved hand. Yet, he looked bewildered, as if he didn’t know what to do. 
 
    Should I run down the possible First Folk pilot who’d ejected from this single-person flying saucer? He hadn’t landed yet, but he would soon. The saucer crashed a distance away. It didn’t explode or do anything spectacular, although it plowed a furrow in the snow and dirt before it came to a halt. 
 
    My second choice was to stay and help Krull. How would I find Krull if I raced away and the wind started the snow swirling again? 
 
    With my phasor in hand, I scanned the sky for another flying saucer. I cursed myself as an idiot, digging out the special glasses. Putting them on, I scanned again. 
 
    Ah! There, in what I assumed was the direction of the valley, were three flying saucers heading our way. 
 
    I scanned the terrain. 
 
    “Oh, crap,” I said. Five Smilodons raced in their lumbering, hyena-like gait toward us. 
 
    I tucked away my phasor and special glasses, racing to Krull. I helped him to his feet. 
 
    “You’ve got to wake up,” I shouted. 
 
    He mumbled incoherently. 
 
    I grabbed a fistful of snow, smearing it over his face. He shook his head, snarling weakly. I did it again. Nothing helped, so I grabbed him and bodily shoved him down into the snow. I pressed his face down. 
 
    Finally, Krull shook me off with a renewed burst of energy. He staggered up, and he raised his mallet with rage in his eyes. 
 
    “How dare you, treachery!” 
 
    “No, you idiot,” I said, “I’m trying to wake you up. They must have used a knockout beam against you. We have to get out of here.” 
 
    Krull stared at me. Then he looked in the direction of the valley. I don’t know if he saw the flying saucers. He certainly couldn’t see the five great cats heading for us. He groaned, however, perhaps in understanding. He slipped the iron-headed mallet into its loop, put up his hood and pulled the strings. 
 
    “You’re right. You’re right. I’m sorry, my friend. It was your difference. You’re so different from me that sometimes it’s hard for me to trust you.” 
 
    “I understand,” I said. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    We took off across the snow. Unsurprisingly, Krull grew weary fast, laboring and panting, his breath streaming from his mouth. 
 
    “It’s no good,” he said. “They’re going to find us. They have tracking devices.” 
 
    “Then why did you tell me to stand still earlier?” 
 
    Krull shook his head. “It was instinctive foolishness. We must think. You’re more a creature of intellect, me of instincts.” 
 
    How he’d come to such a conclusion during our short time together, I had no idea, but he was right. 
 
    “We need some kind of outcropping,” I said. “Do you know where there are boulders?” 
 
    “Do you think me a magician?” 
 
    I didn’t, but I had a piece of technology I could use. I slipped the glasses back on and scanned in one direction— 
 
    “That way,” I said. “Come on. It’s two miles off.” 
 
    “How can you see that far so clearly in this sleet?” 
 
    The wind had increased incrementally, swirling some snow again. 
 
    I didn’t bother answering. We headed away, but Krull was moving too slow. I grabbed one of his arms, forcing him to run. 
 
    We needed to reach the boulders. They’d give us some protection from the green knockout ray. They’d also give us a place to put our backs in case the great cats came upon us. 
 
    We ran. I hoped the flying-saucer guys would take time to pick up the survivor. If the flying saucers were one-man craft, though, where would they put the one who’d escaped his wrecked disc? 
 
    We ran, and soon little else filled my mind but for the pain of running and pulling an increasingly resistant Krull. Then I heard the familiar whine and knew the saucers were close. 
 
    The boulders were only four hundred yards off—four football fields away. The boulders were maybe four or five times bigger than we were. 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    I released Krull, and began to sprint. 
 
    I heard the emission of a ray and looked back. The wide green beam struck Krull. This time, he collapsed onto the snowy ground. 
 
    During that time, however, I was able to gain the boulders, even as the flying saucer rose higher in the air, coming for me. 
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    I crawled under and around boulders, positioning myself, finding a spot where some rock was over my back. Would that protect me from the green knockout beam? I hoped so. 
 
    I stared out at Krull. He’d been hit twice in quick succession. He was unmoving as particles of ice swirled around him. 
 
    A flying saucer hovered near him as red light swept back and forth from it over Krull. 
 
    Bastards, I thought to myself. 
 
    I put on the special glasses, touched the button to give me targeting data and raised the phasor. 
 
    The pilot behind his bubble canopy fiddled with controls. Was he a Homo habilis? Could it be Philip, or a Philip, out there? 
 
    I fired. 
 
    The beam drilled through the canopy and burned into the pilot. He jerked violently. 
 
    The saucer didn’t crash as I expected but shot straight up, screaming and disappearing from view. 
 
    Two other saucers swept forward, flying over the prone Krull. A shimmering hardly visible field surrounded each craft. Those fields hadn’t been there before. Could that be a science fiction force field, electromagnetic energy protecting them? 
 
    With a snarl on my lips, I targeted the nearest. My phasor beam burned and stopped short of the saucer. 
 
    When I quit firing, the magnetic force field dropped. A drill of laser-like energy shot from it at me. 
 
    I ducked behind a rock. I could hear the laser hitting the rock. There was bubbling, hissing. I shuddered. If the beam burned through the rock— 
 
    Abruptly, the ray quit. 
 
    I looked up. 
 
    The saucer flew back, away. The other was already much farther back. 
 
    My eyes bulged. 
 
    Krull was gone. The second bastard must have picked him up while the first attacked. Had the saucer used some kind of tractor beam to lift Krull? Damn the little Homo habilises, these Philips, these First Folk—how I hated them. 
 
    What were they going to do to Krull? 
 
    From the corner of my left eye, I spied another saucer. 
 
    I brought up my phasor. 
 
    No. It wasn’t a saucer but a drone. I drilled it, as a Marine should in the midst of combat. 
 
    The thing went down. 
 
    From higher up above a beam burned. Did I sense it a moment before it struck? Was there an extra-sensory perception in me? 
 
    I dived. There was sizzling of laser burning rock, perhaps piercing it. Abruptly, the ray quit. 
 
    I sprang up from where I hid and looked around. Then, I put on my glasses. 
 
    The saucer was fleeing, maybe hurrying after the others. 
 
    I scanned the skies. The ice and snow flurries had stopped again. I had a great panorama view. Except for the one, the other saucers had disappeared. Did they use some kind of camouflage gear? 
 
    I saw the five Smilodons on the ground. They were closer than before, maybe half the distance of where I’d seen them previously. They continued to lope in their ungainly rather ugly manner toward this place. 
 
    I hadn’t realized how late in the day it had become. The star, or sun, was heading for the horizon. That was why the flurries had stopped. They did before and during twilight. 
 
    How much time had passed since the first saucer sighting? 
 
    I scanned, looking everywhere. There was no sign of the flying saucers or their damned drones. 
 
    Gingerly, I climbed out of my boulder fortress, checking. I saw melted rock like lava where the laser rays had hit. Those beams had burned hot indeed. If I hadn’t had the little fortress for protection, the saucers surely would have drilled me with their laser beams, to say nothing of their green knockout beams. 
 
    Still, they’d taken Krull, my friend. 
 
    “My friend,” I said aloud. 
 
    A dread sense of loneliness filled me. I was all by myself again. 
 
    “God, help him, please, and please help me if You can hear me on this faraway planet.” 
 
    I didn’t know why God couldn’t hear me, but that was what I prayed. 
 
    Afterward, I tucked away my phasor and special glasses, put the mittens back on, the woolens over my face, and set out. 
 
    This wasn’t the place to stay. The Smilodons were coming to kill me, maybe to devour me. 
 
    Did the great cats communicate with the flying saucers, using their antennae to do so? Had the cat who’d fled the ziggurat reported on what had happened the first time? 
 
    That seemed preposterous. 
 
    How intelligent would the great cats really be? The idea of real intelligence was a frightening possibility. Was that why the First Folk had successfully squashed every Neanderthal rebellion? Had intelligent great cats been the Homo habilis ace card in controlling Garm? 
 
    I didn’t know that the beasts were intelligent, but the antennae, enlarged braincases, and what Krull had told me—the Smilodons went to the Institute so the First Folk could work on them. 
 
    I pondered the dilemma as I trudged through the growing gloom. 
 
    Would the five great cats find me in the middle of the night? Or would they hunker down to rest? 
 
    That was when I noticed Krull’s sack attached to my belt. How had I gotten hold of it? 
 
    I stopped and opened the sack. It had rations and the special thermo-blanket. 
 
    Had it snagged onto my belt when we’d been running? That seemed unlikely. The only other way was for Krull to have hooked it there while we ran. 
 
    What did that imply? 
 
    I scowled. What was going on? Krull had told me things, and yet, why did I have the feeling he hadn’t told me everything or that he’d kept some things back? Why, in other words, had he given me the thermo-blanket and remaining rations? Did he know the saucers would catch him? 
 
    Krull hadn’t struck me as a pessimist. Given what he’d done, he had struck me as a fantastic optimist. 
 
    “Well, I’m not quitting,” I said to myself. The thermo-blanket would help me survive. 
 
    I shook my head. It was time to put distance between the big cats and me. 
 
    I’d march all night if I had to. 
 
    I’d read this blog once by a fellow who hadn’t worked at all as he traveled between cities. He’d been a bum, but he’d had a free existence. He’d been a kind of a knight-errant, but with no duties to perform. I remember what he’d written. Even if it was raining, and he didn’t have a coat, if he kept walking, he stayed warm enough even at night. Walking kept him warm. If he’d holed up, he would have possibly have frozen to death. 
 
    I nodded to myself, deciding that the ungainly Smilodons, the intelligent ones with their antennae, perhaps able to communicate over a distance, would have to work to catch me. Yes, I was a civilized Homo sapiens, but I had Marine training and other training from the Terrans, the former witch hunters. I determined that I was going to trudge all night if I had to and put as much distance as I could between us. 
 
    So, suiting my thought to action, I began to trot. Sure, I couldn’t keep that up for long, but I could for a time, and it would keep me warm. Whenever I felt myself getting cold, I would break into a trot and then slow down and recuperate at other times by walking. 
 
    “All right, Bayard,” I said to myself, “it’s time for a nighttime education. It’s time to start working. It’s time to be a man.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said with a laugh, “it’s time to be a Marine and show these aliens what we Earthers are made of.” 
 
    As I continued my journey, I couldn’t help but wonder what secrets this strange planet held, what other challenges I’d face, and whether I’d ever be able to save Krull. Despite the uncertainty and the dangers ahead, I felt a renewed determination to keep going, to keep fighting, and to show both the First Folk and the Smilodons that I was not one to be easily defeated. 
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    The night was long, so long and cold, and I was tired, forcing one foot ahead of the other. 
 
    I could feel the Smilodons coming after me, could feel the pressure of their hatred. I don’t think I felt any emanations from their minds, from the antennae in a direct sense, but their emotions. 
 
    Could emotions transmit through an antenna? Might that be its purpose? 
 
    I scooped up snow during the night, stuffing it in my mouth, letting it melt so water trickled into my throat. 
 
    I refused to quit, refused to go down, tapping a reservoir of fierceness. I could run to the ends of Garm if I had to, though I wasn’t running now. I walked, staggering. 
 
    Hours had passed, the night moving slowly, gusts blowing into my face, at times trying to stand me upright. 
 
    No matter, I continued shoving one foot ahead after the other one more time. 
 
    Did the wind die down? Did a moon pass I hadn’t seen? I’d only witnessed the stars a few times. There seemed to be more stars in the sky than what I remembered on Earth. How far was Garm from Earth? 
 
    A gust swirled, putting particles of sleet in my eyes. I blinked furiously and jerked up my head. 
 
    Had I been sleeping on my feet? 
 
    I muttered, squeezed my eyelids closed and then opened them wide. 
 
    The wind had picked up again. The swirl of snow ahead was gray instead of black. Was daylight near? Had I truly trekked all night? 
 
    I laughed. It came out hoarse sounding. 
 
    How far had I traveled? Twenty miles? I shook my head. Surely, I’d gone farther than that. It must have been more like forty or even fifty miles. I’d come a long way across the windswept steppe. I was going to keep going, too. 
 
    Abruptly, as it often did here, the wind died down. Minutes later, the main star rose above the horizon, casting light everywhere. I saw far into the distance— 
 
    I squinted. 
 
    That was a line rising on the horizon. 
 
    I dug out the special glasses. Oh. That was a mountain range. Did that imply a valley over there behind the mountains? 
 
    I rubbed my face, having unwound the woolens. 
 
    If it was a valley, might there be a community of wild ones as Krull had wished to meet? 
 
    I nodded. Who could live on this desolate tundra? I recalled the patches of greenery and blue in the first valley. It hadn’t been ice blue but lake blue. Maybe it had been a fresh-water lake with fish. 
 
    The Neanderthals and First Folk had to eat something. If Smilodons thrived on Garm there had to be mastodons, woolly mammoths or other big-game meat sources. For the herbivores to survive, they needed grass. Maybe this was the worst part of winter. Perhaps it became pleasant in summer, however short the summer might be. 
 
    I looked back, using the special glasses. Five beasts of prey lumbered like hyenas but had saber teeth. They were close, perhaps less than a half mile from me. They looked ragged and angry. 
 
    One of the antennae sparked. Did that mean the Smilodon communicated back to base about me? 
 
    I scanned the sky in every direction looking for flying saucers. 
 
    Seeing nothing, I started walking again. I used the glasses, searching for boulders, for any kind of defensive position I could take against the Smilodons. 
 
    A cloud had covered the main star or Garm sun. The cloud drifted away so the full glory of the star blazed upon the white tundra. 
 
    I tore off the special glasses and put on my Eskimo sunglasses. The reflection off the ice and snow was too much otherwise. Man, but it was bright this morning. 
 
    I put the special glasses in their case and tucked them away in my parka. 
 
    It was warmer this morning than yesterday. 
 
    I put away the woolens, took out a ration, and devoured it as I scurried. I wanted to run. I wanted a lot of distance between the great cats and me. 
 
    I knew what it felt like being prey and hated the feeling desperately. 
 
    I looked back. 
 
    The great cats had increased the speed of their lumbering gait. 
 
    I set my head down, broke into a trot and then a run. Soon, my breathing became ragged. This felt like basic training again in the Corps. I forced myself to endure, to make the cats work for it. 
 
    Did I become delirious? A psychic sensation struck. I swear it. I raised my head, peering through the slits of my Eskimo sunglasses. 
 
    Something came toward me. 
 
    For a moment, I hoped. Then, I feared. Something was coming, a group of people. 
 
    It was too bright to take off the Eskimo sunglasses and put on the special glasses. My head hurt too much for that as well. 
 
    I hurt all over. 
 
    I staggered, slowing my rush. 
 
    What if the other group worked in tandem with the great cats? What if the First Folk had sent another team ahead, using cargo saucers to drop them? Now, the two teams corralled me. The great cats weren’t meant to kill or devour, but to push me into these others. 
 
    I didn’t want to be a captive. I had no intention of going under interrogation. Yes, that would be better than dying; because one thing I’d learned, if you were a captive, you had a chance to escape. Still, the idea of falling into the First Folk’s hands— 
 
    I scowled. The First Folk implanted antennae into beasts, creatures with unnaturally large braincases. The First Folk were the experimenting Nazis of the star lanes, doing all kinds of vile experiments. 
 
    Hold it a sec, Bayard. You don’t know these others are bad guys. Maybe they’re wild ones and can help you. 
 
    Should I take out the Colt and fire a shot, see how they responded? I shook my head. I wanted to hold whatever surprise I had until the last moment. 
 
    Surprise was a force multiplier. Our arms instructors had taught us that if you could surprise your enemy, you could cause him to freeze or make a stupid decision. You could get the better of him more easily that way. When you surprised someone, a small force could often defeat a larger one. 
 
    Therefore, I decided not to pull out my phasor yet, either. I’d save it for the flying saucers, if at all possible, or if I had to use it at the last moment against the great cats. 
 
    I kept the phasor in my parka pocket and the Colt in its holster. I transferred two extra magazines into the parka pockets, though, ready to use. I didn’t have that many more bullets left. I didn’t want to waste a single one. Who knew when I’d have a chance to resupply? 
 
    I headed for… I looked more carefully into the distance. The wind was staying down, a plus. Did that have anything to do with the nearby mountains? Were the weather patterns different in this part of the tundra? It would seem a possibility. I’d traveled fifty miles, so it could easily be different terrain. 
 
    I glanced around and thought, you know, there’s less snow and ice. There was enough here to make it blindingly bright, but not the steep drifts that I’d had to avoid earlier. 
 
    I studied the group…of Neanderthals, I assumed. I didn’t think Homo habilises would be tromping around in the snow. These guys wore great shaggy coats and possibly carried spears. 
 
    There weren’t thirty of them, and certainly not one-fifty. I’d say there were more like ten of them. Most of them bent low to unhook leashes. Then they began to shout at me, their heavy voices drifting my way. 
 
    My jaw dropped in astonishment. Trotting toward me were eight great shaggy beasts—what the others had unleashed. These weren’t Smilodons. They looked like massive dire wolves. They were shaggy and built on that stocky, more robust scale, like the beasts of the Pleistocene on Earth. They didn’t race but came toward me at a steady slink. 
 
    I cursed and stopped. 
 
    Five saber-toothed great cats came from one direction and eight huge dire wolves from the other. 
 
    The dire wolves were much smaller than the Smilodons. The shaggy wolves were maybe two and a half feet high at the shoulders. It made them big shaggy beasts and monsters, and I didn’t want to have to kill them. But if they both came upon me, what in the world was I supposed to do? 
 
    The Neanderthal shouts drifted from the cavemen in white shaggy garments. It was in the language of Garm. I didn’t understand them, though, as they were too far away. They seemed to beckon me, to race toward them. Did they want the honor of having captured me? 
 
    Bayard, Bayard, you idiot. Maybe these are the wild ones. Maybe everything that Krull told you is right. 
 
    I heard the drifting snarls of the great cats. 
 
    Deciding I had nothing to lose, I put down my head and ran flat out for the eight dire wolves slinking toward me. 
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    I ran with everything I had left, which turned out not to be a whole lot. My right foot must have hit a rock or divot. The shock of it caused my legs to collapse beneath me. I went flying, plowing into the snow. 
 
    I didn’t stay like that for long, but scrambled around as I clawed the .45 out of its holster.  
 
    The great cats were three football fields away, coming lumbering in their grotesque lope. I could feel their hatred washing over me. From the other direction, the eight dire wolves increased speed, baying like giant coyotes, a bone-chilling sound. The dire wolves ran fast, but it wasn’t beautiful as a wolf, coyote or even German shepherd would run. It was a heavy, semi-out-of-control run. 
 
    Like the Smilodons, the dire wolves were built on the massive scale like the beasts of ancient times during the ice age of Earth. On Garm, it was today’s reality. 
 
    The dire wolves didn’t look at me, but with bitter hatred at the great cats. 
 
    The Neanderthals in their shaggy white coats ran with spears in hand. They had thick spears with chiseled stone heads. The Neanderthals shouted and motioned. 
 
    I suppose they wanted me to get up instead of lying here like a fool. 
 
    I climbed to my feet and discovered that my right knee hurt. I must have twisted it while going down. That was just great. 
 
    I backed away at an angle from the dire wolves. I couldn’t do the same with the vicious great cats because they arrowed toward me. 
 
    That nailed it. I decided to trust the dire wolves, hoping they wouldn’t attack me from behind. I faced the great cats. I’d killed some before. I was determined to kill more now. 
 
    “Don’t shoot until you see the whites of their eyes.” 
 
    I don’t know why the saying from the Revolutionary War popped into my head, but it did, and it was good advice. 
 
    The Colt wouldn’t do much at range against the shaggy beasts. Last time, I’d fired from close range. But then each had come at me one at a time. I wasn’t going to have that luxury today. I’d have to shoot fast and switch magazines faster. 
 
    I rubbed my left hand on my parka to try to get some circulation into the fingers. 
 
    The big cats didn’t put on an extra burst of speed. Instead, they seemed to marshal themselves. In fact, they slowed down, snarling back and forth. 
 
    I had the distinct feeling they were discussing tactics, as how best to deal with the dire wolves, me and lastly with the approaching Neanderthals. 
 
    I heard the rush of the dire wolves. 
 
    Standing there exposed on the tundra, I knew this was a hundred times better than facing the Smilodons by myself. 
 
    I dared look back. 
 
    The dire wolves ignored me. Their eyes glittered distinctly on the five great cats. 
 
    How did eight such animals think they could defeat five saber-toothed tigers? No, no, they’re not tigers, I told myself. 
 
    Then it didn’t matter, for the dire wolves rushed the great cats. 
 
    The great cats had halted and waited, spread out. The wolves snarled insanely, launching themselves with heroic fury against the mighty Smilodons. The great cats raised huge furry paws, slashing and smashing as the dire wolves lunged to grab them by the throats. 
 
    Maybe if three or four dire wolves had gone against each sabertooth, there would have been a possibility they could have defeated the monstrous beasts. But eight against five— 
 
    A dire wolf sank its teeth into the shoulder of a great cat. The beast gave a yowl of sound. A great, clawed paw smashed down, raking and opening the skin of the wolf. The first was a bad wound, the second a killing blow. 
 
    The dire wolves sacrificed their lives to buy me a moment of respite. 
 
    “Screw that,” I said. 
 
    I raised the .45 and ran at the great cats. I’d better help the wolves because if I didn’t, the saber-toothed monsters would slay me next. 
 
    I fired once, twice, and then three times. 
 
    A bullet smashed the skull of a great cat, blasting fur, bone and gray matter. It went down. 
 
    What a great feeling, fantastic elation. 
 
    Unfortunately, I may have acted too late. Four of the dire wolves panted prone on the snow, bloody and flayed, dying or dead. 
 
    I saw red and shouted “Hoorah,” charging. Blam, blam, blam. Another great cat went down. 
 
    I yanked out the magazine and shoved in another. 
 
    Three cats fought with monstrous and vicious valor. They took down the rest of the dire wolves. 
 
    I rushed among them, firing, bringing down another great cat. 
 
    There were only two left, going crazy. Suddenly, there were no dire wolves left standing. They were all lying prone or dead. 
 
    The two bloody Smilodons panted, glaring at me with hatred. 
 
    “You bastards,” I shouted, adding some other choice phrases. 
 
    As I raved at them, I switched magazines yet again. I’d dropped one in the snow. I’d have to collect it later. I had a few extra bullets left in my pockets. 
 
    I wiped sweat out of my eyes. Somewhere, I’d lost my Eskimo snow-glasses. 
 
    Did I use my last bullets and dare to take out the great cats? They weren’t charging me. They were staring as if they were cataloging me. 
 
    Were the images being sent back to a base in the mine? Did the Homo habilises—was there a Philip at the mine who would recognize me as Jake Bayard? 
 
    I raised my gun, deciding it was time to end any such possibility. 
 
    The two beasts turned and slunk away, throwing snarling glances back at me. 
 
    I lowered the .45 and looked at the dire wolves around me. A few panted and tried to rise, but could not. They’d taken ghastly wounds. Entrails and blood were everywhere. 
 
    Finally, nine—not ten—shaggy Neanderthals with sloping foreheads and huge noses race up. Some had scraggly beards. All struck me as older, not youngish like Krull or me. They stepped near and stared in bitter wonderment. 
 
    Two went to the dire wolves, inspecting and praising them for their mighty valor. Then they stabbed with the stone-tipped spears, putting the wolves out of their misery. 
 
    I holstered the .45. 
 
    The leader, an older Neanderthal with red hair and a scraggly red beard, maybe 5’7”, much larger than his fellows and with immensely broad shoulders and huge hands, approached me. Pieces of fur covered the hands. He gripped an ugly-looking, stout spear. 
 
    Six noticed and followed close behind. The leader stood before me with his fellows in a semi-circle behind. 
 
    I put a gloved hand on my parka-clad chest. “I’m a friend.” 
 
    “What are you?” the leader said. “You’re not one of us.” 
 
    “My name’s Jake Bayard. I’m a Traveler. I came from Earth to Garm through the ziggurat.” 
 
    He stared at me and stared longer. I had no idea what he was thinking. Finally, he leveled the spear at me. “I, Skarl, call you a liar. What do you say to that?” 
 
    He had a deep, guttural voice, hard to understand at first. 
 
    “A liar, huh?” I said. “Look, bud, I’ve run all night, I’ve shot down a flying saucer or two. You saw me kill three of the great cats.” 
 
    “We saw. You used a fire-stick. You are clearly an agent of the First Folk.” 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” I said. “I’m not.” 
 
    Maybe because of the exhaustion and everything else hitting me all at once, my knees gave out and I simply collapsed. 
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    I was sore, tired, and now my shoulders ached. The reason for the last was that Skarl had ordered several of the others to bind my hands behind my back, which they had with leather cords. They’d also stripped me of my phasor, the special glasses, thermal blanket, Colt and rations. 
 
    One of them showed a ration to the others and said, “From the mines.” 
 
    Skarl nodded, as if of course I was from the mines. That seemed obvious to them. 
 
    I thought it interesting these wild ones should know so much about the mines. I also thought it interesting a raiding party such as this would be composed of older dudes. I always figured in these primitive societies, the young would compose most of the raiders. I didn’t see any young Neanderthals among them, however. 
 
    They left me my coat, thank goodness. One of them had put up my hood. 
 
    They’d even taken the Eskimo sunglasses and woolen scarf, though they did allow me my gloves. 
 
    We marched across snowy ground, heading back to wherever they’d come. The wind was clearly not as strong here. 
 
    I walked. Two prodded me with spears, not with the spear tips, but with the ends. If I didn’t walk fast enough, they gave me a good thump with the end of the spear. 
 
    I endeavored to keep up, even though I was weary, mainly from a long night of marching in the icy cold, and all the other events that had happened to me. Yes, the obelisk and the ziggurat landing had invigorated me, but I’d used up practically all of that to do my amazing feat of outrunning the Smilodons the entire night. 
 
    We reached a crude sort of camp. Instead of Eskimos building igloos as they once did on Earth, these fellows had cut up frozen chunks of sod. They’d made a wind wall and lean-tos. The lean-tos had a wooden roof. That was a plus. There was actually wood on the planet, which indicated low bushes or trees. 
 
    “Where’d you get the wood?” I asked. 
 
    None answered. 
 
    I noticed stones in a circle, and embers. I smelled cooked meat. 
 
    “You know, I’m famished. I could use something to eat. I’ve been eating the rations for the last few days. Some real food would be good.” 
 
    “Shut up,” Skarl said. 
 
    “Hey, look, what’s the deal, huh?” I asked. “You sent your wonderful dire wolves to fight the cats for me, and I helped kill the cats. Shouldn’t you be happy or grateful, instead of tying me up and treating me like a prisoner?” 
 
    “Do you know what ‘shut up’ means?” Skarl asked. 
 
    “Sure, but what’s the point of all this? I came looking for you guys.” 
 
    “For us, in particular?” asked Skarl. “How did you know of us?” 
 
    “No, no, not you in particular,” I said. “I’ve been looking for the wild ones.” 
 
    Skarl raised his eyebrows, which was a neat trick, given the ridge of bone all the Neanderthals had. He was clearly the biggest, maybe the toughest, and I took him to be the chieftain of this small—I guess it wasn’t a clan, but a tribe. I thought a tribe was supposed to be thirty or so people. 
 
    “Where is everybody?” I asked. “Are you a hunting party? Are you trying to scout out the mines? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Ha,” Skarl said, “as if you don’t know. This pretend, the guise you wear, it doesn’t fool us. You know that, don’t you?” 
 
    “What do you mean my guise? Don’t you know I’m a man, a Homo sapiens?” 
 
    “Bah, you’re a freak,” Skarl said. “You’re an experiment, run by the First Folk and sent to us to try to fool us into making foolish moves.” 
 
    “Come on, how can you say that? Don’t you know what a Traveler is? How there used to be the Harmony of Planets? And we all used to go from one planet to the next, all of us?” 
 
    “What fairy tale nonsense is this?” Skarl demanded. “It is just wild talk.” 
 
    “Okay, wait, wait,” I said. “First, could you untie my hands? My ears itch. I’m chaffing to scratch them and my shoulders are aching. Your guys tied this rope far too tight.” 
 
    “Do you wish to fight for the privilege?” 
 
    “What do you mean fight?” 
 
    “I mean wrestle, smack in the face, fight,” Skarl said. “Let us see, freak of the First Folk, whether you have any fighting prowess or whether you just use your fancy gadgets to kill your own creatures.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I said. “This doesn’t make any sense. What are you, part of the Yellow Knives?” 
 
    They all looked at each other with astonishment and then stared at me again. 
 
    “Aha,” Skarl said, “now I see what you’re doing. You want all the women, is that it? You’re not content with those who live deep in your mines, turning them into whores. You want the free women as well. Know that you shall never find them, never.” 
 
    “Wait a minute, what are you talking about? I thought the wild ones lived in huge tribes. That was what Krull told me.” 
 
    “Krull, who is this Krull? You’re attempting to induce stupidity and ignorance in us.” 
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on,” I said. “Look, would you listen for just a minute? I came from a different world. I’m what you call a Homo sapiens. I’m a man. There used to be Neanderthals on my planet.” 
 
    “The People live on your planet?” Skarl asked. 
 
    “No. They died out.” 
 
    “Oh, did you kill them? Is that what this is? You hate all the People and your freakish—what is wrong with your face? You stand tall, but you’re so skinny. You must be a weakling, a freak indeed. You do not even have hair as the First Folk do. Why did they make such a disgusting animal like you?” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, “I can see we’re not going to get too far that way. Lemme see…look at my weapons. There’s the automatic and a phasor.” 
 
    “We recognize the weapon of the First Folk. I wonder why they gave the phasor to you. Did they think that would make us believe somehow you’d escaped from them?” 
 
    “Okay, Skarl. I guess I can’t say much of anything to convince you. What are you going to do to me?” 
 
    “We haven’t decided yet. We’re thinking of killing you, maybe making you fight for sport.” 
 
    “I killed some of the great cats, remember?” 
 
    “That is puzzling. Why would you do such a thing?” 
 
    “Because I’m really fleeing from them,” I said. “I was really trying to escape. Would you let me tell my story at least before you make any of your wild plans?” 
 
    “Speak,” Skarl said. “Tell us your lies. Go on. Let us see how fanciful of a tale you can spin. It might prove entertaining.” 
 
    I did the best I could. I told them exactly what had happened to me in Antarctica with the Krekelens, psi-masters and how I’d lost Livi. 
 
    “You had a woman?” said one of the younger guys by the name of Zog. He had a bone talisman—a little hammer—hanging from his throat by a leather cord. “You had a woman and you let her go? You let her do that to you? Why would you not stay with your woman? Oh, what I wouldn’t do for a woman.” 
 
    I gave Zog a strange look. The guy was lovelorn, a horny Neanderthal lusting for a woman. 
 
    That was the first time Skarl eyed me in a wondering manner. He also scratched the scraggly red beard of his. 
 
    “Continue with your tale,” Skarl said. 
 
    I told them more about Antarctica, the THOR missiles, the subterranean place and the obelisk I used to reach Garm. I told them how I’d arrived at Garm in the ziggurat with the stone statues surrounding it. 
 
    “If all this is true,” Skarl said, “don’t you think it odd Krull should have met you so soon upon your arrival? You spoke of booms and lightning. We did hear and see them several days ago. We didn’t know what it meant. You claim the ziggurat caused that?” 
 
    “Yes, exactly,” I said. 
 
    “Know then that the First Folk would certainly have understood the signs.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” I said. That made sense. 
 
    Skarl nodded sagely. “It is clear then. They were using Krull. Maybe they used him to learn about you. Maybe they were using him to learn about the fabled Yellow Knives.” 
 
    “Fabled?” I asked. 
 
    Skarl nodded. 
 
    I frowned. Here I’d been thinking Krull had been a good guy. But if he really worked or helped maintain the transfer machine—only the most trusted Neanderthals would be allowed to work or even be near it. Is that why the flying saucer had beamed Krull up? Had the saucer team brought their spy in from the cold? Had the First Folk wondered who was using a ziggurat and Krull had been the way to find out? That seemed like such a stupid way to do it, though. Why not capture and interrogate me?” 
 
    Hmm, Philip had been a smart boy. Sometimes, clever people have elaborate plans that are far too clever when it would be simpler just to do the easy thing. Sometimes, smart boys refuse to do it the easy way so they can try a super complicated, crazy plan. It was like those old Batman TV episodes I’d watched as a kid. The super villains had these elaborate, stupid ways to kill Batman, tying him up with a bomb set to go off at the stroke of midnight. That allowed Batman the opportunity to escape. The right thing would have been putting a bullet in Batman’s brain if you hated him that much. 
 
    Clearly, I didn’t know the full story of Garm. If I could get these guys to talk, I’d learn a whole new angle. 
 
    Thus, I continued my tale and told them everything I could, every detail. Somewhere in the middle of my story, Skarl nodded at one of the others. 
 
    That one worked on the knots on my wrists and undid them. 
 
    My shoulders—I almost yelled in pain, but I realized with these tough dudes that I’d better not do that. I massaged my shoulders and rubbed my wrists. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I really appreciate that. Some grub would help, too.” 
 
    Skarl nodded. 
 
    Zog threw me a hunk of beef or meat of some sort. I don’t know if it was beef. I tore into it, eating big chunks and getting grease on my face. 
 
    The Neanderthals muttered in approval, glancing at each other as if maybe I wasn’t such a bad fellow after all. 
 
    My bad table manners seemed to impress them. I’d remember that. 
 
    I looked at Zog, thinking about his interests earlier. 
 
    “Before I continue,” I said, “you guys really don’t have any women. You don’t have any mates back in camp?” 
 
    “What camp?” Skarl said. “This is our camp. We are a unit.” 
 
    “You’re not a tribe or clan?” 
 
    “No,” Skarl said with anger. “We’re fellow warriors existing free, free on the plains. Wild ones you call us. Bah, finish your tale before I have you retied.” 
 
    I kept on with my story and I continued thinking even as I told it. Finally, I concluded how I’d raced all night across the plains, fleeing from the Smilodons. 
 
    “You saw the result,” I said. “You saw what happened with the great cats.” 
 
    “It is an interesting tale,” Skarl admitted. “Your strange appearance, these weapons and this talk of the ziggurat and moving between planets… There is an old legend I remember hearing of something of that sort. But if it is true, your planet is filled with people like yourself, men and women. The First Folk do not control you?” 
 
    “They do not,” I said. “One of them came to our planet before. Last journey—” 
 
    “Last journey?” Skarl said, interrupting. 
 
    “I’m a Traveler, remember? Certain people can travel between planets. Why I can do it and others can’t, I don’t know. But the Harmony was shattered long ago. The First Folk are trying weird stuff. Zero Stones are trying stuff. There are even Ophidians on another planet who eat guys like you.” 
 
    “What?” shouted Skarl. “You dare to threaten to eat me?” 
 
    “No, no,” I said. “Forget I said anything about the Ophidians. Let’s stick to the point. I hate the First Folk. I used the phasor to destroy a saucer and kill at least one of them. I also shot down a drone. The rest of the flying saucers took off, taking Krull with them. Then they sent the great cats with the antennas sticking out of their skulls. That’s another thing. The antennae on the great cats—are the beasts intelligent? Did the First Folk make the big cats intelligent?” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Skarl said. “That’s obvious. The great cats communicate with each other like the People. It is a great sacrilege to have made animals into People.” 
 
    “I agree with you there.” I remembered reading The Island of Doctor Moreau by H.G. Wells. The First Folk hadn’t made the Smilodons human-shaped, but it appeared as if they’d given the great cats greater intelligence. “Did the First Folk do that in order to keep you down in the mines?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. We were slaves long ago, all of us, but each of us has escaped. We have become free. We do as we please. Still, as Zog has told you, we don’t have any women.” 
 
    Skarl eyed me closely. 
 
    “Must be lonely,” I said. 
 
    Skarl ignored that. “The Yellow Knives are different. Legend says they escaped with several women. Over the years, they have had children. Some of those were girl children. They grew to maturity and continued to reproduce. We all long to find the Yellow Knives. We all long for mates. Do you think we enjoy this bachelor life?” 
 
    The others stared intently at Skarl. 
 
    “Oh, certainly,” Skarl said, “it has its pleasures. We are all great warriors. We would never go back to the mines even if they gave us women as the prize.” 
 
    Skarl stared at Zog, as he said that. 
 
    Zog looked down. 
 
    I think Zog would have gladly gone back to the mines if he had been given a woman. Clearly, Krull had been a plant, giving me the wrong idea about what was going on here. The First Folk were even worse than I thought. The Neanderthals were slave labor. That was wrong. I had to do something to help these guys and help myself at the same time. 
 
    “Maybe it’s time to change things up,” I said. “We have my phasor. I have a few bullets left for the automatic. We know what we need to do.” 
 
    “What is that?” Skarl said. 
 
    “Gather the rest of the free tribes. Are you the only guys on the plains?” 
 
    “Of course there are others,” Skarl said. “How do you think we got our dire wolves and had them trained? Do you think we have the time for that?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I have no idea. The point is we should get all the other bachelors on the tundra—” 
 
    “We do not live on the tundra,” Skarl said interrupting. “The tundra is unlivable. We live in the various valleys.” 
 
    “Okay, right, right. I got that. I just arrived, remember? Even so, I’ve faced the First Folk before and defeated them.” 
 
    “Are you a braggart?” Skarl said, “Defeated them how?” 
 
    I gave them a brief account about what happened in the Chaunt System. 
 
    “You found a woman there?” Zog said. “Is this the same woman that betrayed you later in Antarctica?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so, Zog. You don’t have to rub it in.” 
 
    Zog grinned. “He had a woman. He had a woman. What a tale. This is amazing. Tell me more about your woman.” 
 
    “Not just yet,” I said. “What’s his deal, huh?” 
 
    “Zog longs for a woman,” Skarl said. “We all do. Your idea of storming the mines has merit. Yet, how can we storm the mines? How can we face the weapon of the First Folk which can cut us down with ease the way you destroyed the flying saucer with your phasor?” 
 
    “Aren’t there any places with old weapons?” I asked. “A place where you could collect them?” 
 
    They all glanced at each other. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not a spy,” I said. “I don’t have any implants in me. There’s no antenna sticking out of me. I’m just saying, if there’s a chance for these kinds of weapons, I think we should arm ourselves with them and storm the mines. What do you say, Skarl?” 
 
    “I believe he’s a spy,” Zog said. “He’s tantalizing us with these tales of women, but they are forbidden us. We cannot ever have a woman. We will die like all the others here on this windswept steppe, as he calls it.” 
 
    “No,” Skarl said. “I think it’s time we took the outlander to the Old One, the Wise One, and ask him what he thinks about all this.” 
 
    “There you go,” I said. 
 
    Skarl gave me such a vicious look that I shut my yap. 
 
    Anyway, they looked at each other. They muttered a bit, and then Skarl said, “We will do it. It is a long journey to the Old One. Are you truly willing to help us if we’re able to acquire these weapons of war?” 
 
    “Dude,” I said, “that’s what I am. I’m a Marine, a fighter.” 
 
    “Ha,” Skarl said, “yes, maybe with your special tech weapons, but do not make us laugh and try to get us to believe that you could face any of us hand to hand.” 
 
    There was a retort and an insult on the tip of my tongue, but I decided now wasn’t the right time to say it. There would come a moment, I had a feeling, when Skarl and I were going to scrap. Then he’d learn exactly who he was dealing with. 
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    We left the sod-built camp after an hour of resting and marched toward the mountains in the distance. The wind started blowing again, although it didn’t blow as strongly as it had in the middle of the tundra or near the ziggurat. 
 
    The Neanderthals didn’t speak much on the march, though several began to hum practically right away. They didn’t sing, but continued their hum, and when some stopped, others continued. Someone always hummed while we marched. 
 
    I imagined it had religious or superstitious connotation—not that I’m saying both are the same. If a people lacked a religion—something unrecorded in human history—they’d likely be filled with grotesque superstitions as compensation. 
 
    The Neanderthals didn’t march as fast as I would have expected them to go. It soon occurred to me that Neanderthals were similar to the Smilodons and dire wolves. They were all robust and stoutly built: more likely to be stronger rather than faster or nimbler. 
 
    Even though I was a muscular and brawny fellow, much taller than the Neanderthals were, I was quite a bit leaner, in the sense that a wolf or a lion would have been compared to a dire wolf or Smilodon. 
 
    The Neanderthals on ancient Earth had probably been creatures of the Pleistocene just like woolly mammoths, saber-toothed tigers and dire wolves. Therefore, the Neanderthals on Garm couldn’t travel as quickly or go as far as humans in good condition could. 
 
    These Neanderthals were similar to Bok and the others on Saddoth. Bok’s Neanderthals had been larger and hairy. How would the Garm Neanderthals relate to those on Saddoth? Why were there these peculiar differences? It would seem the hairy Neanderthals should have been on Garm rather than Saddoth. 
 
    Poor Bok—how was he doing? Did the Ophidians still eat Neanderthals, in essence, human flesh? I was going to have to do something about that. I’d given my word to Bok, and that needed to mean something. 
 
    That got me to brooding. Since many Earthers had some Neanderthal DNA—tiny fractions, really—how different could we be?” 
 
    As I’d stated earlier, a horse and a donkey weren’t that different, yet their offspring were sterile. Children from Neanderthals and Homo sapiens had reproduced, obviously so, because there was some Neanderthal DNA in humanity on Earth. That showed we weren’t a different species like a horse and donkey. 
 
    Maybe it was more like a Rottweiler versus a Greyhound. Both could breed with each other. Both were dogs. Yet they were quite different the one from the other: one a heavy guard dog, the other a lean racing hound. 
 
    In any case, though the Garm Neanderthals weren’t swift marchers, they continued for many miles without stopping. I was tired, as I’d been marching all night. Still, the food and drink, and that I was no longer hunted as prey, had invigorated me. Thus, despite my state, I found it easy enough to keep up with them. 
 
    As I’d mentioned earlier, they hummed mile after mile after mile, and the mountain range steadily drew closer. Soon, the wind ceased from that direction, the mountains a windbreak. What a blessed relief. 
 
    In places ahead of us, I saw patches of bare ground with dried grasses and scrub bushes showing. I saw antelope-like creatures browsing in the distance. I didn’t see any dire wolves, Smilodons, woolly mammoths or mastodons, though. 
 
    I began to ponder the presence of the eight dire wolves. Skarl said they’d received them from a different group. What kind of group would raise dire wolves that would attack on command? The wolves hadn’t attacked fitfully or with hesitation, but with eager ferocity. What did that signify? 
 
    As I thought about it, the meaning soon became evident. The dire wolves had been well trained, as superbly trained as any animal on Earth…perhaps even under the Romans. They’d trained animals better than anyone had. I’d read that the Romans had trained lions to chase down rabbits, grab them in with their jaws and bring them unharmed to the feet of spectators. 
 
    There was another thing. How had the other group had enough surplus dire wolves to trade eight finely trained specimens? That seemed like far too many. 
 
    I approached Skarl, which mandated my change in the line of march. We traveled Indian file, one man at a time, each following the other. I no longer did, but walked beside the chief, or leader. 
 
    “I have a question,” I said. 
 
    Skarl glanced at me, perhaps with astonishment. They hadn’t talked as they marched, only hummed. Even so, Skarl nodded sharply. 
 
    “Before, you told me you traded the dire wolves with others. What others train dire wolves that well? And what did you possibly trade in exchange for such superb beasts? Furthermore, why did you have them with you? And why did you throw them away so easily? None of you has shown any dismay over their loss. That seems odd to me.” 
 
    Skarl studied me as we marched. “Yes,” he said. “Yes,” he said once more. But he didn’t elaborate. 
 
    “That’s it?” I asked. “That’s your answer?” 
 
    He didn’t reply. 
 
    “Tell me this then,” I said. “What did you trade for the dire wolves?” 
 
    Skarl stared at me. “You’ll have to wait to discover the answer. We’re approaching an outpost. Perhaps the Wise One will agree to tell you.” 
 
    I frowned, moving back to my spot in the single-file line. 
 
    The more I thought about the eight dire wolves racing at the Smilodons, the more it seemed wrong that there was a specific group of bachelors training dire wolves, giving eight beautiful beasts to Neanderthals like this. Could Skarl have traded food, stone-tipped spears? That didn’t strike me as an even trade. What particular skill did these nine Neanderthals have that was so critical they could trade with others? Would they trade my phasor? Would they trade the Colt or the special glasses? 
 
    Speaking of, why hadn’t Skarl used the glasses or at least experimented with them? That was all odd. 
 
    I kept the thoughts to myself, pondering them, debating on what would happen next. 
 
    Several miles later, armed with a new insight, I rushed up to Skarl. 
 
    “I have another question.” 
 
    He looked at me and nodded, not as sharply as before. Maybe he was getting used to my ways. 
 
    “Is there any other monumental architecture nearby: an obelisk or pyramid or ziggurat somewhere else?” 
 
    “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I’m a Traveler, remember?” I said. “To leave your world I’ll need something other than the ziggurat with the statues. The ziggurat was a landing spot, not a launching spot.” 
 
    “Ah. Perhaps your story is true after all. Yes, there is another monumental piece of architecture. But it is on the other side of the valley of the mines.” 
 
    “The First Folk mines are in the center of the valley?” 
 
    Skarl nodded. 
 
    “That means I’m going as far away from it as I can right now, heading in the other direction?” 
 
    “Yes,” Skarl said. “Do you wish to leave Garm?” 
 
    I thought about that. He obviously meant: do you want to leave Garm now? Where would I go now? To Livi’s planet in the Vega System? That would depend on if a psi-master had changed her mind for her. I certainly didn’t want to go back to Earth now. What would I do in subterranean Antarctica? Perhaps the Krekelens and psi-masters were making it their secret base. Maybe going there would be the worst thing I could do. The only way to go there would be armed to the teeth and with help. Besides, there might even be nuclear devastation on Earth. If that were the case— 
 
    “I’m not looking to travel just yet,” I said. “I want to see Garm first. I’m eager to help you guys against the First Folk.” 
 
    Skarl snorted. I don’t think he believed me about the last. However, I don’t think he disbelieved my entire tale, either. 
 
    I heard a horn in the distance from the direction of the mountains. 
 
    “Can you hand me back my special glasses so I can see what’s over there?” 
 
    “There’s no need,” Skarl said. “It is the outpost alerting us.” 
 
    I squinted into the distance. I saw a smudge out there. Thinking of the distance…the smudge had to be bigger than a person. 
 
    I pointed. “What am I seeing out there?” 
 
    “A mammoth and rider,” Skarl said. 
 
    I stared at him. There was obviously more going on here than I’d been given to understand. 
 
    As we marched nearer, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of anticipation. What new secrets would this place reveal? How would it affect my journey in this mysterious world? 
 
    There was so much more to learn, and I was eager to uncover the truth behind it all. 
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    The mammoth riders met us half an hour later. There were two of them. The woolly mammoths were just as I’d seen in various magazines about the Ice Age on Earth. Upon each sat a stocky Neanderthal, dressed much as Skarl, Zog and the others. They had stout spears with chiseled flint tips. 
 
    One of them hailed us and raised his spear. The other then did likewise. 
 
    Skarl jogged up heavily to them and spoke with both. 
 
    The Neanderthal on the lead mammoth, a great beast with magnificent curled tusks, was not as tall as I would have imagined. It was built in the robust and shaggy manner. 
 
    From what I’d read, the woolly mammoth was closest to the Indian elephant back on Earth. It wasn’t as big as a huge African bull elephant. This beast was big enough and could easily have trampled all of us. 
 
    We marched past the woolly mammoths and riders, heading for the mountains, which had patches of snow and open or bare areas. I saw scrub, not trees, but bushes and grasses. There were a few birds flying in the air. 
 
    It was definitely not as windy or snowy here. I no longer had to shade my eyes from snow glare. 
 
    “What happened to my Eskimo sunglasses?” I asked, but no one responded. 
 
    In time, we threaded up a trail, having reached the mountains. The trail steepened quickly as we marched relentlessly. There was no outpost anywhere. 
 
    Once again, I hurried up to Skarl, harder to do here. 
 
    “You said there was an outpost.” 
 
    “We passed it,” Skarl replied. 
 
    “The two mammoth riders were the outpost?” 
 
    “We didn’t go to the outpost.” 
 
    “I thought we were going to speak to the Wise One there.” 
 
    “We are going to speak to him,” Skarl said. “He’s not at the outpost. He’s in the valley.” 
 
    “Over these mountains?” I asked. 
 
    Skarl nodded. 
 
    “Who was at the outpost?” I asked. “Why didn’t we stop there?” 
 
    “You’re too inquisitive. You’ll have to wait. We will have to see what the Wise One says regarding you.” 
 
    I frowned. The implications of all this… “Does this mean there’s a bigger organization behind all of you?” 
 
    “Enough,” Skarl said. “I’ve told you all I will. We still don’t know who you are and what allegiances you hold. I’ve begun to believe much of your tale, but the decision about you isn’t mine to make. Now back in line. It is unseemly for you to run up like this and pester me with questions. I lead the group. I give the orders. Thus, there will be no more questions until we come to the camp of the Old One. Is that clear?” 
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I said, “no problem.” 
 
    Thus, I went back to my spot in line and endured the trek. 
 
    We took breaks and threaded back and forth up a switchback trail. I noticed the trail was mostly hidden under brush and wouldn’t be easily visible to a flying saucer. The reason for that seemed obvious. Did the First Folk come in their flying saucers and attack? Was the outpost we’d passed hidden underground or in a cave? These were cavemen after a fashion. Wouldn’t it be something if the free Neanderthals lived in caves? 
 
    What kind of life would it be like without any women or children? Just an escaped slave here and there adding to the numbers. The new escaped slaves could possibly be spies, too. How badly or much did the First Folk care about the escaped slaves? According to Krull, who it would seem had told me some accurate information, the First Folk occasionally sent out slave-raiding parties, apparently to recapture those who’d escaped from the mines. How many Neanderthals lived in the mines? How many women did the First Folk hold? Did the Yellow Knives really exist? If they did, surely they existed far from here, maybe hundreds or even a thousand miles or more. That was what I’d do if I wanted an independent civilization from the First Folk slavers. 
 
    It didn’t seem as if the First Folk were on Garm in large numbers. Only a few flying saucers had attacked. I had all these questions and so little data. 
 
    I endured, accepted the water jug when it passed and ate hardtack. 
 
    This was interesting. The hardtack indicated dough, which would indicate some kind of wheat, spelt, or something to make the flour. 
 
    “Where do you grow this?” I raised my piece of hardtack. 
 
    Skarl scowled. 
 
    Zog said, “He told you, no more questions. It is best to obey the raid leader.” 
 
    “Raid leader,” I said. “So this is a raid? This is more than just the nine of you who are not a tribe but group of fellow warriors?” 
 
    They remained stoically silent. 
 
    “You’re here doing something for a greater purpose, for a greater group. Isn’t that so?” I asked. 
 
    Zog scowled. 
 
    The woman-dreamer was getting on my nerves. “Hey, you want me to tell you some stories about women?” 
 
    Zog glared at me and touched his bone talisman that hung from his throat. The grab had the feeling of a pre-attack gesture. If Zog jumped me, others would likely join in. I wouldn’t mind one on one, but not a mob against me. 
 
    I decided to drop the inquiry for now. 
 
    We continued to climb the steep trail. It proved harder for me than I’d anticipated. I needed some sleep or a good long rest. I got neither. 
 
    After hours of trekking, we reached the top and soon started down. I could see into a deep, narrow valley. There were strips of green and blue down there. Even though the wind had picked up and the snow around us swirled in our eyes, after a long winding descent, we left the howling wind and snow and came into warmer terrain. 
 
    As we continued down, I saw a herd of animals, perhaps great shaggy bison or the ancient auroch cattle that used to roam on Earth. 
 
    Garm and Earth had much in common. All the animals I’d seen so far had lived in prehistoric times. Besides, the Garm Neanderthals were related to us genetically, also indicating closeness. 
 
    Had the Ophidians been an invasive race on Saddoth? Were Neanderthals a much more prevalent species on the various planets? I had questions, questions, questions. 
 
    We threaded toward the valley. I didn’t see any houses or huts, though I did see a tilled field. I didn’t see any plants, but the field definitely had been worked. There was no evidence of farmers, huts, granaries or anything. 
 
    I did see more animals and birds. It was considerably warmer down here, too. I kept my hood off, and after a while, I unzipped my parka. It had almost gotten hot after the Antarctica-like tundra. Were the lakes hot springs, adding to the heat? 
 
    Interestingly, we marched along the mountain range, not in the middle of the valley. I suspected that was for a reason, likely flying saucers that would suddenly appear. I did notice that Skarl and the others examined the sky from time to time. Did they have better eyesight than humans, or was their eyesight more short-ranged? 
 
    “So where’s this Old One?” I shouted to Skarl. “Is he in this valley or a different one?” 
 
    Skarl stared back at me and I thought he was going to give an angry retort. “We’re almost to the caves,” he said instead. 
 
    “Aha, caves! So you are cavemen.” 
 
    Skarl finally scowled and I shut up. 
 
    We continued. 
 
    I listened for horns, looked for signs of woolly mammoths or people. There was nothing. 
 
    We trudged for mile after mile after mile. I was beginning to wonder what Skarl meant by near. 
 
    We actually began to climb again as we reached the farther end of the long, narrow valley. 
 
    “Are there old mines here?” I asked Zog. “Is that what the caves are?” 
 
    “Why do you ask so many questions?” Zog said. “Why can’t you be silent, as People are? We endure. We do not chatter like apes would in a forest. You are more like the First Folk than we are. You are a strange, over-talkative person who cannot shut up ever. It is unhinging.” 
 
    Others muttered agreement, as they’d all ceased humming. 
 
    “I can’t help it,” I said. “I have questions. This is all new to me. I’m tired, and when you’re tired, at least when I’m tired, I talk more. So excuse me for wanting to know. You guys are very closed-mouthed.” 
 
    “Yes,” Skarl said. “That is the way of a warrior. We do not chatter endlessly. We let our actions speak for us.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay, wonderful. You’re all Mr. Stoic. Well, all right, go ahead. Let’s finish this. Let’s talk to this Old One. I’m tired of this endless marching in silence and listening to you guys hum.” 
 
    “You dare to speak against the hum?” Skarl said in outrage. 
 
    “No, I was just kidding. It was a joke. I love the hum. Why don’t you guys teach me? I’d love to hum along with you.” 
 
    “No,” Zog said. “You will not hum with us. You are an outlander, perhaps a spy. The Wise One will tell us what to do with you.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “That’s great.” 
 
    We continued to march, and finally, as we rose to where the snow started again, I saw a cave mouth. We headed for it. As we approached, two Neanderthals in quite different garments from fur stepped out. They didn’t look anything like cavemen. They wore manufactured garments with regular boots rather than the sandals these nine wore. 
 
    One of the guards aimed a long brass tube at me. It was a little over five-feet long. He had one good eye, the other a ruined socket. That side of his face had been messed over. Otherwise, he looked as tough as any of them. It would seem Neanderthals didn’t believe in eye patches. 
 
    The long brass tube, did they have better weapons than just these spears? If so, why were the others walking around with spears? It didn’t make sense. 
 
    “Who are you?” the one-eyed guard demanded. His voice was strong and clear, not like the grunts I’d heard earlier. 
 
    “I’m just a Traveler,” I replied. “I’m here with these guys.” I gestured at Skarl and the others. 
 
    The two guards exchanged glances. 
 
    “He’s the one the Wise One has spoken about, Brakka,” the other guard told the one-eyed bruiser. 
 
    One-eyed Brakka lowered his brass tube. After scowling about it, he motioned for me to enter the cave. 
 
    I hesitated, but Skarl nudged me forward. “This is what you wanted. Do not fear now.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “Let’s do this.” 
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    Skarl and I went with the two guards. I was disheartened seeing torches with sconces lining the cave walls. I’d hoped to see lamps. 
 
    We went several hundred feet before reaching a winding stone staircase heading into the subterranean depths. There were torches here, although spaced farther apart. 
 
    I couldn’t see any trigger on the long brass tube Brakka held. What was it supposed to be? Why had Brakka aimed it at me then? It didn’t seem like much of a weapon. Maybe it indicated some kind of status or authority. It gleamed and wasn’t rusty in the least. 
 
    I didn’t see any sign of machines as we descended. 
 
    We came to a lower level and once again continued to walk. After three hundred feet, we reached a larger cavernous area. There were glow balls in the middle and someone out there in the center. 
 
    I heard the rumble of a machine and something working by the loner. 
 
    “What does that thing do?” I asked Skarl. 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    Brakka tapped me on the shoulder with the brass tube harder than was necessary. “Silence,” he said. “You’re in the domain of the Old One. If you have any questions and he allows it, he will answer. Until then, do not speak until you are spoken to.” 
 
    We entered, and I noticed that Skarl held a sack of various things. 
 
    We approached what looked like a modern sofa. On it sat a withered old Neanderthal. He had skinny shanks, a white beard and wrinkled skin with rheumy eyes. He wore what I’d call a Hawaiian shirt and shorts. His legs were not strong and muscular like the other Neanderthals but showed his age, perhaps great age. 
 
    Where in the world had he gotten Hawaiian garments? They weren’t exactly like from Hawaii but they sure looked like it. The oddest thing was half spectacles perched on his extremely broad nose. He’d been reading from a computer slate. 
 
    He set it down. 
 
    The other guard brought folding chairs, similar to those you’d see in any store. He opened them up, set them down, and Skarl took a seat. Brakka and I also sat. 
 
    I saw that the machine produced, among other things, heat and a flow of air. Perhaps it was an air purifier as well as heater. A cord snaked from the central machine to one of the illuminating globes. 
 
    There were several other pieces of furniture, including a large king-size bed in back. It was neatly made, though not as good as a Marine would have done it. 
 
    “You have yourself nice quarters here, Old One,” I said. 
 
    Brakka struck me on the shoulder harder than he had last time with his damned tube. 
 
    “All right,” I said, rubbing my shoulder. “Sorry, old man. I’ll wait till you ask questions.” 
 
    “Forgive me the intrusion, Old One, Wise One,” Skarl said. “He claims to be a Traveler from a different world.” 
 
    At this, the Wise One took off the half-glasses, folding them and setting them on the computer slate. He raised one of his scrawny legs, perching it over the other and put his gnarled hands around his perched knee. 
 
    “You will call me Gruum, as that is my name. I’ve grown weary of this Old-One talk. Is that understood?” He had a good strong voice, with fewer guttural accents than Skarl and the others had. The voice struck me as belonging to an educated fellow. 
 
    I nodded.” 
 
    Old Gruum glanced at Skarl. 
 
    “Yes…Gruum,” Skarl said. 
 
    “Good,” Gruum said. 
 
    Skarl described the incident with the dire wolves, Smilodons and me. He told how the last two cats had escaped. Then Skarl added something interesting. The two beasts had likely watched our group from a distance, observing, no doubt sending the images back to the First Folk. 
 
    That was interesting and telling, and it made all this more like The Island of Doctor Moreau in the sense of the First Folk giving greater intelligence than seemed wise to the great cats. Would that come to bite the First Folk in the butt later? 
 
    Skarl took out each of my items, the special glasses, the rations and Colt .45, which he’d carefully unloaded, perhaps having observed it or looked at it as we marched. Finally, he took out the phasor. 
 
    Gruum sat forward. “Let me see that.” 
 
    Skarl handed him the phasor. 
 
    Gruum turned the phasor about, pressing buttons. I thought he was going to beam one part of the cave. 
 
    Gruum weighed the phasor in his hand as if it was some kind of treasure. He nodded and looked at Skarl. Then he looked at me. 
 
    “You are not one of the People,” Gruum said. 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    “You are not one of the First Folk either.” 
 
    “I am not.” 
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    “A Homo sapiens,” I said. “Once, they called us Cro-Magnon man until we became modern.” 
 
    Gruum eyed me with intelligence and thoughtfulness. 
 
    Skarl told Gruum what I’d said about the time in Antarctica. 
 
    I interrupted a few times to explain, learning that the Neanderthal memory for a story was quite keen. Anything Skarl got wrong was because I hadn’t quite told it the way it was exactly. 
 
    Gruum listened keenly. 
 
    I glanced at the unit he used. What powered it? It was an individual unit and the cords I saw all led away from it. I didn’t see any outlets it could be plugged into. 
 
    Gruum raised a withered hand. 
 
    Skarl stopped talking. 
 
    “You are not of the People,” Gruum said. 
 
    “No,” I said, “but I think we’re close in genetic heritage.” 
 
    Gruum cocked his head. “Explain that.” 
 
    “There used to be Neanderthals on our planet,” I said. “Some humans, according to the geneticists, have Neanderthal DNA.” 
 
    “Geneticists,” he said, with a clear indication that he didn’t like the word. “You experiment with genetics as the First Folk do?” 
 
    “Not like the First Folk, but we are and have scientists.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “May I ask you a few questions, Gruum?” 
 
    He considered that. “Ask,” he said. 
 
    “Is this an old mine of the First Folk?” 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “They abandoned it ages ago.” 
 
    “You’re all bachelors, right?” 
 
    “Is that what Skarl told you?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Skarl is correct. We are all bachelors. I’m the oldest and have lived away from the mines the longest.” 
 
    “So you were once a slave of the First Folk?” 
 
    “Indeed,” he said. 
 
    “Look, you’ve got my automatic, we call it a Colt .45 on Earth, and you have the phasor. By the looks of it, you’ve seen a phasor before and I imagine you have a few other weapons. You should allow me to help you attack the mines of the First Folk and free the women so that all of you will have a mate. We can free the rest of the slaves and perhaps drive the First Folk off Garm.” 
 
    Gruum raised the phasor. “How many of these do you think we have?” 
 
    “I don’t know. How many do you have?” 
 
    His rheumy eyes narrowed. 
 
    I felt a stirring behind me. Would Brakka whack me again with his annoying brass tube? 
 
    Gruum gave a small shake of his head. Perhaps that was a signal to Brakka. “Why do you think you can fight better than we?” 
 
    “Well, sir,” I said, “I used to be a US Marine,” and I described my training and some of my various journeys and how I’d fought and how I was a warrior. 
 
    Skarl shifted angrily. 
 
    “You do not think he is a warrior?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “He did charge the great cats,” Skarl said. “That was brave, but he used his technological weapon. Could he face and fight one of us hand to hand? I don’t think so.” 
 
    Gruum looked at me and asked, “What do you say to that?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “Do you say Skarl is wrong?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “He isn’t right,” I said. “Let me put it that way.” 
 
    Gruum looked closely at Skarl. 
 
    “Let us fight you and me: if that is what you have to say,” Skarl said.” 
 
    “You sure you want that?” I asked. “Here in front of Gruum? Do you want to lose that badly?” 
 
    Skarl stood. “I’ve had enough of your cheek. It’s time for you to learn that we’re much stronger and more powerful than one such as you.” 
 
    I stood as well. 
 
    Gruum chuckled and waved both of us down. “No, no, now isn’t the time for that. The time may come, but this is motivating. You say you’re a technological warrior.” 
 
    “A Marine,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t know the difference, but I assume you believe there is one.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “From what you’ve said, you have knowledge about technological weapons.” 
 
    “If you have enough Neanderthals and weapons,” I thumped myself on the chest, “I’m the man to train you. I’m the man to lead you to victory. I’ve fought First Folk before. I’ve killed and defeated them before.” 
 
    “Let me hear about it,” Gruum said. 
 
    I told him about my experiences in the Chaunt System. 
 
    Gruum absorbed every detail of it. “I do not think he is a liar,” he told Skarl. “I think he speaks the truth and I think perhaps—” 
 
    Gruum picked up the phasor. “With this and another cache of weapons we’ve found, perhaps now is the time to make the assault. We have a tech weapon fighter among us. I think the day of our exile may be over, and I think the day of our freedom, our real freedom for the entire planet and for women,” he said in a hoarse voice. 
 
    Gruum, Skarl, and Brakka fell still and silent. 
 
    “Yes,” Gruum finally said, “I may be too old to enjoy the true pleasures of women, though I would like to speak with one again and hear her beautiful voice and see the suppleness of her form and how she walks so enticingly. Despite all that, I think now is the time to act. I would like to see it before I pass this veil. But first, outlander, I want you to examine our weapons and tell me truthfully what you really think about our chances.” 
 
    “I’d have to know more about the First Folk on Garm,” I said. 
 
    “You’ve seen the flying saucers as you call them. You’ve seen their great cats and have witnessed their weaponry. Thus, you probably know more about it than any of us do. They have hunted and slain us. They have oppressed us for centuries. If you are what you say you are, and the fact that you attacked the Smilodons with your weapon—that was a warrior’s act. I approve. Do you not approve, Skarl?” 
 
    “Yes, Gruum,” Skarl said, and there was conviction in his voice. 
 
    “Come,” Gruum said. He struggled to rise. I could see then that he was even older than I’d suspected. 
 
    One-eyed Brakka rushed forward, helping Gruum up. 
 
    “Off, off,” Gruum said. “I can do this myself.” 
 
    Brakka ignored that and continued to help Gruum stand. He kept a hand on Gruum’s elbow as we proceeded to head deeper into the cave. 
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    We left the cavern from the back, passing Gruum’s bed, and walked into a darkened area. 
 
    “Ah,” Gruum said, “I almost forgot.” He turned to Brakka, the one holding onto an elbow. “Could you get some glow balls?” 
 
    Brakka nodded and left. 
 
    I wondered if that was a trick to get rid of Brakka so Gruum could tell us something interesting or secret. Instead, we waited until Mr. One-Eye returned with three glow balls. Brakka gave one to Skarl, kept one for himself, and then wondered who he should give the next one to. 
 
    “Give it to the Marine,” Gruum said. 
 
    Reluctantly, Brakka gave it to me. 
 
    It was a little bigger than both my clenched fists put together. It wasn’t warm, as one would expect with light coming from it. I raised my glow ball and raised my eyebrows at Gruum. 
 
    “It’s magic from the old time,” he said, “or high technology that we don’t understand. Take your pick.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Brakka gave me a whack on my back with the brass tube. “Your role is not to give commands, but to wait and listen.” 
 
    “Let us go,” Gruum said, almost in a weary voice. 
 
    Brakka once more put a hand on one of Gruum’s elbows. Skarl led the way, and we threaded through a long corridor. Once more, we reached spiral stone stairs, going down. I could hear Gruum panting. He sounded exhausted. 
 
    “How far away is this in our terms?” I asked. 
 
    “Many, many miles,” Gruum said. 
 
    Miles wasn’t the same word as you or I would have used, but it was the Garm term that meant the same thing. 
 
    “May I ask a question?” I asked. 
 
    “Certainly,” Gruum said. 
 
    “How are you going to last that long?” 
 
    “You shall see,” he said, with humor tinting his voice. 
 
    We wound down the seemingly endless stairs and eventually reached a junction. I was astonished to see what looked like rail tracks or something similar like a subway station. The tracks led into dark stone tube-ways. 
 
    We climbed into an open-air car sitting on the tracks, settling ourselves onto benches. Gruum closed the railcar door and with obvious pride sat at the front. He touched controls on a panel. 
 
    The railcar began to hum softly, and we rose, floating just above the tracks. It was a magnetic rail line. Something, somewhere, must have supplied power to run this. The railcar began to move along the track into a stone tube-way. Lights appeared in the railcar’s front, showing the way as it illuminated the subterranean passage. 
 
    “Impressive,” I said. “Is it ancient technology?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gruum said. “This isn’t of First Folk make, by the way. Sometimes, I think the First Folk appropriated some of our lost technology.” 
 
    I could see that. 
 
    “May I ask another question, sir?” 
 
    Gruum turned to Brakka glaring at me. “Let him ask. Don’t administer anymore of your obedience touches. He’s possibly the trainer of our attack force. Therefore, we must give him leeway to learn what he doesn’t know.” 
 
    Brakka grunted, giving grudging assent. 
 
    “How did you lose your great civilization that produced these things?” I asked. 
 
    “There are ancient legends,” Gruum said, shrugging. “There was a war, as you have spoken of briefly, in the distant past. It must have been during or just after the shattering of the Harmony of Planets.” He shrugged again. “It is one legend among many, but your appearance and tale lends credence that that particular legend is true.” 
 
    In the magnetic railcar, we sped farther into the ancient mine, passing areas that may have once been old storefronts. They looked petrified, in the sense of having turned to stone over the ages. 
 
    Presently, the car slowed and came to a halt, settling gently onto the rails. Brakka rushed forward and opened the railcar door so Gruum could lead the way. 
 
    Illumination dimmed as the railcar’s lights diminished and then vanished. We were down to our three glow balls again. 
 
    This place looked ancient and the air tasted dry and possibly stale. I spied stone chips and bits of gravel scattered on the floor. We reached a spot with metal-edged pickaxes leaning against the wall. There were leather straps wound around the wooden handles. Perhaps Neanderthals had wrapped the straps around their hands in order to chisel at the stone with the pickaxes. There was a crudely chiseled entrance ahead of us. 
 
    “We stole the pickaxes,” Gruum said, “or some did when they escaped the First Folk mines. We’ve put the picks to good use here. Watch your head,” he warned. “You’re very tall, and I don’t want that precious head of yours hurt.” 
 
    I ducked, entering and shuffling down a low-ceilinged stone corridor that went a good three hundred and fifty feet. At last, we came to a taller open area. There were stacked casks or caskets, long things. They looked like ancient wood, brittle with age. One was open. 
 
    “There,” Gruum said, “that is what I want you to see.” 
 
    I stepped up to the casket and peered inside. I expected to see machine guns, phasor rifles, or something of that nature. Instead, there were six-foot lances made of brass poles such as Brakka carried. Each pole or lance had a vicious-looking spear tip similar to a bayonet. This one had a button near the end where one would grasp the lance. The tube was open by the bayonet lance-head end but not the other. 
 
    “You’ve aroused my interest,” I said. “What is this, and what does the button do?” 
 
    “Take it,” Gruum said. “We’ll go topside. There, you’ll demonstrate for us.” 
 
    “How old is it?” 
 
    “Ancient beyond belief, but they are, how do you say, what is the correct word... functional.” 
 
    I nodded. “How long ago did you find these?” 
 
    “A year ago. We’ve searched farther, but this is all we’ve found, even though we’ve searched for many, many years. We had hints and tantalizing tales, and there have been a few other places we tried… This is our only success, along with…yes, let me show you now.” 
 
    Gruum shuffled ahead into another chamber. I followed. Here, lined upon the walls on shelves, were iron helmets such as a medieval warrior might have worn. Near each helmet were gauntlets. The gauntlets looked like they were made for Neanderthal hands, much broader than mine, with thicker fingers. On the area where one would punch were spikes. 
 
    I picked one up. “May I?” 
 
    “Of course,” Gruum said. 
 
    I put on the gauntlet. It felt well-made with a good heft. “May I punch a wall?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    I did, and the spikes were tough, punching into the granite. 
 
    “Gauntlets,” I said, “and helmets. This is very medieval and not futuristic weaponry as I’d expected.” 
 
    “True,” Gruum said, “but yet, armed with these, I suspect our warriors will feel more like… I think there is a word for it.” 
 
    “Like soldiers,” I said. 
 
    “Ah,” he said, “soldiers. And what is the difference?” 
 
    “A warrior is an individual fighter who battles for his own glory. A soldier obeys orders, but even more importantly, he acts as a unit with his fellows. His team is much more powerful. A unit of soldiers will almost always defeat a unit of warriors because the soldiers act and move as one.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Gruum said. “You are an arms instructor indeed. I think your planet knows more about the art of war than even the First Folk.” 
 
    “Of that,” I said, “you should have no doubt.” 
 
    “Why do you say this?” 
 
    “He told us a story about what happened in the Chaunt System,” Skarl said. 
 
    “Tell me as we head for the surface with the lance,” Gruum requested. 
 
    We headed back for the waiting railcar. 
 
    During the walk and while we rode in the railcar, I told him what had happened in the Chaunt System, giving details, as I was selling myself. I particularly spoke of my one-man war against the First Folk in that chamber, even though Philip had aided me. 
 
    “Interesting,” Gruum said, absorbed in the tale. “There are Accelerationists and Traditionalists among the First Folk. We had no idea. You did a great feat, Jake Bayard, when you destroyed those Accelerationists. The First Folk are here in small numbers, but I fear they would have brought some of the iron warriors—the mechs, you said.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “The First Folk would have used those terrible weapons and hunted down we who have escaped and are free. They don’t have the needed numbers to track us down as they’d like.” 
 
    “How many escaped slaves are here?” I asked. 
 
    “We are not slaves,” Gruum said. For the first time, anger tinged his voice. 
 
    “Excuse me, sir, I misspoke. How many free people are here to engage in the fight against the First Folk?” 
 
    “I’d say three hundred, though it will take time to bring them all in. There’s more than three hundred, yes, but three hundred have the youth, power and will to fight.” 
 
    “How many First Folk do you think guard the mines?” 
 
    “Less than a hundred,” he said. 
 
    Huh, that was odd. Less than a hundred puny First Folk kept all these guys enslaved. “How many people are in the mines, do you think?” 
 
    “Thousands,” Gruum said, “thousands upon thousands.” 
 
    “Fifty thousand? A hundred thousand?” 
 
    “I do not know what the precise number is, but it is thousands, over ten thousand at least, and they’re forced into slavery.” 
 
    “Huh,” I said, chewing my lower lip. “There’s no way that a hundred First Folk, those little Homo habilis dudes, are keeping ten thousand or more of you Neanderthals in bondage.” 
 
    “No, there is a Slave Corps that fights for and follows them. A few who have escaped from the mines were originally from the Slave Corps.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, “of course, Mamelukes.” 
 
    “Mamelukes?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “That was a slave army that fought for the Muslims back in the Middle Ages and beyond. The Mamelukes were Turkish and other nomadic people made slave who fought for the Egyptian dynasty that ruled in those times. They were fierce warriors. The Mamelukes were one of the first to defeat the grandsons of Genghis Khan as the Mongols and allies marched across the world, defeating everyone else.” 
 
    Gruum nodded. “The slave warriors are strong and merciless, having slain many who tried to escape. They’re ruthless, acting viciously upon their own fellows.” 
 
    “Yep, that’s often the way of it, bullyboys who would rather eat well and have power even at the expense of their own people.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Gruum agreed. 
 
    By this time, the magnetic railcar had come to a stop, and laboriously, Skarl helping Brakka with Gruum, we wound up stone stairs. We crossed back through Gruum’s sumptuous chamber, and soon climbed another set of stairs to find ourselves outside. 
 
    I studied the lance I’d been carrying all this time, hefting it. It had a good heft. This tube was hollow, but there was definitely something inside it. 
 
    “Where should we go?” I asked. 
 
    “Down over there,” Gruum said, pointing. 
 
    We moved until we came to an open area. I spied ground and rocks ahead with the debris of former blasts. 
 
    “Is this a missile launcher?” I asked. 
 
    “Explain what you mean by missile launcher,” Gruum requested. 
 
    I told him. 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. “Please test it for yourself.” 
 
    I hefted the lance, which had a good feel for stabbing. Then I aimed it, although it lacked an aiming device. I pressed the button. There was a whoosh, and out sped a projectile, a missile, a rocket perhaps. It sped to the far end and exploded against the rocks. 
 
    It was a worthy explosion, not as good as a regular Earth RPG would have done, certainly not near what a Javelin missile would have done. Still, this was a mini-RPG, far better than a flint-tipped spear. 
 
    “How many rounds does it hold?” I asked. 
 
    “Keep doing it until you have emptied it.” 
 
    I did, firing seven missiles altogether. I tried three in quick succession. Then I fired them deliberately one at a time. Each missile worked. Then the lance was empty and obviously lighter than before. 
 
    I turned the weapon over, looking at it, as smoke rose from the front. 
 
    Skarl and some of the others looked in wonder at what had happened to the rocks. 
 
    “How do you reload this?” I asked. 
 
    Gruum shook his head, and he looked more withered and decrepit out here in the starlight, the sunlight, than he had previously. 
 
    “You can’t reload these?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” he said. “We have what we have.” 
 
    “How many of these lances filled with mini-missiles do you have?” 
 
    “Now,” he said, “one thousand and eleven.” 
 
    “A thousand and eleven,” I mused. “How many of your Neanderthals know how to use this?” 
 
    “None, as we’re still debating how to use them.” 
 
    I nodded. That made sense. I quickly came to a conclusion, but I thought I’d ask to check. “How many of your Neanderthals do you hope to arm?” 
 
    “All three hundred fighters,” Gruum said. “There are a thousand lances. Surely each will have three.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “and you’ll have three hundred men who have no idea how to use these. Do Neanderthals use bow and arrows?” 
 
    “What are those?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “What weapons do the free Neanderthals use?” 
 
    “Ah. I perceive. The spear, the throwing stick, stone axes and knives.” 
 
    “That’s my point. None of them are used to firing ranged weapons.” 
 
    Deep furrows appeared on Gruum’s forehead. “You’re right.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Okay, look, if you arm your three hundred with these, you’ll have three hundred guys who don’t know what to do. That’s a waste of time and effort. Rather, what you want is a small group that knows exactly what they’re doing, that have practiced.” 
 
    “Practiced?” Gruum said. “For what reason? That will waste lances.” 
 
    “You want your fighters to practice so they fire this weapon with skill and ingenuity, so they hit what they aim at. This weapon has no aiming apparatus. It’s more like…basketball. You shoot the ball and you get a feel for how to put it in the hoop.” 
 
    Gruum gave me a perplexed look. 
 
    “You have to practice. Just off the top of my head… You take fifty of your Neanderthals, the ones that have the most imagination, who don’t mind trying something new. Then you give each—I don’t know—five or maybe even ten of these. Under my tutelage, they practice firing until they know what in the hell they’re doing. And then you have about five hundred lances left for war.” 
 
    “Five hundred? We would have then wasted five hundred of these ancient weapons.” 
 
    “No,” I said, “you won’t have wasted them. What you'll have is a group of fifty soldiers who follow my orders, know what to do, and hit what they aim at. The rest will follow. Once we engage in hand-to-hand combat with the enemy, they can take down everything else.” 
 
    Gruum frowned severely, shaking his head. “That is a novel idea. I must think about it.” 
 
    “You do that,” I said. “What’s next?” 
 
    “Next,” Skarl said, stepping forward. “I have a question, Gruum.” 
 
    “Do you, my friend?” 
 
    “Yes. This interloper cannot lead anybody. He may be good for using a technological weapon or two, but the others will not follow him anywhere.” 
 
    That was when I knew and understood. It was time. “You don’t think so, Skarl?” 
 
    “No,” Skarl practically snarled at me. 
 
    “Gruum,” I said, “if you’ll listen to me, I think there is a way we can do it.” 
 
    “Go on,” Gruum said. “Tell me.” 
 
    I started to explain. 
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    It was a day later, and we were lower in the valley. There were thirty Neanderthal toughs. Those of Skarl’s group and a few others like it along with the guards who protected Gruum. This time, Gruum had two fellows help him down, which proved to be a long and laborious process. 
 
    I’d slept hard and had been sore when I woke up. I did some stretches, a few pushups, sit-ups, the like, and more stretching. Finally, I did some shadowboxing. The reason, as I’m sure many of you have surmised, was because I was going to fight Skarl today. 
 
    It turned out that Skarl’s nine, which included him, was the crème de la crème of the free Neanderthals. Each of the nine was acclaimed a special fighter and warrior, including Zog. Skarl was the champion, of course. That they were so good was why they’d had the eight dire wolves. No group trained and traded dire wolves. There were a few trainers and they had sixteen more dire wolves. Skarl’s nine had gone out into the tundra because Gruum had heard the sonic booms and seen the lightning my reaching the ziggurat had brought. 
 
    According to one sensor that sorta worked, Free Neanderthal HQ was surprised to see the First Folk launching flying saucers. 
 
    I’d learned that not many flying saucers went out these days, an indication they were rare. Combined with the low number of First Folk on Garm—maybe too many Accelerationists and Traditionalists had been in the Chaunt System when I’d gone there last journey. Many Accelerationists were trapped on the third planet of the Chaunt System together with the Draconian T-Rex riders. That was thanks to yours truly, Livi and possibly sneaky Philip. 
 
    Perhaps the total number of First Folk in the star lanes was down. Perhaps whatever they did in the mines wasn’t as important as other things on other planets. Those were logical surmises on my part. I didn’t know any of it to be fact. 
 
    That had caused me to ponder on the number of brain-enhanced Smilodons. Did the First Folk have hordes of intelligent, antenna-wearing great cats on Garm? I was thinking not. Likely, those Smilodons were a specialty item, numbering in the tens instead of hundreds or thousands. 
 
    Two elite groups had met out on the tundra several days ago. The five Smilodons had maybe been the best facing the eight best dire wolves. That meant an elite team of Neanderthal tundra-walkers had rescued me. 
 
    I’d learned something else, too. The number of slaves escaping from the mines in recent years had dwindled to almost nothing. That told me the Slave Corps, the Neanderthal Mamelukes, had probably become much better and more sophisticated than before. Therefore, fewer slaves had escaped. 
 
    Because fewer slaves escaped, the free Neanderthals knew much less about what was presently going on in the mines. They had no fresh information. 
 
    What had Krull’s part been in all this? He’d told me half-truths, spinning lies to pump me of information. There was something fishy about the Krull Incident, fishy from Krull’s end regarding his loyalty to his First Folk bosses. Had he been playing both ends against the middle? 
 
    As I shadowboxed, preparing for the fight, I thought about these things and others. 
 
    Zog approached with his bone-talisman necklace and a sneer. “What is this you’re doing, some ritual dance to avert disaster?” 
 
    “Yep,” I said, “you figured me out, Zog. Is it time yet?” 
 
    He nodded angrily. “It will be a pleasure to see you lose and get your head beaten in by Skarl.” 
 
    “Hey, Zog, don’t you want them women? I’m here to find you a girl.” 
 
    The baiting worked too well. He rushed me with a snarl. I was just about ready to clobber him and put him on his back when he halted. I could see the rage in his eyes. This was one angry dude. 
 
    “I gave up the right to a woman in order to gain my freedom,” Zog said in a hoarse voice. “I had a lover in the mines.” 
 
    I almost asked him, “You mean with one of the whores?” I’m glad I stopped myself because, well, the Neanderthal ladies probably hadn’t much to say in the matter. They were probably few in number and had been forced into what they did. 
 
    So I told myself, Bayard, get your head in gear. Don’t be so hard on these guys. Actually help them. 
 
    “All right. Sorry, Zog.” I almost clapped him on the shoulder, and that might have been too much. “Let’s go. I’m ready.” 
 
    I marched down the trail with Zog to the open area. 
 
    Scouts higher up had given the all clear. The sensor hadn’t detected any flying saucers in our vicinity. None of the great cats appeared to have made it over the mountains. We were safe to do this. 
 
    The thirty Neanderthals sat on rocks or dirt, laughing and talking, a few humming together. When they saw me coming, they started hooting like old-time primitives, like cavemen. 
 
    I clenched and unclenched my fists. 
 
    Skarl was going to be strong, and he probably had his own caveman fighting technique. Perhaps he’d been one of the slave guards in the mines. He was larger than the rest. If I were running a slave mine, I’d choose the bigger, stronger Neanderthals to guard the rest. Therefore, yeah, Skarl was going to be his own thing with his own fighting technique. I shouldn’t expect him to be an idiot and rush me, trying to slap me around or crush me with his hands. Still, I didn’t think he’d ever faced someone like me. I’d have to remember, although I was taller, he was probably stronger than I was, was built to take punishment and then some. 
 
    I saluted him. I saluted the other Neanderthals. 
 
    “Gruum, I thank you for allowing me the chance for an exhibition. If we were to use knives—I’m not suggesting it. Skarl, I’m just saying that if we did, my victory would even be more abrupt. But let us fight with hands. Shall we agree, Skarl? No biting?” 
 
    “No biting,” Skarl said, barely able to say the words. 
 
    His eyes were bloodshot. He looked like a savage pitbull ready to go for it. 
 
    I wondered, and perhaps it was my bias showing, but were Neanderthals more emotional than us humans? Sure, there’re plenty of emotional humans. And I know the Neanderthals had big brains. But seeing these guys and Skarl’s reaction—he seemed more primal, more primordial, more basic. Was that a superior attitude on my part? Probably, but so what? Like Popeye had said long ago, “I yam whom I yam.” 
 
    Skarl stepped away from the others. He wore his crude garments and his thick fingers wriggled with anticipation. There was rage in his eyes. Was he trying to psych me out? 
 
    “What are the rules?” I asked, stalling, knowing I’d already talked about this a few moments ago. 
 
    No one answered. 
 
    “No eye gouging, no breaking limbs on purpose, and no choking,” I suggested. 
 
    Skarl grunted agreement, nodding. “Let us begin already.” 
 
    The other Neanderthals climbed to their feet and gathered around, forming a large circle to watch the fight. I could feel their eyes, their anticipation, and perhaps their doubt. 
 
    The fight began abruptly as Skarl charged like a raging bull, bellowing louder than I could believe. 
 
    Even so, I didn’t buy it. I set myself in a combat stance, thinking he was trying to fake me out. 
 
    Skarl stomped the ground, lowering his head and stretching his hands outward. 
 
    I jabbed and sidestepped quickly. He swung his arms to bear hug me. I wasn’t there, though. 
 
    The jab had struck his nose, a good soft target. He stopped and looked at me with surprise. 
 
    “Before you hurt me you gotta catch me, buddy boy,” I said. 
 
    I hadn’t meant to mock him; it was instinctual on my part. Any type of combat was my specialty. Skarl might be good. He might outweigh me. He might be stronger, but I was better. At least I was betting on it. 
 
    Skarl approached cautiously. Much of the rage had dissipated. Pain hadn’t done that. He’d faked the rage as I’d thought. He’d tried to trick me. 
 
    He came close and took several swipes as if to grapple. I jumped back or sidestepped each time. 
 
    “See how he runs,” Skarl said. “He is a runner, but I will catch him because I will stalk him with relentless—” 
 
    Before he finished the last word, I stepped in and threw flurries, landing several on the head. He snarled and rushed in. I sidestepped again and gave him a hard chop with both my hands against the back of his bull neck as he blew past. That did nothing. It was like striking a tree trunk. 
 
    He spun. One of his hands grasped my flesh. I twisted. He held on. I chopped hard and barely disengaged before his other hand struck me. It was a boxing blow on the side of my head. It propelled me back several steps before I collapsed onto the ground. 
 
    “Victory!” shouted Skarl, throwing his paws into the air. “The human is down.” 
 
    I climbed dizzily to my feet, swaying and blinking. That had been unexpected. The Neanderthal had tricks, and though he was slower than I was, he’d caught me by surprise with a freakish hammer blow to the head. 
 
    “I’m not done,” I said with a slur. “One blow doesn’t win a fight.” 
 
    Lowering his arms, Skarl stared at me dumbfounded before turning to Gruum. “Is it not over? Victory goes to whoever knocks the other down first.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “The fight ends when one of us says ‘I quit,’ not until then. Or are you too frightened to keep fighting?” 
 
    Skarl turned to me in astonishment. “So be it,” he said slowly. “I will knock you down as many times as I must until you cry defeat.” 
 
    I ran at him because my head was ringing and I still felt off. I did something stupid, but I had to throw him off balance to give myself a breather. 
 
    Let’s see if he knows this one. 
 
    I ran and leapt, performing a prodigy of gymnastics, launching a flying mule kick. Everyone was amazed, including me. Both of my feet, the boot soles, planted on his chest with a terrific thud. It helped that he was so much shorter than I. 
 
    Skarl flew backward. 
 
    I dropped to the ground prone and sprang up. 
 
    The bastard stayed on his broad, flat feet, wind milling his arms fiercely. When he stopped, he felt his chest and stared at me with bewilderment. 
 
    “That hurt,” he said. 
 
    “There’s more where that came from.” 
 
    Skarl’s eyes narrowed and he began to stalk me. 
 
    Given these few moments of rest, I regained my equilibrium. My head no longer rang so loudly. I used speed to dance around him, deciding Skarl was like a Mike Tyson, a Joe Frazier, a bruiser, a battler. I had to hammer him into submission, maybe close his eyes and give him the pounding of his life…if my fists could take it. 
 
    I worked on closing his eyes by causing tissue swelling. I worked on bloodying that broad flat nose. I gave him a few kicks now and again. I noticed he couldn’t kick in return. He had a thick, lower and wider waist. It didn’t allow him the nimble use of his feet the way I could use mine. 
 
    I was panting—there were no breaks, no rounds. He almost grappled me on several occasions. I barely twisted away each time. I could feel welts on my skin; feel blood dripping because his hold was like crushing iron. 
 
    By slow degrees, I managed to close his left eye first and then almost his right. I gave him roundhouse kicks. I could do it because he was slow enough and his vision was bad enough by this point. At last, after a beating indeed, Skarl went down. 
 
    His mouth was on the ground as he panted, and he glared at the ground without even seeing it. He tried to push up but sprawled back onto his face. He tried to push up again, slipped and thudded into the same position. 
 
    “Hey, Skarl, I can kick your head from now to kingdom come, until you’re unconscious or brain damaged. But I don’t want to do that. You’re a fighter, a warrior. You’re one of the best I’ve ever fought. Do you admit defeat?” 
 
    He bellowed with rage and tried to struggle up, pushing off on his hands, his arms shaking as he held the position. 
 
    Damn it, he was forcing me. 
 
    I kicked with my heel, thudding against his dense head. 
 
    He slumped to the ground. 
 
    “I can keep doing this all day,” I said. “You should—” 
 
    He turned his head. “You’re the victor.” 
 
    After a second, I turned to the stunned crowd. “Did anyone else hear that?” 
 
    None of the watching Neanderthals would meet my eyes. 
 
    Gruum hobbled forward, dazed, maybe even angry. “That wasn’t fair.” 
 
    “Sir, battle and fighting aren’t fair. It’s all about winning. I won. Don’t you want a guy who can free your fellow Neanderthals? Skarl will be with us.” 
 
    Gruum studied the fallen Skarl and then me. “You must train Skarl as one of your shooters.” 
 
    “Not a problem.” 
 
    Gruum turned to the mob. “This is our arms trainer, the one preparing the chosen fifty to shoot the missile lances. Does anyone disagree?” 
 
    None did, although I’d never seen a less enthusiastic crowd in my life. 
 
    My victory didn’t taste like the ashes of defeat. I was glad I’d won, but I realized these guys loved strength more than anything. I hadn’t demonstrated strength. I’d shown cunning, nimbleness, and speed, all things they didn’t particularly cherish or have. 
 
    Even so, I was the official lance teacher. I didn’t think I’d have trouble with the others. They must have thought of me as a wizard of combat, something to fear but not quite respect. 
 
    So be it. I had the job. Now, I had to train fifty cavemen into respectable RPG shooters. 
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    A week passed and I began teaching the Nine. I’d waited until Skarl was better. It wasn’t that his body had taken such a bruising, but that he’d heard ringing in his head. His eyes had also needed to return to normal. 
 
    It was harder to make a Neanderthal’s eyes swell, and I don’t know why that was. But once they did swell, it took forever for the swelling to go down. 
 
    These Neanderthals had muscular, heavy, dense-bone bodies that recovered much quicker from a beating than I would have done. These were tough dudes built for a prehistoric Stone Age or times on modern Garm. 
 
    I knew Bok’s Original People on Saddoth were just as tough or tougher. The ones turned into meat animals for the Ophidian tables had lost some of the stamina and aggressiveness of the basic Neanderthal stock. 
 
    I wondered about that during the mornings when I had more coherence. I worked all day trying to teach these guys, and was wiped out at night. 
 
    They had dense bones and thick muscles, and I’d say thicker heads. They didn’t catch onto the idea of missile launchers, as regular humans would have done. The missiles were too new, too strange to their regular mode of thought. I wracked my brain for ideas how to teach them. 
 
    Then I had an idea: how to start from basic. 
 
    I collected throwing rocks, throwing stones. Then I took the Nine out, these champions, and had them throw rocks at a target. 
 
    They were indifferent throwers, to say the least. Their bulky, waist-thick muscular bodies didn’t have much snap to them. They were literally too muscle-bound, and the idea of projectiles just didn’t come naturally, or maybe at all. 
 
    “Look,” I said later, hoping they were frustrated enough to accept some advice. “This is how you do it.” 
 
    I used my Turlock High baseball pitching techniques to good effect, smacking the target repeatedly, and hard. 
 
    They gave a few oohs and ahhs, nodding. 
 
    “Hey,” Zog said afterward, “we’re not built like you. You’re so skinny, and the way your arms and lower body moves—we’re close-in fighters. We grapple with our foe or strike with a knife.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I said in front of the others. “You do that when you’re attacking a woolly mammoth, grab a leg and wrestle it down?” 
 
    There should have been some laughter. There was none. They all stared at me dead-eyed with Brakka’s style of humor. 
 
    “We don’t grapple a mammoth,” Zog said, stung, “but close in with an axe. A brave warrior hacks at the rear tendons on a back leg. That cripples the mammoth. He falls. Then we all move in and stab with our spears.” 
 
    I could see where this was going—in the opposite direction I wanted. 
 
    “You can’t take out the flying saucers that way,” I said. “You can’t take out their shooters that way, either. You need to do it from a distance. You need ranged combat.” 
 
    The Nine stared at me with seeming incomprehension. 
 
    I almost told them: “Now I know how we beat you Neanderthals on my planet back in the day. We must have run circles around you guys, particularly when we got bows and arrows.” 
 
    I kept my mouth shut, fortunately, about that. 
 
    Still, I wondered who’d invented the original bow and arrow. It had been a revolutionary idea. It must have proven decisive in the Stone Age battles when Cro-Magnon men took out the muscular Neanderthals. 
 
    None of that mattered here. I needed these guys to be better shooters. I’d already used up a precious fifty lances having them practice. They were uniformly abysmal. They didn’t have the first idea how to aim or adjust for range. 
 
    My first thought had been to take the Nine and teach them. I’d have them help me teach the rest later. I hadn’t wanted to think about trying to teach fifty Neanderthals all at once how to shoot. 
 
    My days were endless outdoor work trying to train the Nine, trying to get them into shape as a military unit. They were tough. I didn’t want to fight Skarl again: partly because I had the feeling he’d absorbed some of my fighting tricks. It wouldn’t be as easy next time. 
 
    Skarl came to me one evening after we finished our haunches of meat. He asked me to teach him my fighting technique. I thought about it, and agreed. 
 
    Later, I showed him moves and we practiced. He practiced with some of the others on his own. 
 
    I could feel the Nine growing more confident against me. They became cocky at times. I suspect they figured we know his tricks now. He can’t hurt us. 
 
    They might think they knew, but one thing was certain, they were built differently from me and that gave me a few advantages using Marine methods. 
 
    There was another problem. It wasn’t only that their bodies were different from mine. Their brains weren’t the same. I’m not saying I was superior. I’m saying their brains used different patterns, and that was critical. Their brains didn’t grok the idea of long-ranged fire. Nor were they particularly nimble. They were crafty in close-quarter fighting. I suspect they were devastating while taking down the huge animals of the tundra, of the Stone Age. They’d probably been apex predators for a long time on Earth until the Cro-Magnon men came along and showed them what’s what. You didn’t have to be all bulky muscle and an expert in close combat to win. You could be nimble. You could be clever. You could use your brain to lay traps. 
 
    All right, I’ve been on a rant, and that was it. 
 
    I tried to teach these guys. I continued with the rock throwing. They became a little more proficient than when we’d first begun. Then I went for it and tried to show them every trick, every pitching idea I could. 
 
    Zog got a little better. Skarl wasn’t bad. Another two started to throw better, Drogar in particular. He was the skinniest of the Nine, the youngest, and that probably made a difference. The three and one other began to perceive there was a use for ranged stone throwing. 
 
    “Think about it,” I said one day on the practice field. “Suppose you have a bag of rocks and you’re approaching an enemy like yourself. You pelt him several times with rocks from a distance so they hurt.” 
 
    “This would just goad him,” said a bruiser named Grax, “into rushing me faster.” 
 
    I clapped my hands and pointed at Grax. “You use that. As he’s rushing you, pelt him a couple more times, hit him hard. Hit him in the head so you stun him. Then grab your spear and run him through while he stands there dazed.” 
 
    “Ah,” Skarl said, his brown eyes alight with understanding. 
 
    Was this a breakthrough? 
 
    We practiced more rock throwing. 
 
    When a few started rubbing their sore shoulders, I called a break. 
 
    I had them sit and paraded back and forth before them. “A few of you are beginning to see that ranged attacks have their use. I’m not saying that is better than fighting close. I’m just saying ranged attacks have their use. That’s why you have the lances. When a flying saucer comes to kill you, you target it, and fire enough to bring it down so it doesn’t kill all your buddies. When we attack the First Folk, that will allow the rest to get close enough to the mine that we can storm the entrance. Even if they have sharpshooters posted—” 
 
    “What’s a sharpshooter?” Zog asked, interrupting. 
 
    I explained, seeing a little bit of understanding in Skarl, Drogar and Zog’s eyes. 
 
    “Listen,” I added. “That’s why the First Folk have kept you down for so long. They have nimble ideas. They use your strengths against you. Our plan will use their strengths against them.” 
 
    “I thought we were using their low numbers against them,” Skarl said. 
 
    “That too,” I said, deciding to give it a break. 
 
    Later, we practiced firing the lances. As a group, the Nine were perceptibly better than before. Even so, I had small hope with these guys. I’d guess they’d have to fire twenty more lances each before they got the hang of it, never mind precision firing. 
 
    Would that be enough, though? Twenty times seven was one hundred and forty shots each. I thought how many times I’d been on the firing range. One hundred and forty would hardly do squat. 
 
    We’d have to use up lance after lance after lance. Right, there wasn’t going to be fifty shooters. These Nine, and me, would be it. 
 
    I’d need my phasor and Colt. I’d be the Terminator then. The Nine would be my backup. We’d have to unleash the others into the mines. 
 
    I thought about the mines—narrow corridors, junctions. A few First Folk with phasors could stop hordes of club-wielding Neanderthals down there. The Nine would die one by one taking out phasor strongpoints so the rest could keep charging. 
 
    Could nine Neanderthals with ancient missile-launching lances change the fate of Garm? It had been one Marine in the Chaunt System doing that last journey, although I’d had backup in Philip and Livi. 
 
    I didn’t want to think about Livi because I’d only been spending time with the guys. I missed Livi badly. I needed to forget about her, as these guys didn’t even have any beer to help drown my sorrow. 
 
    Man, oh man, these Neanderthals were backward in so many ways. That didn’t make sense, either. How could Earth have advanced so far in these six or seven thousand years since the destruction of the Harmony? And these guys had hardly advanced at all. 
 
    That was something I wanted to ask Gruum, as it might prove critical to what happened next. 
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    After two weeks of training, I asked for an audience with Gruum. 
 
    Ask and you shall receive. 
 
    Once more, I went into his chamber deep in the cave. 
 
    He sat on the same sofa, but his hands shook where last time they hadn’t. He looked even more withered and old than before. 
 
    “The arms trainer,” he said in a raspy voice. 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply. 
 
    One-eyed Brakka with the brass tube practically snarled at me, ready to whack me at the first impropriety. 
 
    I closed my mouth and bowed respectfully to Gruum. 
 
    “You say nothing?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “Sir, it is an honor to see you again. I hope you’re feeling well.” 
 
    Gruum shook his head. He then convulsed and started coughing until he spat phlegm on the floor. That ended the coughing bout. 
 
    “Perhaps I should leave,” I said. 
 
    Gruum shook his head. 
 
    “In that case, sir, may I speak to you privately?” 
 
    “Privately?” Brakka asked. “Do you wish to kill our guiding light?” He raised his brass tube, no doubt to smack me good and hard. 
 
    “No, no,” Gruum wheezed, “cease this.” He eyed me. “Why do you wish to speak privately? I do not understand.” 
 
    “Because I may ask questions that’ll cause Brakka here to jump up and smack me in the back a few times. I’m only gonna allow it once or twice before I take the pole and shove it up his—” 
 
    I barely stopped myself from saying what I’d planned to. 
 
    Gruum coughed and spat out more phlegm. 
 
    Brakka hurried near and gave him a cup of water. Clearly, back-whacking Brakka loved Gruum and worried about him. It was a redeeming feature, how about that. 
 
    “Go over there,” Gruum whispered, “stand in earshot. If I shout, you may come. But you must let the arms instructor talk to me.” 
 
    Gruum coughed again after Brakka departed. 
 
    I sat on one of the folding chairs, waiting. 
 
    Gruum dabbed at his lips with a rag and nodded for me to speak. 
 
    “Sir, I appreciate this. I’m sorry to see you feeling off.” 
 
    “It was the exertion the first day you came and later the fight. I knew I was pushing myself. I shouldn’t have done so much. Brakka tells me to rest, to take it easy, but I must see this done. Only I have the will and the insight to keep the others together so we may accomplish the great goal. Only I truly understand your worth, how important you are to us. You not only bring your wonderful knowledge and skills, but you think differently. Your mind is not like ours. We are different, you and I, are we not, Bayard?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, we’re quite different. I’ve been pondering that. Whatever else, though, you Neanderthals are tough.” 
 
    Gruum coughed and didn’t comment upon that. 
 
    “Sir…I don’t understand your technological backwardness.” 
 
    He looked at me, his eyes red and rheumy. 
 
    “If you feel I’m insulting you, sir, I apologize. It wasn’t meant as an insult. I’m trying to understand.” 
 
    “No, no,” Gruum said. “Speak, speak. You likely have penetrating insights. You’re a Traveler. I’ve thought about that, you see. You’ve gone to other worlds and seen many things, and you have likely integrated them. That perhaps is one of the powers of the First Folk.” 
 
    “Undoubtedly,” I said. “Sir, our world is not as backward as yours. And yet the Harmony broke at the same time for both of us, likely in a matter of a few years.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I suppose that is true.” 
 
    “What can you tell me about your world’s history?” 
 
    Gruum shook his head. “I know little of our history. We have a few legends, but as to what happened in the intervening years, we know little. At some time in the past, the First Folk appeared. Sometime after that, we became slaves and servants, working in their mines. There used to be more mines. Now…” He shook his head and coughed, the wheeze in his throat making me wince. 
 
    Old Gruum was much more feeble than I’d thought. 
 
    I outlined some of my thoughts regarding shooters. “Sir, do you think these lances were used by Neanderthals in the distant past?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I certainly believe that. I point to the gauntlets as further evidence. They were made for hands such as ours, the helmets for heads such as ours, not for a head like yours. If you’ve noticed, our heads are shaped differently and sit differently upon our shoulders.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” I said. “I wonder if the lances were ceremonial weapons. They have function and certainly can do harm, but they don’t have an aiming apparatus. It strikes me as an odd weapon to arm warriors. Like I said, it seems ceremonial.” 
 
    “Explain that,” he said. 
 
    I told him about the Pope and his Swiss Guards, how the Swiss were armed with weapons from the Middle Ages, not modern combat weapons others would use. 
 
    “I begin to perceive,” he said. “What is your point?” 
 
    “I think Neanderthals on Garm have regressed in the use of ranged weapons. The Nine I can train into shooters. They’re beginning to climb that ladder, so to speak. But it’s gonna take a lot of missiles and a lot of lances to train them. Fifty shooters? I don’t know if another forty-one Neanderthals can learn with the amount of lances we would have left. I don’t know if they’ll have the time, either.” 
 
    “Time? I don’t understand. Can we not take all the time we need?” 
 
    “What if you die?” 
 
    Gruum stared at me until a glimmer of understanding hit. “If I die, the entire enterprise might disintegrate.” 
 
    “That’s right. Besides which, I think we have to strike sooner rather than later. If the First Folk get an idea about what we’re doing, maybe they can bring reinforcements from other worlds. What if they take others from a different planet and bring them here? What if they use a small group on many worlds? That means we should strike while we can and before reinforcements arrive on Garm.” 
 
    Gruum stroked his scraggly beard. 
 
    “That’s the other thing, sir. Do we have any mobile platforms to move equipment or warriors quickly?” 
 
    “We have woolly mammoth riders.” 
 
    “Nothing else?” I asked. 
 
    Gruum shook his head. 
 
    “How many phasors do you have?” 
 
    “A few,” he said cryptically. 
 
    “You should give them all to me.” 
 
    Furrows deepened on his forehead. “Why is that?” 
 
    “Because if we take woolly mammoths, I’m certain flying saucers will show up. The only thing that is going to take them down is if I’m wearing the special glasses and have a good supply of phasors. If I drop a few saucers fast, there’s a chance we can bring everything else close to the mines and deploy. I’m hoping to scare the rest of the saucers away.” 
 
    “I see, I see. How soon would you be ready to strike?” 
 
    “How soon can you collect your three hundred?” I asked. 
 
    “They’re being collected even as we speak. In several more weeks, they should all be here.” 
 
    “They’ve been ranging in the various valleys?” 
 
    Gruum nodded. “That way, there is enough wild game to feed them all.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought. In several weeks, we should go for it.” 
 
    “I’ll return your Colt, I believe you call it. There are two magazines of bullets left. I’ll keep the phasors and your special glasses until we’re ready to leave. I have three by the way. Will that be enough?” 
 
    “It’s gonna have to be enough. One last thing. You’d better get stronger, because you’re gonna have to come with us in order to keep everyone under control.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, you have a point.” 
 
    “Figure out the transport and how you’re gonna divide the different commands. I’ll get the Nine as ready as possible.” 
 
    “Good, that is good to hear.” Gruum started coughing again, and this time he wouldn’t stop. 
 
    “Hey, Brakka!” I shouted. “Get in here!” 
 
    Brakka came running, dropping the brass tube so it clattered on the floor. He rushed to Gruum and ministered to him until finally the coughing stopped. 
 
    Then Brakka picked up frail old Gruum and carried him to the bed, setting him in it and tucking him under the covers. Brakka then squatted like a savage on guard. No doubt, he’d stay there until Gruum got better or died. 
 
    I took my leave, wondering about the low technological state of these Neanderthals. What had happened in those six thousand years—or seven thousand—since the shattering of the Harmony? I didn’t know that I was going to receive an answer any time soon. 
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    It was funny, but I got an answer to the question three days later. 
 
    I’d given the Nine more difficult assignments, and they practiced, using up a hundred more lances. 
 
    That was a lot, but I was trying to get the Nine ready fast so they knew what to do. They were better than before, and they understood more. 
 
    I’d started to develop in them the idea of firing as a unit and using over watch. One squad of three, I figured that was the easiest number, would stay still, providing covering fire. The other two squads would scramble forward until one dropped down to providing covering fire for the rest. The back squad then jumped up and started hurrying forward. 
 
    They were beginning to grok the idea and the theories behind it. 
 
    It was a crazy system in one way, but it was better than advancing with spears and flint-tipped axes. Maybe there was a chance we could do this. If we couldn’t, I didn’t think I was going anywhere else soon. I’d be stuck on Garm, having to live the rest of my days with these muscle-bound Neanderthals. 
 
    They weren’t the worst company in the world, I have to admit, but they were starting to wear on me, especially with the idea that I’d have to spend the rest of my life with them. I wanted to see Livi. Oh, I wanted to see Livi. I wanted to know what was going on with her. I kept thinking about Bok and the others, too. It ate at me that I hadn’t done anything for Bok, anything to help my blood brother. That was going to change after this. I vowed it. 
 
    On the third day after speaking with Gruum— 
 
    I heard he was doing better. He’d had a fever, but it had passed. He was gaining strength again. I didn’t know if that was a PR snow job, but then again I didn’t know if the Neanderthals were clever enough to use propaganda. 
 
    They were straight shooters in that sense, which was a strength. However, it made them meat for guys like the First Folk, and maybe for guys like me. 
 
    In any case, I was strolling near a lake, watching fish jump and taking it easy while enjoying the idyllic scenery, the ease and comfort. Then I heard a voice I hadn’t heard in a while. 
 
    “Hello, Jake Bayard.” 
 
    I whirled around. 
 
    Philip the Homo habilis stood before me. He was a hundred pound, chimpanzee hairy, five-foot-even dude, the size of a junior high geek. He wore clothes, and he stared at me, smiling. 
 
    I didn’t understand how this could be happening. 
 
    I drew my Colt, aimed at him, with a round already in the chamber. I couldn’t remember chambering it, but I knew the automatic was ready to fire. I was ready to put a bullet in his crafty hominid brain. 
 
    “You can fire if you want,” Philip said, amused. “It won’t do you any good, though, as it won’t kill me.” 
 
    “Did you want me to test that?” 
 
    “If you desire.” 
 
    I did desire. 
 
    Philip shimmered before I could pull the trigger. He shimmered like bad TV reception. 
 
    I frowned and scowled, finally understanding. “You’re not real.” 
 
    “Oh, this is me, Jake. Believe it. I’m very real.” 
 
    “You’re not flesh and blood, this projection in front of me.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. This is a holographic projection, if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    I looked up into the sky. 
 
    “That’s good, Bayard. You’re not like these dull Neanderthals. You actually use your brain once in a while.” 
 
    There had to be a flying saucer in the distance projecting the image, beaming it to this spot. 
 
    “FYI,” Philip said. “The…vehicle in question can also launch missiles, so I hope you’ll pay attention. And I do hope you don’t force me to launch the missile and kill you.” 
 
    “You’re the same Philip I knew in the Chaunt System?” 
 
    “No,” he said in that smarmy, hominid way. “I’m not the same Philip you knew. His memories, however, reached the Original. The Original bequeathed them to me. It’s as if I’d experienced that time with you, and I am much the same as the Philip you met. We’re numbered by the way.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “I also happen to know you know. Your Philip claimed he was first. That’s a blatant lie. I’m higher-ranked than the Philip you knew. He’s a Traveler to barbaric worlds. I’m—I’m presently doing a stint on Garm. It will be over shortly. But I want to know, Bayard, what you plan to do with these pesky slaves who have raced away from good, honest labor and are wasting their lives in this primitive existence—” 
 
    While he talked, I’d been running a cost-analysis on what to do. Did a flying saucer indeed target me, readying to launch a missile or fire a laser? I needed my special glasses. I needed my phasor. I raised the Colt again but decided there wasn’t any profit in shooting a holoimage. 
 
    Thus, I began walking toward the cliffs, which were three miles away. It was time to find out if I could leave. If I could, I most certainly would. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Philip said, interrupting his own monologue. “At any moment, I can kill you. Remember that, Bayard.” 
 
    He walked beside me—no, he floated as a holographic projection. That put a knot in my gut. I kept walking anyway. 
 
    “What’s this all about, Philip?” I asked with a dry mouth. 
 
    “This is all about your intentions. Do you want to leave this world?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then I grant you free access to the obelisk. You may go there. We won’t hinder you.” 
 
    “Like I believe you,” I said. 
 
    “It’s a pity you don’t.” 
 
    I sneered. “The Philip I knew was a liar and a homicidal maniac. Why are you doing this to these poor slobs, anyway? What did the Neanderthals ever do to you?” 
 
    “You want to know the reason?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “They’ve caused pain and suffering to us exiles for—” He turned away as he ceased speaking. 
 
    Had that been a slip of the tongue about him being an exile or was he trying to pretend? I had no idea. I knew Philip was clever, the polar opposite of the Neanderthals. 
 
    “You clearly don’t understand the situation,” Philip said. “We’ve taken these brutes that lived a primitive existence for six thousand years—ever since the Harmony shattered. They’ve done nothing but hunt game, start fires and roast endless meat. Oh, they also rutted and lived a precarious existence. They’re tough as any caveman would be. But they were useless. They squandered the world given them.” 
 
    “Given them,” I said. “That implies they’re not indigenous to the planet.” 
 
    “Bayard, you’re so fast and clever. I can see why your Philip loved being with you.” 
 
    “Thanks for the sarcasm. I love you, too, Philip.” 
 
    He grinned in that chimpanzee way, exposing most of his teeth. I expected him to pull out a cigarette and light it, taking a few puffs. 
 
    When I was a kid traveling through the various states with my parents, the western states, I remember stopping. I think it was in Montana. I remember this zoo trainer had a chimp smoke a cigarette for us. We thought nothing of it at the time. Now, of course, that would have got him in hell and high water. I remember the chimp smoking a cigarette, staring at us, his lips reaching out to the cig. That was the feeling I got looking at Philip, a smarmy smart aleck showing off. 
 
    “You’re saying the Neanderthals were living in a pristine wonderland. And you Last Folk came and spoiled it for them, making them work in your damn mine for you.” 
 
    “No. We First Folk came and gave them honest labor and an honest day’s wage for it. We tried to elevate them to a higher status. What did they do? They wrecked much of the equipment we’d given them. They chaffed against the traces, claiming to hate honest work. They didn’t want to improve themselves, as an intelligent species should. So, we had to use different methods.” 
 
    “Slavery?” 
 
    Philip shrugged. “We made sure they worked hard.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. And how much did you return to their society for their labor?” 
 
    “We let them understand technological marvels. Some have become quite good at it. You met Krull. He’s one of the most intelligent and adaptive. He learned your identity for us. Therefore, he has been awarded a gift.” 
 
    “What’s that? You let him visit the women?” 
 
    The chimp smile appeared again. “You begin to perceive, Bayard. How hominid of you.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Bayard,” he said, “I know what you did in the Chaunt System. I know that given a rifle in the right place, you can cause havoc. We don’t want that here on Garm.” 
 
    “Why aren’t you shooting me down right now then?” 
 
    “Because I’d rather make a deal with you,” he said. “Isn’t that obvious? Hey, I know where the Old One lives. What a pathetic name—Old One. How imaginative is that? The Neanderthals are cavemen. They deserve to die out. We should introduce a more pleasant group of workers onto Garm. Hey, why not help us bring some Earth aboriginals here? They’d do much better in the mines and would understand procedures better.” 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “I’m not going to be your pimp no matter what you offer me.” 
 
    His holographic eyes swirled with anger. “Do you want me to launch the missiles? Do you wish to die right now?” 
 
    “You ever read The Island of Dr. Moreau?” 
 
    Philip blinked several times. “I have no idea what that’s supposed to mean.” 
 
    “What you’re doing with the sabertooths,” I said, “enhancing them through your Nazi experiments, giving them greater braincases and antennae. I wouldn’t be surprised if you were putting human or Neanderthal brains into them.” 
 
    Philip’s eyes widened. 
 
    My stomach clenched. Had I stumbled upon a horrific truth? If so, was that what they planned to do to me? Yeah, I trusted Philip not in the slightest. They’d remove my brain and put it into one of the Smilodons. No wonder he was offering me free passage to the obelisk. 
 
    Thinking of that— 
 
    “Say,” I asked, “how are you traveling back and forth from the Institute to Garm?” 
 
    Philip’s head rose. “That’s none of your concern. I’m offering you a deal, Bayard. You want to get off planet, by all means, go.” 
 
    That was gobbledygook, misdirection. 
 
    “What are you collecting down in the mines?” I asked. “What’s so important about it, huh?” 
 
    “That you ask shows—I’m sorry, Bayard. I’ve gauged your intensity and intentions. You’re going to help the Neanderthals. That’s too bad.” 
 
    My gut clenched even tighter than before. I took the hint and began to sprint in a zigzagging pattern, hoping to spoil his aim. I looked back. The holoimage was gone. I looked up at the sky. I didn’t see any flying saucer. 
 
    After a two-miles sprint—I was gasping, with sweat running into my eyes. Had Philip lied about a missile? 
 
    Skarl and Zog lumbered toward me. Each had a lance. 
 
    I looked up again. Something streaked out of the sky, coming straight for me. 
 
    I bellowed, ran and dove, rolling over hard dirt. 
 
    A missile hit the earth, the warhead exploding. It rained dirt and debris, shaking me with the blast, but I survived unharmed. 
 
    When I got up, I saw Skarl and Zog staring at the sky with their lances pointed straight up. 
 
    I didn’t see a second missile coming down. I didn’t see a beam streaking for me, either. 
 
    I was panting, sweating, and staggered to them. “Thanks. I think you scared it off.” 
 
    Skarl looked at me. 
 
    “Where did the missile come from, a flying saucer?” I asked. 
 
    Skarl shook his head. “Flying saucers have never fired missiles, but a drone, a new kind of drone launched it.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, “I wonder how many drones they have. The drones must not carry many missiles. I need to talk to Gruum right away.” 
 
    Skarl dropped his gaze, turning from me. 
 
    “Did you not hear?” asked Zog. “Gruum is very sick.” 
 
    “I thought he was better,” I said. 
 
    Zog shook his head. 
 
    “Is he going to die?” I asked. 
 
    Skarl faced me. “Don’t say that. It’s bad luck.” 
 
    “What will we do if…Gruum no longer leads us?” 
 
    Skarl shook his head. The whole idea clearly scared him. 
 
    I scanned the sky. Would we attack the mines if Gruum died? Who’d keep order as the other Neanderthals came into the valley? 
 
    “We’d better make contingency plans,” I said. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Skarl asked. 
 
    “What are we going to do if—?” I didn’t finish the question. 
 
    “Gruum has asked for you,” Skarl said. “It is time to hurry.” 
 
    I nodded. That was probably the best thing to do. 
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    With trepidation, I approached the cavern. The walk through the underworld only tightened my gut. Going down the stone stairs with Skarl and Zog— 
 
    “I can’t believe this is happening,” I said. 
 
    Finally, we reached the bottom and approached the two guarding the entrance to the living quarters. I peered past them and the machine pumping warm air into the subterranean lair. They should take the old man outside to get fresh air. I spied Gruum asleep in his big bed. 
 
    What chance did the attack have if we lost Gruum? How would I get to the obelisk then? I could try to sneak past sabertooth cats and patrolling saucers. Maybe the slave guards would patrol in force as well. Getting to the obelisk might prove impossible. 
 
    Therefore, the easiest thing was for Gruum to be alive and well. The other free Neanderthals were trickling into the valley. I’d heard a hundred and twenty were here already. How much hardtack and jerked meat had Gruum stored for the grand adventure? Everything would come to pieces if we ran out of those two supplies. That meant once the warriors gathered, they had to move for the mines. The clock had already started ticking. 
 
    Yet, who was I fooling? How could three hundred Neanderthals, with only nine who could shoot mini-RPGs with any skill—and they weren’t even particularly good at it. I’d have three phasors and the special glasses. How could this force change a planet’s destiny? 
 
    This wasn’t like last time where I’d gone in and killed all the Accelerationists in the control room on Chaunt Two. This was different. This was a world. We were talking about a world. 
 
    “Halt,” Brakka said. 
 
    His harsh voice broke me out of my reveries. 
 
    One-eyed Brakka rushed forward, glowering, clutching his—this was new. He no longer had the long brass tube. He hefted a lance with a gleaming, razor-sharp lance-head. Had he been practicing with the missiles, launching them in secret? 
 
    I had the feeling Brakka would do anything for love of Gruum? Was Gruum his dad, perhaps? Had Gruum once helped him survive? Maybe Gruum’s care had saved Brakka’s life from whatever had caused his horrible eye and face wound. 
 
    One thing was for sure. Brakka was an ugly sucker even for a Neanderthal. He rushed up, gripping the lance like he meant to use it. 
 
    I raised my hands. “I mean no harm whatsoever, Brakka.” 
 
    He glared, looking us over. “You two—” He used the lance to point at Skarl and Zog. “You two may not enter. Only this one may enter.” 
 
    “What?” Skarl said. 
 
    “Gruum has asked for him and him alone. I will make sure everyone follows Gruum’s commands until he’s—” 
 
    Brakka turned away abruptly, perhaps to contain his grief. 
 
    Then it came to me, I hadn’t seen any Neanderthal cry. I’d hardly seen them show any of the gentler emotions. They laughed at times, but mainly got angry. They were indeed cavemen. 
 
    Skarl and Zog stared at each other. 
 
    Brakka faced them, glowering, intent. 
 
    Reluctantly and slowly, Skarl and Zog retreated, with the other guard escorting them away. 
 
    That left me alone with Brakka. 
 
    “You know I don’t mean Gruum any harm, right?” I asked. 
 
    The ugly sucker looked at me with his single eye. To my shock, I didn’t see any rage, ferocity or the desire to whack me. He looked at me with calculation. I hadn’t seen that before. Was Brakka more cunning than I’d given him credit for? 
 
    That struck me. 
 
    “Is Gruum already dead?” I asked. 
 
    “What?” Brakka asked, “How dare you say such a thing? What would cause you to even think it?” 
 
    “Because you’re holding something back,” I said. “I can see it. I can feel it. You’re playing a part. What, you’re pretending Gruum is alive so you can run things? Why do that, though? In order to see through his great enterprise?” 
 
    “You’re clever,” Brakka said, nodding. “Clever, that is what Gruum has said about you.” 
 
    “Is he still alive?” 
 
    “Yes. Now come quietly. Do not raise your voice.” 
 
    I realized Brakka had been speaking lowly. That was new as well. 
 
    I looked around. There were other guards farther off, but none in Gruum’s living area near the machine. 
 
    “How bad is he?” I asked. 
 
    “Follow me,” Brakka said. 
 
    He marched just a little ahead. I could feel his tension—that something was off with the one-eyed Neanderthal. 
 
    I wondered if Brakka had become like the Viking god Odin in the legends, who’d traded an eye in order to gain wisdom. Had the loss of an eye, had the accompanying scarring and ugliness, given Brakka a greater understanding that other Neanderthals lacked? People who took a grim wound or blow in life often gained something profound from it, usually in terms of insights or new outlooks. 
 
    I’d had an uncle who had taken a bad back injury from basketball, of all things. You’d think it would have been from hockey or football. Anyway, he slipped on sweat staining the court going for a rebound and another guy who also slipped had landed across his shoulders, folding him inward like an accordion. My uncle had taken a bad wound to the spine. He told me how he’d lost his strength and almost the will to live. He could no longer play sports or even lift. The accident had changed him. He went from being an arrogant man to one grateful for the blessings he had, which was life, work, wife and kids. He said that after he learned the hard lesson of humility, that God allowed him to continue lifting and slowly strengthened the bad back. He’d even been able to play basketball again. My uncle said he’d learned more from that terrible injury than any other thing in his life, and that it had proven to be a blessing in disguise. 
 
    Could such a thing be true with Brakka? 
 
    We approached the bed. The covers were over Gruum’s head. 
 
    “This is bad,” I said. 
 
    The covers whipped back so Gruum stared at me. He sat up, looking almost spry. 
 
    I stared in bewilderment. 
 
    “Can anyone else see us?” Gruum asked. 
 
    He didn’t sound sick in the slightest. He actually seemed better than the last time I’d talked to him. 
 
    “What is this?” I said. “I was told you were sick. The way Brakka was acting, he had me believing you were already dead.” 
 
    Gruum smiled. “Well done, Brakka. That was excellent work.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Brakka said. 
 
    I stared at Brakka. He had such a huge smile—goodness radiated from him. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I said. 
 
    “Keep your voice down,” Brakka whispered. “Gruum is supposed to be gravely ill. Don’t you understand?” 
 
    “Shhh,” Gruum said. “Quietly. Now come close. Brakka, can you get Bayard a chair?” 
 
    Brakka hesitated, and then hurried away to bring me one of the folding chairs. He set it beside the bed for me. 
 
    I sat there. 
 
    “Keep an eye out,” Gruum said. “Make sure no one comes too near.” 
 
    One-eyed Brakka took up a position so he could look to the front and rear of the chamber. 
 
    With his hands on the blanket, his head propped up by pillows, Gruum said, “I’m going to have to lie here as I tell you this. It’s been a deception. I was sick, and I have been coughing. You saw how I was several days ago. But Brakka used some of the medicine I once used on him.” 
 
    “Did you bring Brakka back from the brink of death once?” 
 
    Gruum stared at me, astonished. “Why, yes. How did you know?” 
 
    I told Gruum what I’d perceived concerning Brakka, even though I knew Brakka listened. 
 
    “You’re a clever man, Traveler,” Gruum said. “You’re also the needed catalyst for Garm. I hope you stick with us. I hope you won’t become enraged after I tell you what I’ve done.” 
 
    As they say, I was all ears. I decided to raise my stock just a little more, though. “This medicine, did it come from the First Folk mine?” 
 
    “My,” Gruum said, “you are a marvel of surprises. That’s right. How did you know?” 
 
    “It seemed logical. Where else would you have gotten such healing medicine than from the First Folk?” 
 
    “I used it when a sabertooth raked Brakka’s face, ruining the eye and the flesh on that side of the face. Unknown to me, Brakka saved some. He saved it for a day like this. He gave me some with my food. It took away my cough and revived me. I feel better than ever.” 
 
    Gruum grinned deviously. “Then it came to me, Bayard. Perhaps I should fake being very sick. I should have you heal me.” 
 
    I finally looked at Brakka. He’d moved closer to us. 
 
    He stood there, leaning as it were, upon the lance. The end was on the floor while he gripped it up near the lance head. He looked with approval at both of us. 
 
    “Brakka doesn’t hate me anymore?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” Brakka said. “I see your—” He looked at Gruum. 
 
    “Utility,” Gruum said. 
 
    Brakka nodded. “I see your utility to us and to Garm. I approve.” 
 
    “This is a change,” I said. “I think I understand, though. I’m going to do something…magical. Is this deception, Gruum?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s deception. We’ll use a trick of the First Folk in order to boost morale among our warriors. They’ll also look at you with gratitude. In that way, they’ll follow you willingly. You see, Bayard, I’ve pondered on what you said, and I’ve thought about your fight with Skarl. You defeated him, but it was clear the warriors were not happy. Brakka sees more than you would imagine with his single eye. He told me you won through nimbleness, cunning and sleights. You didn’t win through strength such as our people love. So I need to give you authority. But I cannot just command authority so you may wield it. For the warriors to follow you, you must earn it. The only way I can think you can earn it is to be a miraculous healer. You shall heal me. And in a few days, I’ll show myself. The warriors will marvel at my newfound strength. I’ll attribute it to you…if you agree to this.” 
 
    I looked at Brakka and then Gruum. “I’ll do this, but only if Brakka agrees to it.” 
 
    “Why make the condition?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “Because Brakka will have a hold over me, being able to call me a liar and challenge me. If I don’t have his full approval, I want no part of this.” 
 
    “I agree, Traveler,” Brakka said. “I agree because I see it is the only way. We must defeat the First Folk. This is our opportunity because of the lances. I’ve watched you train the Nine. I think I understand the idea of ranged fire. I’ve practiced it in secret. I don’t have the same depth of perception that I’ve heard you speak about because of my single eye, but I’ve striven to understand and have gone through ten lances practicing ranged fire.” 
 
    Hearing this from a Neanderthal—this was radical. Here was a caveman who actually understood what I’d been trying to teach. 
 
    “Do you want to join the Nine?” I asked. 
 
    Brakka shook his head. “My place is by Gruum’s side. However, later, if you need a replacement shooter, I will do it.” 
 
    “I’ll absolutely keep that in mind, and I agree to your plan, Gruum. I’ll do it. I have something else to share with you.” 
 
    “Speak,” Gruum said. 
 
    I told him what had happened with the holographic projection of Philip and his offer and what it could mean. 
 
    “They are clever, these First Folk,” Gruum said grudgingly. “What do you suggest?” 
 
    “That we strike at the earliest opportunity.” I knew it was going to be one hellacious march to the mines. I was going to have to be awake most of the time, guarding with the phasors. “Do the saucers fly at night?” I asked suddenly. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of that,” Gruum said. 
 
    “Me neither,” Brakka said. 
 
    “We’re going to have to set up a perimeter at night—I mean, during the march. Sir,” I said, “they’ll be sending sabertooths at us. And if Philip is in charge, he’s going to realize they need to take me out because my phasors and the special glasses are the anti-saucer unit all wrapped up in one person. Really, what they need is artillery.” 
 
    “Artillery?” asked Gruum. 
 
    “It’s what produces the most casualties in the mass battles we have on Earth. For some reason, I haven’t seen much artillery in the star lanes. Maybe it’s because artillery usually needs heavy supplies, and the way this has been going—never mind, it doesn’t matter. I think as soon as we can, we need to make that march. Will the mammoths be on this side of the mountain range or the other?” 
 
    “Why, the other, of course,” Gruum said. 
 
    “That’s what I thought. Sir, we’re going to have to move soon, especially once we get all the warriors. It would be better if you sent out runners and told those coming in to stay away a bit longer. That might throw some confusion into the First Folk about our plan.” 
 
    “More deception,” Gruum said. 
 
    “It’s the way you win a war,” I said, “and we mean to win it, don’t we?” 
 
    “On all accounts,” Gruum said. 
 
    “The warriors are coming in, and if they don’t come fast enough, we’ll need to strike with what we have. Runners will remain behind to tell those who show up late to hurry to us. The key is to get the Nine and the lances as near to the mines as possible so we can start sending warriors into the tunnels. Then it’s going to turn into a vicious subterranean fight. At least when we’re underground we won’t be in range of the flying saucers or drones. We’ll have to kill all the great cats. They’re critical. I think they put the brains of captured Neanderthals into the great cats.” 
 
    “Blasphemy,” Gruum said, “horrid blasphemy.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said. “It is horrible and malicious. We have to kill the great cats because they’ll be cunning, trying to strike at us from the sides, wearing us down.” 
 
    “Bayard, you’re more than just an arms instructor in the lances. You’re a genius at massed battle.” 
 
    I laughed. “That’s high praise indeed, sir. I wouldn’t know about genius. I’ve spent some time on Earth in one of its bigger militaries and well, I’ve learned a thing or two. I’ve fought in a few campaigns. This one I mean to win as much as any other.” 
 
    “That is good to hear,” Gruum said. “Now, let us put the plan into effect.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said. “That sounds like a great idea.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    -26- 
 
      
 
    In one regard, events moved in the way Gruum and Brakka had planned. 
 
    I wondered about that. They called Gruum the Old One, the Wise One, but were these ideas really Brakka’s doings? 
 
    The one-eyed Neanderthal was possibly the cleverest of them all. Yet, he could only do this while at Gruum’s side. Did that make Brakka the kingmaker or the minister-at-large? 
 
    It was an interesting situation. I hadn’t expected to find one like it in this prehistoric wonderland. 
 
    They put out the story that I’d worked on Gruum with my Earth ways. They included that I’d prayed to the Deity I acknowledged. 
 
    Two days later, Gruum showed himself to the growing throng. Brakka had counted one hundred and sixty-five warriors assembled near the cave mouth. 
 
    The Neanderthals cheered and cheered upon seeing Gruum standing strong on his own, waving to them. They could see for themselves that he was much healthier than what had been reported. 
 
    Even better, Gruum spoke to the warriors, these freed ex-slaves. 
 
    Maybe I’d be like Spartacus after all. Many looked at me, cheering my healing feat. 
 
    That cheering was manlier than anything I’d heard on Earth because the Neanderthals had deep, loud voices unlike anything you’d find on my world. 
 
    It was exhilarating, astonishing, and a deception on our part. How many other war leaders had run frauds on their men to induce greater morale? It wouldn’t surprise me if it turned out they all had. 
 
    The warriors began to hail and speak to me with great camaraderie. 
 
    Skarl and Zog both clapped me on the back. They were hardy blows, let me tell you. I didn’t complain or ask them not to whack me so hard. I was a Marine. I was a Galactic Marine—oh yeah. We were going to do this. 
 
    I received the three phasors. 
 
    The most interesting thing about that was that they were fully charged. I knew my phasor had been low when I’d arrived. Perhaps the machine in the chamber could recharge phasors. 
 
    If that was true, maybe we should use the phasors to beam into hard rock and find more hidden chambers with ancient weapons. As the phasors drained, we’d recharge them. 
 
    Unfortunately, we didn’t have time for that. As the warriors filled the valley, now was the moment to strike. 
 
    Gruum’s appearance had another positive consequence. He gained energy from being out of the cave. He was an old, withered Neanderthal. But the way others spoke to him, the energy of the mission and what we were attempting—Gruum gained strength from it. 
 
    Later, I told him, “You need to sleep and drink as much water as you can.” 
 
    “Drink water? Why is that so important?” 
 
    “We on Earth have discovered dehydration is one of the worst things of all. You must drink plenty of water, get lots of sleep, and then eat your favorite foods. Don’t stint. You’re using up a lot of energy and will use even more during the march. I hate to say this, but you know you’re old, right?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Gruum said, laughing. 
 
    We stood outside by the lake, and his eyes were alight with life. “I’ve waited my entire life—ever since I gained freedom from the horrible mines and what they made us do down there—I’ve waited all my life for this. I delight in this, Bayard. This is a glorious time.” 
 
    I nodded. “You know it’s going to be rough. You know our march to the mines across the tundra is going to be fraught with peril.” 
 
    “I love peril.” Gruum didn’t say it laughingly, but intently. “You have no idea what it’s like being the Old One, the Wise One, and being set to live in a cave as some hidden treasure. This is where I belong. I’ve missed it.” His eyes twinkled. “Perhaps we should go on a hunt next.” 
 
    “Sir, are you serious?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “The hunting part is a joke. You’ve taught me about jokes, and I love them.” 
 
    “That’s a good one, sir. That’s a real good one.” 
 
    The days merged after that, becoming a blur. We carted all the lances from the mountain and divided them into different teams. Their task was to carry them across the mountains. We took out the helmets and gauntlets, Gruum awarding them to those he considered worthy as brave. That had been my idea. Make the Neanderthals vie for clear treasures, make them wish they were brave to receive such awards. 
 
    Napoleon had once said something about the trinkets of medals motivating soldiers. Helmets and gauntlets could serve the same purpose for cavemen. 
 
    At last, word came from Gruum. We would start. 
 
    The Neanderthals began to march with bags of hardtack, bags of jerked meat and water skins on the mountain trail. 
 
    It was so bizarre that there were no women or kids to cheer us. There were a few dire wolves, the ones that I’d spoken about earlier, and their handlers. They kept the wolves near the columns. 
 
    There were teams, and there were captains. Skarl was the captain of the Nine. 
 
    I kept the special glasses with me at all times. I kept at least two phasors and one in reserve. I kept the Colt .45 as another reserve weapon. 
 
    We threaded over the mountains. What an exhilarating feeling. Not so long ago I’d arrived as a straggler, as someone who had survived a traveling experience. Now I was part—was this an army? Could you call it an army? On Garm, this was an army. 
 
    With the special glasses, I spotted watching drones and a few times, flying saucers. There were never more than three in the air at any one time. I wondered if that was telling. 
 
    Could the Accelerationists have gathered most of the technological marvels the Institute possessed and sent them to the Chaunt System? Perhaps they’d denuded other planets such as Garm to do this. From what I’d learned last time, the Institute wasn’t a large organization. The First Folk were few in numbers. Had they stretched themselves too thin? Were many of the First Folk and tech items stranded on the third planet of the Chaunt System with the Draconian dinosaur riders? 
 
    Was there only a skeleton crew on Garm? I was betting yes, since that had become my gut feeling. Otherwise, why not send ten saucers and beam the crap out of us, finishing this at a blow? 
 
    The First Folk actions, or lack of them, meant there were probably just a handful of saucers and Homo habilises on Garm, using what they had to see what they could achieve. 
 
    I didn’t try any long distance shots at the saucers or drones. I couldn’t easily recharge the phasors unless I returned to the cave. Therefore, I was going to hold my fire until I saw the whites of their eyes, so to speak. 
 
    We went over the mountain trails in teams onto the other side. Soon enough, I put my parka back on, although it was nothing like near the South Pole. 
 
    We marched down the mountain trails onto the other side and reached the outpost. It was a subterranean place and there were mammoths, a whole ten of the woolly pachyderms. They were magnificent. 
 
    I soon learned feeding and keeping them healthy was a real chore on the tundra, collecting enough grass and such. 
 
    The subterranean place was shored with ancient timbers and rock-ribbed halls, and had giant places with stalls for the mammoths. It could hold two hundred warriors easy, and there was bins filled with ancient hardtack, some harder than bricks. 
 
    Ten warriors spent the day rooting through the bins, finding the hardtack worth using. 
 
    It was cold outside. Once we left the outpost, we’d be on the tundra. It would get colder and windy again. Would the sabertooths attack at night? Would the flying saucers try to pick us off as we marched? 
 
    I wandered the subterranean halls until I found Brakka guarding a room. 
 
    “Is Gruum awake?” I asked. 
 
    Brakka nodded. 
 
    “Is he feeling well?” 
 
    “The hike on the mountains wearied him,” Brakka said, his concern obvious. “He’s not sleeping because he’s too tired, too wound up.” 
 
    “I’d say let me talk to him tomorrow, but this is critical. I need to see Gruum now.” 
 
    Brakka sighed. “Give me a few moments.” 
 
    It was seconds. 
 
    “Come in,” Brakka said from the door. 
 
    I found Gruum rocking in a rocking chair. He was bundled tightly and wrapped with scarves. He held a hot drink in a clay cup, taking tiny sips now and again. 
 
    “Bayard,” he said, forcing cheer into his voice. “We’re about to embrace the great adventure. Brakka has told me we almost have the full three hundred warriors. The last forty should arrive tomorrow.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said. 
 
    Gruum studied my face. “Pull up a chair. Tell me the worst.” 
 
    I did just that. “Sir,” I blurted, “we’re going to have to keep close together as we cross the tundra.” 
 
    He nodded, sipping his hot drink. 
 
    “I think you’ll need foraging parties to pluck grass for the mammoths.” 
 
    “I’ve already ordered that. What’s really bothering you, my friend?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I wish I knew how many saucers the First Folk have. I wish I knew the number of sabertooths.” 
 
    “Yes,” Gruum said. “That would help, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    “They’re planning something. They know we’re here.” 
 
    “You’re worried,” he said. “Why is that?” 
 
    “It’s going to get hard now, sir.” 
 
    Gruum sipped his drink. 
 
    “At a time like this…sir, we need to strike fast from here and we need to strike hard.” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” Gruum said. “We start across the tundra tomorrow morning.” 
 
    I got up. I had unformed worries. Why was I bothering Gruum tonight? I left. 
 
    That night, I slept fitfully. 
 
    The next morning—we didn’t leave as soon as Gruum wanted, but sooner than I’d expected. I had experience with military affairs. Friction always made things harder than you’d think. However, Neanderthal mores meant some of my Marine knowledge went out the window for Garm. 
 
    We loaded up the mammoths and started across the tundra. The warriors stayed near the beasts. My nine shooters were in a knot near me. 
 
    I scanned the snowy skies as the wind blew and then howled once again, stirring loose snow. It was cold. 
 
    We were a rugged group, though. I was likely the weakest one. Did that make this a band of supermen? Yeah, I think so. 
 
    We had a mission and hope, most of that stemming from Gruum's improved condition. 
 
    During the afternoon, after climbing a rope ladder, I rode a woolly mammoth. It was exhilarating. The beast had a musky odor and was hairier than I’d realized. It was a break from walking and tons of fun. 
 
    Night came too soon and we bedded down, guards and dire wolves patrolling the perimeter. Nothing bad happened. 
 
    We started up again in the morning, allowing the mammoths to eat dried fodder first. 
 
    I was ragged about midday because I watched the skies endlessly, the swirling snow driving me mad. It was so hard to see far. 
 
    It happened soon after the next stop-break. 
 
    A sky-borne laser drilled one of the mammoths. 
 
    The beast bellowed, lifting its trunk and trumpeting. Then, the poor creature shrieked with a strange noise. The beam had charred much of its outer skin and caused much of its hair to burn. The mammoth staggered, taking several more steps. Then, the giant creature collapsed onto the snow. 
 
    By that time, I had the special glasses on, scanning through the swirling snow. I saw nothing but whiteness. 
 
    This was a perfect hit and run on the enemy’s part. 
 
    Brakka reached me, his single eye staring. “Gruum wants to know what happened.” 
 
    I nodded wearily. “It starts. From here until we get to the mines, they’ll continue to attack in this sneaky, stealthy manner.” 
 
    “How do we counter it?” Brakka asked. 
 
    I shook my head, but I knew. I had to be everywhere at once. I had to stay awake at all times. I had to do that so I could beam a saucer and make the First Folk fear to lose their precious vehicles. I had to make them more cautious. 
 
    The hit and run was a wake-up call. The First Folk had killed one-tenth of our supply service in one blow. 
 
    We didn’t wait around long. We unloaded the dead beast and headed into the sleet and snow. The First Folk knew about our planned attack and had finally done something about it 
 
    Now, the march to battle truly began. 
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    We continued through the wind, sleet and whipped-up snow. I kept vigilance the best I could, searching for lingering saucers. The company now compacted, staying close to each other. 
 
    The great beasts sensed our unease, for the mammoths didn’t continue with the same simplicity as before. They lifted their giant trunks and sniffed the air, searching for whatever made us uneasy. The riders had to encourage and soon prod the great beasts forward. Upon the mammoths were the masses of hardtack, water, jerked beef and bundles of lances. 
 
    We’d brought everything with us, having left nothing behind. 
 
    In fact, if the enemy knew this, now was the moment for them to strike at the old cavern and tunnels. They could destroy and take the machine in Gruum’s chamber and perhaps seal the deeper tunnels and magnetic rail line. Did the First Folk know the rail line existed? 
 
    Of course, they must, if they used to own the mine. 
 
    Even though we moved more slowly than before, we still tramped across the tundra, staking everything on one bold throw of the iron dice of war. 
 
    I’d crossed the tundra quicker as one person than our present company did. But even a man wandering about moved faster than several hundred Neanderthals and their mammoths, even if those cavemen were warriors all. 
 
    This was the friction of marching to combat. It came in many guises. A warrior stumbled, twisting his ankle, slowing everyone down as his friends helped him hobble. A Neanderthal got sick, starting to vomit. Others waited for him. A mammoth would give trouble by stopping and trying to forage old grass through the snow. It would take time and effort to get the beast moving again. 
 
    Fortunately, in the last regard, the riders had several positive mammoths, with greater desire to please their masters. When one of the others baulked, the riders brought the hardy mammoths behind the reluctant one. The eager mammoths pushed that one with their mighty foreheads until it got the message and started moving once more. 
 
    Time passed, and the company shook off the attack. We started marching faster once more. 
 
    Then, during worsening sleet and just before Skarl was going to call a stop for a rest, a laser cut through the awful snow and drilled into the hairy forehead of one of the bravest mammoths. The laser beam moved fast, the smell of singed bone awful and repugnant. 
 
    The beast trumpeted and screamed, rising up and pawing the air like a circus elephant. The rider tumbled back onto the snow. The beast toppled back, crushing the man as its carcass thudded upon him and the ground. 
 
    The beam moved, a sickening sight, and drilled a second mammoth in the side. 
 
    I sprinted up, beaming wildly into the sleet in the general direction of where I thought the saucer would be. 
 
    The laser ceased beaming. 
 
    I put on my special glasses, but couldn’t see anything except for the swirling whiteness. 
 
    This wasn’t just sleet or swirled snow, but flakes pouring down from the heavens. Had we picked an inauspicious time of year to make our grand assault? 
 
    I forgot about that as the wounded mammoth trumpeted in panic. Blood welled and matted its side, dripping onto the snow. The wounded creature circled the dead one in a desperate attempt, I suppose, to staunch the pain. 
 
    The mammoth circled faster. It carried many bundled lances upon its back. It trumpeted shrilly and bolted into the sleet, the rider desperately clinging to it. 
 
    “Come back,” others yelled. 
 
    The beast didn’t heed the cry. It ran, taking the supplies and rider with it. He might have slipped off earlier. Now, the mammoth raced away, swallowed up in the snow and swirls. 
 
    Just like that, two more mammoths were gone. We’d had ten. Now we had seven. We hadn’t yet made it halfway across the tundra. The warriors were more frightened than ever, looking about in terror. 
 
    I scanned the white skies, standing ready, but feeling helpless. 
 
    We could hear the trumpeting of the wounded beast, although it grew fainter by the second. 
 
    I remembered reading about the battles of the Carthaginians and Hannibal from the First and Second Punic Wars. Elephant hosts had proven tremendously powerful against the Romans, winning many battles for the Semitic soldiers. Yet when the elephants panicked and ran amok, the great beasts lost the battle for their side. I understood that better now. 
 
    The remaining seven proved restive and itchy, snorting and pawing the snowy ground. They didn’t want to advance. Neither did the Neanderthals. 
 
    Brakka hurried to me. “What are we going to do? If they kill another three tomorrow, we soon won’t have any left. We won’t be able to bring all the lances. The First Folk will have defeated us before we’ve even struck a blow.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. 
 
    “How are we going to solve the situation?” 
 
    “I’m thinking.” 
 
    Brakka stared at me, possibly willing me to know this instant. I didn’t need the added pressure. I felt guilty enough as it was. 
 
    “Have the warriors set up camp,” I said. “Build fires and pass out food. Rest the beasts. Take the goods off the dead one, and settle the others down.” 
 
    “It’s already being done,” Brakka said. 
 
    “Then why are you asking me?” 
 
    “Gruum wants to know how we fix this. Can we solve the problem or are we doomed?” 
 
    “Let me think I said.” 
 
    Brakka studied me with that one good eye. 
 
    Was I as agitated as the mammoths? The First Folk had killed three of our large beasts. They were probably the easiest targets and were the linchpin to what we were attempting, as they carried the bulk of the supplies. 
 
    I walked farther away, racking my brain for an answer to what seemed like an insolvable dilemma. 
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    I took my own advice, crunching on some of the hardest hardtack. After, I gnawed on jerked meat, swishing it down with water. 
 
    I didn’t feel like melting snow in my mouth at the moment. 
 
    Often when one is tired, a quick snack or a good meal does wonders. 
 
    I stared at the falling snow, feeling the wind whipping about us. I looked at the warriors and seven great mammoths. The beasts stood like a wall, shielding some of the encampment. 
 
    These were Neanderthals, uncomplaining about the freezing weather. But you could see the warriors looking up with fear. I imagined most of them could feel and possibly smell the flying saucers hidden behind the falling snow. 
 
    The enemy had struck with impunity against us. The First Folk didn’t need many saucers if they could continue to kill one or two mammoths at a strike. The pilots seemed to know we couldn’t see them, which was terrible. 
 
    Glum, I sat on padded clothing so I wouldn’t have to stand. I needed rest as much or even more than any of the warriors did. I bent my head in thought 
 
    That meant I wasn’t looking at the bleak skies, not standing guard against the saucers. 
 
    I was trying to understand why the saucer pilots didn’t stay at a distance and laser all our mammoths. They’d killed three, I’d blindly fired some phasor shots, but who knew how close I’d come to hitting one. Surely, the pilots could see or sense me, my position in the company. 
 
    My head jerked up as it struck me. 
 
    The Homo habilis pilots feared that I could target them. Why do they fear this? They’d faced me before and I’d destroyed one of their saucers. I’d been with Krull—no, I’d attacked when they went after Krull. Did the enemy pilots know about my special glasses? 
 
    I thought back of my time with Krull. Had he seen me use the glasses? I couldn’t remember. The special glasses were of First Folk design and make. 
 
    I took them out. The lenses were thicker than ordinary glasses. There were a few button controls on the sides. 
 
    I hadn’t figured out all the things the glasses could do. I used magnification and targeting data. I could see on the lenses where I pointed with my slaved phasor. It gave me perfect targeting advice. 
 
    There were a couple other buttons— 
 
    I swore to myself and told myself, Bayard, you’ve been an idiot. These glasses can probably see through the snowfall. They can probably see mass, metal or heat. 
 
    I began to practice with them, causing them to beep. When they did, I put them on and looked around. I tried various combinations for the next ten minutes. 
 
    All of a sudden, I wanted to shout, “Eureka!” 
 
    At far range, I saw a hovering saucer. It showed up as metal mass. It was out there, too far for my phasor to reach. But I could see it. 
 
    The answer had been there all along, and they knew it. Even so, the pilots had dared approach near and see if I’d respond. Fortunately, for us, they hadn’t been courageous enough to kill all the mammoths. 
 
    I shook my head and swore again. Of course, they hadn’t been courageous enough. The Philip I’d known in the Chaunt System had been clever, devious and dangerous. Did that mean he’d possessed the courage to stand in the breach? No. That wasn’t a First-Folk strength. It was a Neanderthal strength. At times, it was a human strength, depending on the human. 
 
    I stood, elated. 
 
    I could hit back at the saucers. 
 
    I hurried and found Brakka talking with Gruum. Old Gruum looked cold. He was wearing thicker garments than any of us, and he stood near one of the mammoths. 
 
    “I have it!” I shouted. “My glasses—I can see through the snow with them where before I couldn’t.” 
 
    “How is that possible?” Gruum asked. “And why couldn’t you do it before?” 
 
    “That part doesn’t matter.” I said. 
 
    I didn’t want to have to admit my failings to the Neanderthals, and particularly not to Gruum. He’d been counting on me. I was supposed to be the brilliant war-fighter. Instead, I’d let him down and three mammoths were dead. 
 
    “Listen,” I said. “We’re going to set up an ambush. We’re going to put out the bravest mammoth. That will be the ambush point, the goat for the tiger.” 
 
    He gave me a strange look. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said. “Using the lone mammoth, I’ll attempt to take out a saucer or two.” 
 
    “Can it truly be done?” Gruum asked. There was fear as well as hope in his eyes. 
 
    “I believe so,” I said. “But let’s not sit around and talk about it. I can feel the defeat in your warriors. They’ve seen three beautiful animals taken out. We’ll encourage them by doing, by acting. And hopefully, by bringing down one of the saucers so they can see the corpse of a Homo habilis.” 
 
    Was that bloodthirsty? Heck yeah, it was. At this point, I wanted blood all right. 
 
    We got the men moving. However, the mammoths weren’t as eager to go. We’d lost the best one to push the others. 
 
    Still, by crook and by hook, and by Gruum, Skarl and Zog’s will, we got the whole group moving. That was despite the Neanderthals exhibiting the feeling of frightened animals ready to bolt at the first sign of danger. 
 
    They needed something positive to boost their morale. 
 
    Were Neanderthals more prone to having morale problems? Could they reach a greater height of elation and charge like wild men? Would they also flee with greater terror, more like barbarians of old? I suspected that was so. They must need terrific courage to charge a wild woolly mammoth and swing their stone axe to cut the tendons, as Zog had told me before. 
 
    So, it was time to get these guys going. The longer the campaign took— 
 
    No. This had to be a quick campaign, not a long, drawn-out thing needing intense discipline. We had to do this with wild élan. 
 
    That meant moving fast. 
 
    Soon, as it snowed, as the wind continued to howl, I marched behind the lone mammoth, the bravest of the group. I scanned the snowy skies. 
 
    An hour went by, and then another. We were making better time. Now that nothing had happened for a while, the warriors and the mammoths marched faster again. 
 
    I swept the sky with my glasses-enhanced gaze as I’d been doing for hours. I stiffened in surprise. At the very edge of my vision, I saw two saucers. They inched closer and closer toward us. 
 
    I looked in all directions. I couldn’t spot any drones. They hadn’t used the drone missiles yet, except for the one attack against me many days ago. 
 
    I centered once again on the two saucers. They’d separated just a bit. I’d say four or five hundred yards apart. They inched closer and closer at a maddeningly incremental rate. 
 
    These were not valiant fighter pilots. These were mice inching up to act the part of lions. 
 
    I clicked my phasor to its most intense beam. This time, I’d try a long-distance shot. Still, I waited and judged distances, using my special glasses and its metal mass meter. 
 
    My gut warned me. The saucers had ceased inching closer. They hovered at extreme range. Did they wait until the wind eased up just a bit? 
 
    I used the targeting reticle in the glasses and fired, keeping my finger down. 
 
    Did the snow and wind distort the phasor beam? If the targeted saucer had an electromagnetic shield, no, I don’t think it did, not in this wind and snow. 
 
    The phasor beam burned into metal or maybe into a bubble canopy. I must have gotten lucky. I must have hit the pilot. The saucer dropped hard and fast. 
 
    Instead of howling with glee, I kept my cool and retargeted. It took one or two seconds—the other saucer was already fleeing. 
 
    I burned into it. I burned. Was it smoking? I think I was hitting it—then it, too, started to drop. Like the first, it plummeted. 
 
    I watched for as long as I could, even though I’d stopped beaming. I listened intently with my head cocked. Did I hear a crash? Did I hear the crumple of metal? 
 
    Bubbling with elation, I turned and sprinted back to the main group, not telling our lure mammoth and rider to slow the advance. 
 
    That could have ruined everything, for if there was a third saucer out there— 
 
    Thinking about that, I stopped, using the special glasses to look again. I didn’t see anything amiss, a third saucer or drone. 
 
    Skarl practically crashed against me. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. 
 
    “Gruum sent me. Did you hit what you shot at?” 
 
    “We’re going to find out,” I said. 
 
    I gave Skarl instructions I hoped he’d pass on to Gruum. He ran into the sleet back to the others. 
 
    I waited for the rest of the party to rejoin me. We’d soon see if Gruum would send out search parties, whether or not I’d brought down what I’d shot at. 
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    The advance continued as a group of swifter Neanderthals went out, racing into the sleet. 
 
    Sometime later, exhausted and excited runners returned with the news. They guided the entire company, including the mammoths. 
 
    A full two hours after the attack, we reached a dead, charred Homo habilis pilot. He wore a helmet and lay in the wreckage of his saucer, the upper part of his chest burned by my phasor. Surrounding the crumpled saucer were various pieces of equipment. 
 
    At my recommendation, Brakka and Skarl paraded everyone past the dead First Folk. 
 
    Soon, Gruum shuffled to the site. The crowd made room for him. Gruum peered at the twisted dead pilot, studying him and the craft. He looked at me. 
 
    I nodded, suspecting what he was thinking. 
 
    Old Gruum turned to the crowd surrounding the craft. He pointed at the dead pilot. 
 
    “Look at this,” Gruum shouted in a strong voice. “Those who attacked us are dead. Do you know why?” 
 
    No one answered him. 
 
    Gruum pointed at me. “Do you see what our friend the Earthman has done? He has come and helped us. He slew one of the First Folk. He brought down the flying saucer that killed our mammoths.” 
 
    The crowd stirred. 
 
    Gruum pointed at the dead Homo habilis. “The First Folk are going to lose, my fellow warriors. We not only have the Earthman and his weapons. We have found weapons of our own. They are better weapons than anything the First Folk have.” 
 
    Skarl and Zog marched forward. Each gripped a lance. The two shooters fired missiles into the wreckage of the saucer. The missiles exploded, devouring the dead pilot and causing the wreckage to shift and screech metallically. The two fired until their lances clicked empty. Skarl and Zog each raised his lance, shaking it. 
 
    That caused the Neanderthal army to cheer with a thunderous, manly applause. Only Neanderthals could have produced such a reverberating roar. It was one of defiance against the First Folk. It raised the morale where earlier the army had been as frightened mice ready to bolt. 
 
    Now, I’d hate to have been on the other end of it, at the end of an enraged Neanderthal charge. As the combined shouts shook my bones, I think they could have rolled over a Roman legion, even with just stone mallets in hand. 
 
    My mouth hurt I was smiling so hard. 
 
    They gave a rolling and thunderous roar—the short, stocky, dwarvish warriors were fierce indeed. I felt for the first time that we would swarm through the mines. I only needed to bring them there, to the tunnels. Yes, some would die to phasor fire, but with the power of their thunderous voices, I couldn’t envision First Folks coolly standing behind tunnel corners firing their phasors. 
 
    We were going to do it. 
 
    Skarl and Zog tossed their lances aside. 
 
    Others of the Nine handed them fresh ones. Skarl and Zog held these over their heads and shook them like champions, like victors. 
 
    A great howl of cheers made me want to charge and kill. 
 
    “Let us march,” Gruum said. 
 
    Even though the star was going to show soon, Gruum was right. We set off in triumph. 
 
    This was victory.  I’d shot down two saucers. The army had seen evidence of a dead Homo habilis. Perhaps it was Philip himself. 
 
    We marched fast. The mammoths did likewise. None of the beasts needed any prodding now. No doubt, the mammoths had caught the mood of the Neanderthals. 
 
    The last while before twilight, we made good time. 
 
    I’d say we’d covered over three-fourths of the way to the ziggurat by now. Once we reached it, we would reach the beginning of the valley. Once we reached the valley, would the way become harder? 
 
    I calmed down after thinking that. The sabertooths hadn’t struck yet, and neither had the Slave Corps of Neanderthals. 
 
    Eventually, we stopped and bedded down. Skarl posted guards. The dire wolves and their handlers patrolled the camp. 
 
    I got some well-needed rest, sleeping hard for half the night. Halfway through, I heard a still, small voice as if someone whispered in my ear. 
 
    I sat up. “Yes, Lord?” 
 
    I recalled a Sunday school story about the prophet Samuel when he’d been young. 
 
    When nothing more happened, I splashed canteen water into my face. Then, I climbed out of the furs I’d wrapped around me. I listened again, but the whisper didn’t repeat. 
 
    I thought about the whisper, and I did a stupid thing. Taking a phasor and the Colt, putting on my furs and parka, I tramped out a short distance until there before me appeared a Homo habilis as a holographic image. 
 
    “Did you just call me?” I asked. 
 
    “I did,” the hominid said. 
 
    He was different from Philip, a different Homo habilis. Why wasn’t Philip doing the talking? 
 
    “I’m here to make you a deal, Bayard.” 
 
    The stupidity of my action finally struck me. Was I a lamb being led to slaughter? I crouched low, drew the Colt as a gunfighter might, and looked right and left when I should have been looking at the sky. 
 
    The holoimage watched me, looking amused. 
 
    “If you think you can send your missiles—” 
 
    “No,” the hominid said fast, interrupting. “We know we can’t kill you like that.” 
 
    Hearing his assurance caused my gut to clench. I rose and backpedalled toward camp. 
 
    “Bayard, Bayard, stay a while. I promise nothing bad will happen to you. I just want to parley.” 
 
    I turned and ran, wondering if it was already too late for me. I shouted to the camp. 
 
    Behind me, I heard vicious snarls. 
 
    I twisted back to look over my shoulder. 
 
    Out of the falling snow, four horrific sabertooths raced after me. 
 
    I whirled around to face them because I knew I couldn’t outrun these hyena-gaited creatures. I started blasting away with the Colt, trying to kill the prehistoric monsters. 
 
    Behind me, I heard new snarls. 
 
    I’d been a fool. The holographic hominid had trapped me. However, I noticed a different quality to the snarls behind me. Hope grew, as I understood. 
 
    Dire wolves, one, two, three, four—ten raced through the snow, passing me. They launched themselves at the nearing great cats. 
 
    Now began a momentous and titanic struggle. Out of the snow and the sleet, more great cats raced. From the other direction and passing me, the rest of the dire wolves rushed into the swirling melee. 
 
    I backed away, keeping my phasor ready. 
 
    The violence of the battle caused me to tremble in awe. Twelve great cats battled sixteen savage dire wolves. It was a short, hard, vicious fight. There were loud yowls of cats in pain. There were the whines and yelps of dire wolves murdered by grotesque great cats. 
 
    What in the hell am I doing? 
 
    “To me, to me,” I shouted. “Bring torches, to me, to me.” 
 
    With great deliberation, standing much too close to the wild, surging battle, I began to beam one great cat after another. 
 
    The fight seemed to last forever. 
 
    Then, Neanderthals surrounded me, with stone-tipped spears ready and torches held high. 
 
    The last dire wolves went down under rending claws. 
 
    Skarl, Zog, and Drogar appeared. They lowered their lances, aiming them as taught. One missile after another flashed into the feline mass. The blasts tore the giant sabertooths, killing many, maybe most. 
 
    Perhaps one slunk away, and one missile after another streaked for it. 
 
    Abruptly, the battle was over. There was some stirring among the torn flesh, some final whines and whimpers. 
 
    Neanderthals rushed forward, using torches for illumination. They put every dire wolf and nearly all the great cats out of their misery. 
 
    “Hold it,” I shouted. 
 
    Grim-faced Neanderthals faced me. 
 
    I raced forward, having to fight my way through the protective Neanderthals bundled in their furs. They were not like dwarves, but mini-trolls. 
 
    I reached the last living sabertooth, its hindquarters shattered. 
 
    The beast raised itself up, staring at me. 
 
    I looked at it with its antenna, with eyes that stared with too much understanding. I was certain the beast still recorded and sent images back to base. 
 
    I stared at the great cat, with the Neanderthals about me, with the dead dire wolves and great cats scattered about. 
 
    “Nice try, guys,” I told the cat. “You know you’re going to lose, right? We’re going to crush you First Folk. Send the best you have at us. It won’t matter. You’ve seen what we have, and we have even more in store. Your day on the planet is finished, do you understand me?” 
 
    The Neanderthals stepped back from me, looking upon me with wonder. 
 
    Brakka appeared. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Do you see the antenna? Do you see how the cat watches us? Whatever it sees is sent back through its antenna. That means First Folk are watching us through its eyes. They can hear and see what the cat hears and sees. Look at its greater-sized head, its greater braincase. These First Folk have taken some of your Neanderthals and extracted the brain from their heads and put them into these cats.” 
 
    The Neanderthals gasped in horror. 
 
    Brakka shook a fist at the cat. 
 
    I faced it again. “We’re going to rid the planet of your First Folk blasphemy. We’re going to destroy you utterly.” 
 
    Then the Neanderthals did what I’d hoped they would. They roared with approval and shook their weapons. 
 
    The stricken great cat cast about. 
 
    I knew it transmitted these images of vengeful, soldier-like Neanderthals. 
 
    Would that cause fear in the First Folk? Or would they merely sneer? No, I didn’t think the little hominids would sneer at this. They’d hear and understand we meant to destroy them. I didn’t think it would stiffen First Folk resolve. It would start to make them fear our arrival. That was what I was counting on. 
 
    Feeling I’d gotten the message across, I used my phasor and beamed the great cat in the face, destroying the captive Neanderthal brain and putting the beast out of its misery. 
 
    I also showed those in the monitor chamber: this was what we were going to do them. 
 
    Would that start a panic among the First Folk? I was counting on it. That didn’t mean it would happen, but maybe they would panic. 
 
    As a Marine, I knew all about instilling fear in the enemy. 
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    It was difficult falling back asleep after having fought for my life and seeing the horrific sabertooths en masse. I had an even better idea now concerning the grotesque nature of our enemy. They willingly inserted Neanderthal brains into the great cats. I’d known that before, but having shot one in the face, knowing a Neanderthal brain was back there… It was a Doctor Moreau evil to do that. 
 
    Yet…despite my sleeplessness, I found myself stirring under my furs, remembering my latest dream. That would imply I’d been sleeping. Had I fallen asleep after all? 
 
    There was bustle around me…the camp getting ready to continue the trek. I saw muted sunlight through a fold in my covering furs, confirming my suspicion. 
 
    This was embarrassing. Had Gruum, Skarl or even Brakka decided I’d needed extra sleep? 
 
    I scrambled up, put on my parka, and grabbed something to eat and drink. I joined Gruum and Brakka as they stood around a campfire, warming their hands. 
 
    “Hey, you shouldn’t have let me sleep so long. The flying saucers could have attacked. That might have been a disaster.” 
 
    “It was a risk,” Gruum agreed. “I saw you were exhausted by your midnight ordeal. You’re a hardy Earthman…” He shrugged, even though there was a sparkle in his eyes. 
 
    Maybe it was good for the Old One to have someone needing more sleep than he did. Besides, it was true. I lacked the same heartiness as these Neanderthal cavemen. 
 
    I checked my phasors and put on my special glasses, scanning the skies around the perimeter. 
 
    It was snowing again. The wind howled. Maybe it never ceased on this ice age tundra. I couldn’t find any lingering saucers sneaking around like jackals. 
 
    Brakka left the fire, shouting orders in Gruum’s behalf. Soon, the company headed for the ziggurat. We should make it there today, maybe even farther. 
 
    Halfway through the morning, there was commotion at the head of the company. Skarl called a halt. Soon, he conferred with Brakka. Brakka turned and motioned to me. 
 
    I’d finished scanning the snowy skies, thinking this was a moment for a saucer attack. 
 
    While joining Skarl and Brakka at the head of the formation, I noticed skirmishers or runners returning. One of the three carried a bundle or sack on his shoulder. What had they found? Something important, it seemed. 
 
    Brakka motioned for them to hurry. 
 
    The three runners did just that, with one of them soon unceremoniously dropping the bundle at Gruum’s feet. 
 
    Gruum had been curious enough to leave his pail of coals, and joined us up front. 
 
    The sack squirmed and wriggled. Something was alive in it. 
 
    “What did you catch?” I asked. 
 
    Small hairy fingers poked out of the sack and untied the knots keeping the sack closed. Small hairy arms emerged and pulled down the sack, revealing a frightened Homo habilis. 
 
    He wore clothes, a jacket—he looked familiar to me. 
 
    “Philip?” I said. Now I knew why a different hominid had made the holographic offer before. 
 
    Philip’s head swiveled as if the neck were oiled. “Bayard, help me. Don’t let these savages kill me.” 
 
    “Where did you find him?” I asked the chief runner. 
 
    The Neanderthal eyed me. 
 
    “Well?” Gruum asked. 
 
    The Neanderthal dipped his head to Gruum before regarding me. “This one fled his downed saucer,” the runner said in a guttural voice. “The snowy tracks were faint, but they were enough that we could give chase. He was cunning after a fashion. He must have known we trailed him. Many miles from the crash, we found him hiding among rocks. He killed one of ours with this.” The tracker threw a phasor onto the snow. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Philip calculate its distance from him. 
 
    Before Philip could dive for the phasor, I snatched it up and tucked it away. “Killing our warriors wasn’t a good idea, Philip.” 
 
    For a second, he calculated once more. I knew the look from when I’d been with him in the Chaunt System. He nodded, the look vanishing. “I’ll do whatever you say, just don’t kill me.” 
 
    “Sir,” I asked Gruum. “What’s the consensus on that?” 
 
    Gruum motioned to Brakka and me. The three of us stepped away from the others. 
 
    “Do you know him?” Gruum asked. 
 
    I nodded. “He’s the one who attempted to make me the first holographic offer.” 
 
    “He didn’t attempt,” Brakka said. “He did make you an offer.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right, he did.” 
 
    “How did he do it?” Brakka asked. 
 
    “Via holoimage,” I said. “But that’s not the point. Philip is a born liar.” 
 
    “We’re well aware of what the First Folk are,” Gruum said. 
 
    I nodded, “Yes, you probably know them better than I do. I’ve dealt with one like him before, also named Philip.” 
 
    “We know most First Folk are clones of an Original,” Gruum said. 
 
    “Yes, yes, sir. I keep forgetting.” 
 
    The forgetting was easy to do, too. The Neanderthals looked and acted like cavemen in an ice-age world with prehistoric beasts. They were Neanderthals, but they weren’t dumb. They were different from Earthmen, that was all. 
 
    “Sir, I suggest we keep him alive and that you allow me to interrogate him.” 
 
    With his single eye, Brakka studied me suspiciously. He glanced meaningfully at Gruum. 
 
    Gruum stroked his scraggly beard as we stood in a blizzard, our backs against the wind. 
 
    “Perhaps we should kill him,” Gruum said. “That would be the wisest. The First Folk are notoriously slippery.” 
 
    “Possibly, possibly,” I said. “But sir, I must tell you that as a Marine, we’ve often found it wise to capture our enemies in order to interrogate them. Often we learn more about the situation on the other side than if we just killed them, remaining ignorant about their problems.” 
 
    “I understand the wisdom of that,” Gruum said slowly. 
 
    “Yes,” Brakka said, “there’s wisdom in the Earthman’s words. I think, however, I should stay with Bayard as he questions…this Philip.” 
 
    “Are you truly that suspicious of me, my friend?” I asked Brakka. 
 
    Brakka heaved a sigh, turning to Gruum. “Even after all Bayard has done for us, I can’t help it. I yearn to defeat the First Folk. It is a taste of blood in my mouth. The Earthman has been amazingly helpful. I do not gainsay that. I don’t think we would have done what we have without him. Yet, we know the cunning of the First Folk. They make deeply laid plans…even while in captivity.” 
 
    Gruum stroked his beard. 
 
    “They’re slippery,” I said, “but they’re not gods. They make mistakes. I’ve seen their mistakes, and I’ve made them pay for them. We should interrogate him. If you want to join me, Brakka, by all means do so. I may not get Philip to drop his guard as much with you there… But that’s fine. I don’t want you to be suspicious of me. I’m all in to help you, sir. I’ve proved it with everything I’ve done. And I plan to continue to prove it.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Gruum said. “Yet, I’ve learned that Brakka’s advice and suspicions are seldom ill-founded.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said, “I get it. I’m not a Neanderthal. I look and even think differently. I’ve told you I’m loyal to your cause. I can’t add to that. My actions speak to the truth of my words.” 
 
    “That is well said,” Gruum told me. “Still, having Brakka with you during the questioning is the stipulation. Can you agree to that?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” I said. “Should we stop the company while I do this?” 
 
    Gruum shook his head. “You will walk apart. Skarl and Zog can follow, ready to fire their lances in case this is an elaborate trap. Remember, Bayard, First Folk are sickeningly clever. We’ve learned that to our sorrow over the centuries.” 
 
    “I’m a tad clever myself, and I know how to deal with liars.” 
 
    “The questioning is in your hands.” Gruum turned to Brakka. “I will go by your counsel after the questioning is over.” 
 
    Brakka and I both nodded. We looked at each other afterward. 
 
    “You and I should talk before we start,” I said. 
 
    Brakka agreed. 
 
    We stepped aside to plan so we could successfully interrogate Philip. 
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    Skarl and Zog took up a position behind us, giving us space and privacy. Others presently hidden by the snowfall followed the two shooters with their lances. 
 
    Otherwise, Brakka, Philip and I were behind the main company and quite alone. By squinting, I could make out Neanderthals ahead through the snowfall. 
 
    Before starting, I gave Philip a water skin and the softest off hardtack. I offered him some jerky as well, but he made a face. 
 
    “No, no, no horrid meat,” Philip said. “What are you thinking, Bayard? Do you believe all the hominids eat the flesh of other creatures?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” I said. “If you don’t get enough protein, how are you going to make sure your brain works right?” 
 
    “My brain works just fine, thank you. I’ll take some more of the hardtack, though.” 
 
    Philip was famished, crunching away on the hard biscuit, washing it down with gulps from the skin. He mustn’t have eaten for over twenty-four hours. 
 
    I gave him more. 
 
    Philip ate greedily, chomping away. 
 
    He wore an oversized coat, walking with Brakka and me. Philip limped just a little. He must have noticed me noticing. 
 
    “It would be better if one of these brutes carried me.” 
 
    “You’d be wise to watch what you say, you piece of filth.” Brakka’s anger was palpable. 
 
    Philip shrank from Brakka. He turned to me, pleading with his eyes 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    It would be better to let Brakka figure it out on his own that he shouldn’t interfere with my interrogation. If I kept telling him, if I kept instructing Brakka on what to do, at a certain point— I was the outsider, the hired help, the mercenary, if you will. Even though I wasn’t sure regarding my pay. Maybe it was my life and the chance to reach the obelisk and go home. I wasn’t sure how quickly I wanted to go home, though. Maybe Earth was in the middle of a nuclear war. Radiation might have reached the subterranean base. 
 
    I walked. Simmering Brakka walked. Philip limped ever so slightly. 
 
    Philip didn’t suggest again that someone carry him. Maybe he steeled himself for the coming ordeal. 
 
    I glanced at Brakka. 
 
    Brakka glared at me. Glared, glared some more and then turned away. 
 
    I might as well get started. “You know, Philip, as you can see, yours is a precarious position here.” 
 
    “True, true,” he said. “Are you also a slave and a prisoner?” 
 
    Brakka whirled around with rage in his eye. 
 
    I held up a hand. The gesture meant the same to Neanderthals as it did to Earthmen. Brakka noticed the hand. I shook my head. Brakka opened his mouth, and I thought, oh boy, here we go. I have to deal with a hothead and a devious liar. 
 
    A modicum of understanding must have come upon Brakka. He closed his mouth and turned away. He didn’t turn in rage or with a sudden, angry gesture. 
 
    I had the feeling he wasn’t going to interrupt right away again. That would allow me to interrogate Philip, at least for a time. 
 
    “Philip,” I said, “your position here isn’t a good one. You were riding a flying saucer, piloting a flying saucer. Likely, you’re the one who killed our mammoths.” 
 
    “That’s not true. I was merely—” 
 
    I held up my hand. For a second, I thought it wouldn’t make any difference. But it did, he closed his mouth. 
 
    “Philip, I’m helping them. I don’t know if you understand what that means.” 
 
    “Of course, I understand,” Philip said. “They wouldn’t have managed all this without—” 
 
    I pointed at him. 
 
    That must have surprised Philip, as he quit talking again. 
 
    “You need to be careful how you answer me,” I said. “Don’t try to sow discord with your answers. If you do, I’ll feel compelled to kill you.” 
 
    I pulled out a knife and showed it to him. People have a thing about edged weapons near their face. I wondered if it was the same for small hominids. 
 
    Philip looked at the naked blade and then me. 
 
    “I’d kill you with this,” I said. “I’d shove it in your guts as I held you down. Think about that.” 
 
    Philip shifted uncomfortably, but he said calmly enough, “You’re a bloodthirsty brute.” 
 
    “I fit in perfectly with these warriors. Does that make the situation clearer to you?” 
 
    It didn’t take Philip long. He nodded glumly. 
 
    “I’m used to dealing with you, Philip. I went on a whole trip with you, and you constantly screwed me over by lying and pulling fast ones. I don’t trust you to tell me the truth. I don’t trust you not to spin tales that are full of lies.” 
 
    “Then why should I say anything to you?” 
 
    I held up the knife again. “I don’t have to shove this in your guts. I could cut out your tongue so you can’t lie anymore.” 
 
    Philip scowled. “You would do that to me, Bayard?” 
 
    “If I have to. This is my precious my life. You have your ways to keep alive. I have mine.” 
 
    “You really are a bloodthirsty savage. It makes more sense to me now. I have the memories of your last trip with Philip, but I didn’t see how you could murder a chamber full of us the way you did. Now, I can see the Accelerationists made a grave mistake in dealing with you. They didn’t take you seriously enough. They should have sent their killer teams to hunt you down the minute you arrived in the Chaunt System.” 
 
    “That’s enough commentary,” I said. “I want you to answer my questions truthfully. Gruum wants to know—” 
 
    “Gruum?” Philip asked with glee, interrupting me. “Who is Gruum? Oh, I suppose you mean the Old One, the Wise One. His true name is Gruum?” 
 
    Brakka stopped, facing Philip. 
 
    Skarl and Zog, who’d been walking several paces behind, also halted. 
 
    Rage mottled Brakka’s features. Would he throttle Philip with his bare hands? I didn’t know why the faux pas of saying Gruum’s name was important… Maybe on Garm, there were magical properties to true names—at least the Neanderthals would believe that. 
 
    I hadn’t known. 
 
    Philip, of course, would have intimately known Neanderthal mores and customs. He’d know what was acceptable and what was not. He’d try to lead me into making more faux pas. This one had been my fault. I needed to fix this, and fast. 
 
    “Philip may not survive the talk,” I told Brakka. “Philip might have an accident once we’re done talking.” 
 
    Brakka looked at me. Understanding swirled in his single eye. He nodded sharply and turned away. The hunch of his shoulders told me he was suppressing his rage. 
 
    I glanced at Philip. A smile threatened to break out on his apish, hominid lips. 
 
    “You know,” I said. Quick as a snake, I drew my knife and pricked his chest. 
 
    Philip hooted with pain more than what the prick should have caused. 
 
    “Does it occur to you,” I said, “that you’re threading a thin line. You may survive this or you may die. Which would you prefer?” 
 
    “Of course I want to live.” Philip rubbed the spot I’d pricked, looking at his fingertips. If he found a spot of blood, I’d be surprised. “But all this talk of throttling me and gutting me and cutting out my tongue isn’t giving me much hope. If I’m going to die, yeah, then with all my might, I want to dupe you. I want to trick you and see you fall into some horrible calamity. If you’re going to kill me, I want to get payback—big payback. Thus, I’m going to need assurances, ironclad assurances. We’re going to have to set up a situation where I can trust what you say.” 
 
    I pricked him again. 
 
    “Ow!” Philip said. “Don’t do that!” 
 
    “You misunderstand the situation,” I said. “You’re at our disposal. You have to make us happy, not we you.” 
 
    “Us?” Philip said. “Or you? Are you really in charge of the expedition? Did you create the Neanderthal army?” 
 
    “You know,” I said, “I’ve made a decision. Each time I prick you with the knife, I’m going to stab a little deeper.” 
 
    Philip looked into my eyes. “All right, I get it. I’ll give you the truth, nothing but the truth. I’ll tell you the situation on Garm. Does that make you happy?” 
 
    “The words do, but it’s the deeds that count.” 
 
    Philip made a suave gesture, indicating he understood. 
 
    “To start,” I said, “how many saucers do you have left?” 
 
    Philip looked up into the swirling sky, around at the mammoths marching with the Neanderthals prodding them—it wasn’t snowing as hard now. He eyed the columns of warriors and looked back at Skarl and Zog. I could feel his eyes linger on the lances. 
 
    “Those look more like tubes than lances,” Philip said. 
 
    “Mm-hmm,” I said. 
 
    “Do the lances fire missiles?” 
 
    “I’m sure you already know. Or, oh, you didn’t get to see when we killed a massive sabertooth assault, did you?” 
 
    Philip’s eyes widened minutely for just a moment. “When did that happen?” 
 
    I gave him an edited version of the incident. 
 
    “How many sabertooths did you say?” Philip asked. 
 
    “Twelve,” I said. “Is the number significant?” 
 
    He looked up at the sky again. 
 
    I could feel the wheels turning in Philip’s mind. The First Folk were as devious as anyone I’d ever met, as Machiavellian. They could lie and spin a story on the spot. Therefore, how did one believe what a Homo habilis said? 
 
    “I’ve made a decision,” Philip said. “It’ll make you happy, too. I’ve decided to tell you the exact situation on Garm.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said. “Why did you suddenly decide that?” 
 
    “To save myself pain,” Philip said. “That will also save us an endless back and forth. The more we have to do this—” He shook his head. “—The more I doubt you’re going to believe me. So I’m going to tell it to you straight. Then you can ask me about it. What do you think?” 
 
    I thought quickly. “Brakka, what do you think?” 
 
    The one-eyed Neanderthal turned to me with surprise. He glanced at Philip, glanced at me, and nodded sharply. 
 
    We were marching again after the one stop. It was better to walk anyway, as the motion kept up one’s heat better than if he just stood in the middle of the tundra as the wind howled. 
 
    “Before you begin,” I said, “how many Philips are on Garm?” 
 
    “Just me,” he said. 
 
    “You’re the same Philip I spoke to via the holographic projection?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “Start talking,” I said, “and remember, I’ve told them about Traveling and the Institute. They know many things they didn’t before because I’ve told them.” 
 
    “You’re such a pain in the rear, Bayard. Whoever dug you up and threw you into the star lanes—you’re a plague on the Institute. You’re a plague on the First Folk.” 
 
    “Now, now,” I said, “you’re making me blush. I’m beginning to get suspicious, too. Tell your story. Tell us the situation, as you said, and then the questioning will begin.” 
 
    Philip sighed. Did he pretend to limp a little bit more? Maybe. 
 
    “Bayard,” he said, “this is probably going to surprise you, but Garm is no longer a going concern. The Institute is in chaos after your actions in the Chaunt System. The First Folk are scrambling. They’re trying to secure their remaining resources and figure out how to deal with the fallout. There are a few saucers left on Garm, but their numbers here—Garm is no longer a going proposition for the Institute. 
 
    “Is that a fact?” I said. 
 
    “Please don’t interrupt,” Philip said. “I want to finish this while I can. I feel horrible about telling Institute secrets, but my life is worth more to me than anything. It’s the only life I have.” He gave me a hominid grin. “What I’m saying—I’m willing to sell out the Institute to gain my survival.” 
 
    My suspicions were aroused more than ever. I was certain lies were about to flow, if they hadn’t already. 
 
    “The mines have been running out,” Philip said, hanging his head. “The Institute has saved excess alibite to last it many decades, perhaps a century or even two. Therefore, we no longer need to stretch ourselves by continuing the Garm Operation. It has been a difficult one. The terrain is hard, the weather atrocious, while the Neanderthals are surly and bloodthirsty, easily given to rioting.” 
 
    “You mean slave rebellions.” 
 
    Philip shrugged. “Use whatever words you like. The Institute tried to bring civilization to Garm. The Neanderthals didn’t want or appreciate it. The Institute thus used them to do what they could.” 
 
    “Slave as miners?” I asked. 
 
    “It suited their temperament and comprehension levels.” 
 
    “Why did the Institute indenture their women?” 
 
    Philip sighed. “I hate to point out the obvious, Bayard, mainly because I don’t want Brakka to strike me.” 
 
    I glanced at Brakka. 
 
    “He can say what he wants,” Brakka growled. “I’ve learned to hear harsh truths.” 
 
    Philip glanced at me. 
 
    “You heard him,” I said. “Tell us the obvious.” 
 
    “I’m speaking reluctantly,” Philip said. 
 
    “Answer the question,” I said. “Why indenture their women?” 
 
    “When dealing with a subspecies like the Neanderthals, the simple pain-pleasure methods have proven the most effective. The Neanderthals love their women, possibly more than you humans do yours. Thus, depriving them of the women made them work harder. One of the Rogers developed a grading system, rewarding merit by strict schedules with the women.” 
 
    “Enough,” I said. 
 
    “Was that too honest?” asked Philip. 
 
    “If you’re trying to needle Brakka…that’s a bad idea. Forget about the women. Tell me more about…closing down Garm. That is what you’re talking about, right?” 
 
    Philip nodded. “As I said, Garm is a losing proposition. You probably already figured it out, but we lost too many good people and more equipment because the Accelerationists wanted everything in the Chaunt System. They stripped equipment from other places, including Garm. Until you showed up, dealing with the freedom fighters here was easy. The sabertooth were more effective than anything else.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’ve already said it. The Institute is pulling out of Garm. We’re in the process. If you want to stop that, you’re going to have to strike before everything is gone.” 
 
    I eyed the lying, scheming, devious hominid. I would have liked to offer him a cigarette to see him smoke it as the chimp did in Montana back in my childhood. 
 
    “Why do I feel like you’re spinning a load of BS?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Why do you?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you,” I said. “You want us to charge in so we get ourselves killed.” 
 
    “No. I’m telling you the truth. You’re the one spinning scenarios that aren’t real.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said, thinking back to various incidents in the Chaunt System. He’d even lied about the archaeological findings regarding the underwater portal in the Persian Gulf, the one nuked by the Poseidon torpedo. 
 
    “Krull told me there’s a transfer machine in the mines,” I said. “You’re dismantling the machine?” 
 
    Philip rolled his eyes. “This is the straight scoop. My throat is sore. My foot hurts. If you’re going to kill me, kill me. If you’re going to let me go, let me go.” 
 
    “We’re not letting you go, Philip, not yet anyway. But we may give you good internment rather than a bad one. You might forgo the whippings and beatings, and you might get enough food and water. It can be much worse, if you get my meaning.” 
 
    “Say no more, I get it. This is the truth. The Institute only has a few saucers on Garm. You’ve shot most of them up. Now, I don’t think the others are going to fly the last ones. That they sent massed sabertooths tells me they’re worried about your army. There hasn’t been new…altered sabertooths on Garm for years. These are all old ones who should have known better, should have been able to kill you without bringing the dire wolves on them. The point is, the Institute is leaving and taking our machinery with us. We’ll close the path between worlds. As you suggested, the others hope to move the transfer machine onto…the Institute planet. It’s an ancient machine that can link two planets…if one knows how to do it. I happen to know.” 
 
    I laughed. “Yeah you do. You’re super important, Philip. That was why you were out flying a saucer, probably the most dangerous assignment on Garm. Given that, it tells me you’re low on the totem pole around here.” 
 
    Philip eyed me, glanced at Brakka and possibly reconsidered the situation. “Okay, so you caught me in an untruth. It was the only one. Roger is in charge. The Roger Original hates the Philip Original, and that, of course, has always worked in our disfavor. Roger is higher ranked than Philip.” 
 
    “You’re speaking about the Originals?” 
 
    “What did I just say, Bayard? Can’t you pay attention?” 
 
    I have to admit, Philip was a nervy little bastard to talk to me like that, given his position. I almost admired it. Then I realized he knew that about me, and that was why he took this method. It wasn’t that he was particularly brave; it was that these little hominids, these little five-foot creeps, were smart as nails and cunning like you couldn’t believe. 
 
    Could they really be pulling out of Garm? 
 
    Brakka was looking at Philip once again. 
 
    “Before the last First Folk leaves,” I said, “will they free the slaves?” 
 
    Philip shook his head. 
 
    “What does that mean?” I demanded. 
 
    “It means we’re taking all our property with us,” Philip said. “We’re taking the Neanderthals. We’re taking the whole kit and caboodle, as the Institute needs some hard-workers on our planet.” 
 
    “What about the women?” Brakka said hoarsely. 
 
    “The Institute is taking the women,” Philip said. “They’re not leaving them for you. Do you think we’re crazy? You guys have been a pain in our collective ass for a long time.” 
 
    He was needling Brakka. I wondered why. 
 
    “The Institute wants to be rid of you Neanderthals. The best way to do it—” Philip looked at me, “is to take the women. That means the Neanderthals die out in a generation.” 
 
    Brakka’s face began to turn red. 
 
    “I’m not for the idea,” Philip said hastily. “It’s a Roger idea, not a Philip idea.” 
 
    “Roger’s an Accelerationist?” I asked. 
 
    “No. He wouldn’t be here on this lousy winter planet with its huge beasts and its shaggy Neanderthals—” Philip threw his hands into the air. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I said. 
 
    “What’s the use?” Philip said. “You don’t believe me.” 
 
    He glanced at me even as he looked away, the kind of glance to see how one’s words were working. 
 
    Despite it being Philip, I did believe him, sort of. It fit with my preconceptions of what had happened after the Chaunt System. It fit with their low numbers. 
 
    Here was the thing. Was Philip telling us all this so we’d rush to the attack? Would that allow the remaining First Folk to ambush and annihilate us? Or was he saying this, knowing we’d think he was lying, and thus we’d become cautious? That might buy their exit game more time to complete whatever they needed to do. Philip was devious, able to go both ways. I wasn’t sure which way to jump on what he’d told me. So what was the point of his having told me, us? 
 
    I thought about it as we crunched across snow. 
 
    Brakka stared at me as if demanding an answer. 
 
    “I’m thinking,” I said. 
 
    Philip noticed our exchange. I could see the wheels turning in his eyes for the few brief moments I looked at him. 
 
    Could the First Folk really be pulling off Garm? Would they take the lady Neanderthals and their most docile slaves with them? If they did, they’d probably kill the rest. The free Neanderthals would be it, unless the Yellow Knives truly existed. Was that a First Folk tale they’d engineered, or was it the truth? 
 
    This was a dilemma. Even so, I was starting to think Philip had been telling the truth. They only had a few saucers, taking risks with them. The pilots would be the misfits or those on the outs with the others. That might cause Philip to tell some because he hated the Roger clone in charge. 
 
    “Any more questions, Bayard?” Philip asked. 
 
    “Not yet,” I said. 
 
    Brakka raised his bony eyebrow at me, that single horrid eyebrow across his eyes. “Do you believe him?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “I need to talk to the Old One about this,” I said.  I wanted Gruum’s insights before I made my final decision. 
 
    “I’ll tell him,” Zog said, hurrying for the main company. 
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    I spoke with Gruum and told him in the presence of Brakka my thoughts. “I don’t know if Philip is telling the truth to draw us in or to keep us back, or if it’s a half-truth. But given what has happened, sir, I think he could be telling the truth.” 
 
    “If you’re right,” Gruum said, “we need to move fast.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “But we ought to do this military style.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “As the company heads for the mines, the runners fan out and race ahead. Each group designates a runner to race back with any news, particularly if they spot the enemy.” 
 
    Gruum stroked his scraggly beard. “What if the First Folk use saucers to pick off runners?” 
 
    “That right there gives us more information,” I said. 
 
    “Provided a runner makes it back to us with the news,” Brakka said. 
 
    “True,” I said. 
 
    Gruum thought about that, finally asking, “You think even if they use saucers against the runners that would be a good way to do it?” 
 
    “Here’s what I’m thinking, sir. We have three hundred or almost three hundred free Neanderthals. They’ve been hunters for years. That means they’re in better shape than any miners or slave guards. They’re used to committing mayhem and armed with weapons of their choice.” 
 
    “You haven’t answered about the runners and saucers.” 
 
    “I don’t think they have many saucers. You heard Philip. If a few show up, the runners will have to zigzag back to us. Once the runners know a saucer is there—a single alerted man on foot it probably difficult to hit.” 
 
    “The slave guards will likely have better weapons than our main mass, as you say,” Gruum said. 
 
    “That’s where the Nine and I come in. We’re going to soften up their main force. Given our present situation, Brakka should arm himself with a lance or two and stay with you at all times. Once we meet their main force, once we slaughter however many we can with the lances, we charge them with the mammoths.” 
 
    “What if the others have advanced weaponry such as the lasers that slew three of our beasts?” 
 
    I nodded. “They might have that. War is a gamble after all. They might not have that. If they do, my phasors and the nine with their lances will have their work cut out for them, as I’ve been saying. The key will be to maneuver our main mass close to them, even if they have more warriors. Our warriors are more motivated and more practiced fighters. We need to hit them as a single heavy force.” 
 
    Gruum stared at me, his forehead furrowed. 
 
    “We can’t come at them piecemeal, sir. What that means is we can’t come at them in driblets so a small force of theirs can take us out one at a time. Rather, we hit them with a single mass.” 
 
    “But…” Gruum said. 
 
    “This is all predicated on the First Folk moving out, their trying to escape from Garm. That means we should rush them. We should particularly rush them if they’re trying to move all the women out.” 
 
    “Brakka?” asked Gruum. “Do you agree with Bayard?” 
 
    “I do,” Brakka said. “Saving our women is everything.” 
 
    “Could the First Folk be trying to trick us through Philip?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” I said. “But from what I know about all this—look, whatever we do is a risk. I’m for gambling in this manner. Earth history is filled with generals making bold moves and winning everything.” 
 
    “And if you’re wrong?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “Then maybe we can salvage it through hard fighting.” 
 
    “We’ve come this far,” Brakka said. “Now it’s the moment to charge the mammoth.” 
 
    That must have been a Neanderthal saying. 
 
    “I’m so torn,” Gruum said. “It’s a difficult decision.” 
 
    “Being the leader is tough,” I said. “I think that’s always the case. It’s your call, sir.” 
 
    Gruum bent his head in thought. He shook his head, looking up, breathing deeply. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Trust your advisors then,” I said. 
 
    Gruum stared at me. “Yes,” he said in a small voice. “Let us attempt this your way, Earthman.” 
 
    I shuddered, and that surprised me. After thinking about it, I realized that if I had guessed wrong, I’d probably have to pay with my life one way or another. 
 
    Soon enough, I joined Philip up on one of the mammoths. The rider still governed the beast up front. Doing this would save Philip’s ankle and keep him from dropping back, in case we needed him again later. 
 
    Runners raced ahead, fanning out. 
 
    The main company marched faster. 
 
    It was soon apparent that our warriors knew the First Folk were taking the women off Garm. I suspected Skarl, Zog or maybe even Brakka had gotten the rumor started. 
 
    Intensity began to build in these bachelors. Most of them wanted wives or mates or however the Neanderthals did it. Even though they weren’t young bucks, they’d all been without women for a long time. 
 
    We marched into the sleet and snow. 
 
    From atop the mammoth, I put on the special glasses and kept watch. 
 
    At one point, I caught Philip looking at me. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
    “You’re the one who shot my saucer.” 
 
    “How could it be otherwise?” I said. 
 
    He sat ahead of me, as there was no way I’d let Philip be behind me. While the mammoth was broad, it had a steeply sloping back just like the dire wolves and sabertooths. 
 
    What was it with these big prehistoric animals that had big forward quarters like a bison and smaller hindquarters? Maybe it had something to do with the snow and cold, facing harsh weather head-on. 
 
    Three hours later, we reached the ziggurat. 
 
    The company paused to look at the noble statues surrounding it. Many hadn’t seen the statues when they’d escaped. Many had only glimpsed them once. 
 
    Inspiration struck me. Armies often won through fierce motivation. Here was my chance to pump them up. 
 
    I slid off the mammoth, pulling Philip with me, and handed him over to Skarl’s care. Then I marched in front of the massed warriors. 
 
    “Hey,” I shouted. 
 
    Neanderthals nudged one another, growing silent. 
 
    I pointed at the statues. “Look at what the First Folk stole from you. You were people of substance. You had great knowledge. Then those like him,” I pointed at Philip, “stole your knowledge and greatness. Now, they want to steal your women. We must stop them.” 
 
    Gruum came forward, adding powerful words. 
 
    Savage cheers erupted when he finished speaking. 
 
    That sent a shiver down my back. 
 
    Here it was. These guys were primed and ready. 
 
    We left the ziggurat and statues and marched into the low sloping valley. 
 
    Soon, runners raced toward us. Behind them—ahead of us—were explosions. 
 
    “Those must be missiles from drones,” Brakka said. 
 
    I used the special glasses and saw something that could have been a drone. I targeted, fired, and maybe hit it. I didn’t see anything more. 
 
    Three Neanderthals ran straight to Gruum. 
 
    “An army, an army,” one said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “The slave guards are coming in force. Thousands,” the runner said. “They have thousands. They’ll destroy us.” 
 
    Gruum turned to me with fear on his old face. 
 
    “Sir,” I said, “as a Marine, I’m aware that scouts sometimes see more than what’s actually there.” 
 
    “You do not think thousands have come to annihilate us?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “I think the First Folk are sending the slave guards in order to slow us down, in order to give them more time to take everything away. We have to smash the slave guards.” 
 
    “How can we do that if there are thousands?” Gruum asked. 
 
    I began to explain, hoping it could work. 
 
    Gruum listened intently, nodding as I laid out a plan. “What if they have advanced weaponry?” 
 
    “We’ll have to rely on our lances and my phasor to neutralize as many of their weapons as possible. Once we’re in close combat, I believe our men will have the advantage. Their motivation and experience in hunting will give them the edge.” 
 
    Gruum mulled it over for a moment before giving a decisive nod. “Let’s put the plan into action. We cannot afford to let them slow us down if we hope to save the women.” 
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    We advanced in a group nearly three hundred strong, with seven mammoths in our midst. No one rode the mammoths except for the single rider on each. The great beasts might charge the enemy, causing panic. If the enemy had high-tech weapons, our mammoths might be the ones fleeing in terror. 
 
    We had nine, make it ten lance-men—ten shooters who could use the lances semi-skillfully. They were ten who knew how to hit what they aimed at if the target was near. We had our champions, the brave with their spiked gauntlets and iron helmets. The rest of the Neanderthals carried flint-tipped spears, granite-shod clubs and flint knives. 
 
    Then there was me with my phasors and special glasses. 
 
    What would face us? Surely, our enemy would use missile-launching drones; perhaps a few laser-beaming saucers would try to burn us all. 
 
    Had our scouts really seen thousands of Slave Corps Neanderthals? The scouts were used to seeing hordes of animals, and surely could number them. Yet, this was more than a hunting expedition. This was a battle for all the marbles against an enemy who fought back. Men often saw more than they expected. Much depended on their state of mind. To see clearly was a practiced trait. Certainly, a few rare individuals had this ability without training. Unfortunately, it was human and probably Neanderthal to exaggerate. 
 
    As we marched, other runners returned. They, too, told of thousands. That was worrisome. 
 
    I’d hoped the desire to save the women would give our warriors that extra boost. Would the Slave Corps have a similar strong desire? Had the First Folk offered them mates if they defeated us? Would the Slave Corps Neanderthals eagerly fight for masters deserting them? Did they know the First Folk were departing Garm? 
 
    These were all questions I didn’t know that could have a profound impact on the coming battle. 
 
    I wore my special glasses. As I scanned the skies, several chosen Neanderthals helped me keep up. Each held an arm so I wouldn’t trip as I walked without watching my step. 
 
    We entered the valley proper. The wind died down. Snow no longer swirled around us. That increased my visibility. 
 
    There in the distance, a horde of Neanderthals approached. Would they have guns? If they had guns, they’d surely annihilate us. That my Neanderthals had shown such hope with our lances, and that none had understood ranged fire— 
 
    I did not think the approaching horde had pistols or rifles. Maybe they had shock batons. I should have asked Brakka or Skarl. 
 
    I looked up again, spotting specks in the sky. Concentrating—they were drones. I counted five of them. They were heading straight for us. 
 
    “Let go of me.” 
 
    My Neanderthals did. 
 
    The rest of our host continued to march to contact. 
 
    I enslaved my phasor to the special glasses, tapping the buttons with my fingers. I used zoom and magnification, targeting a drone. 
 
    At extreme distance, I fired, fired again, retargeted and fired yet again. 
 
    Three drones plummeted. 
 
    Our Neanderthals cheered. They saw the streaks of smoke in the sky and understood the significance of it. 
 
    “Hold them back,” I said. 
 
    The cheers continued. I was too far back for anyone in the company to hear my feeble words. 
 
    I sprinted for them. The enemy was still too far away that any of our warriors should lose his head and charge them. 
 
    I ran among them. “Do you hear me? Don’t go yet.” 
 
    Gruum saw me. 
 
    I ran to him. “Keep the company here for a minute,” I said. 
 
    Gruum nodded. He gave orders. Brakka relayed them. 
 
    Skarl and Zog shouted at the spiked-gloved champions. They shouted at their squads. 
 
    The cheering died down. 
 
    Skarl and Zog shouted again. 
 
    The company looked at them, waiting. 
 
    Meanwhile, I hadn’t downed all the drones. There were more. Several now launched. 
 
    A hush fell over our company. All eyes must have latched onto the missiles zooming at us. 
 
    With my special glasses targeting them—I concentrated on the first missile—I practiced a prodigy of firing. I shot the missiles out of the air. I couldn’t have done it without a phasor and special glasses. Unfortunately, it took more shots—more power—than I liked, draining the phasor. 
 
    I tossed it aside and drew another. Carefully, deliberately, I destroyed the remaining drones until none flew in the sky. 
 
    I scanned all around, looking for a saucer. Would a First Folk dare to fly one now? If the First Folk were fleeing from Garm, never to return, I suspected all the Homo habilises would be in the mines. 
 
    “Should we continue to advance?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Now, it’s time.” 
 
    The company of free Neanderthals marched resolutely. Surely, every warrior knew that nothing in the sky would help the enemy. 
 
    I hurried to Skarl. 
 
    He glanced at me, nodding. “Good shooting, Tex,” he said, using a reference I’d used on them during our days of lance-firing practice. 
 
    “Thanks. So, what do the slave guards use as weapons?” 
 
    Skarl frowned. “Spiked clubs and short, stabbing swords.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yes. That has always been their weapons.” 
 
    I grinned. “We can beat that.” 
 
    We marched almost lightly deeper into the valley. 
 
    The enemy host, two thousand strong at least, appeared everywhere before us. The Slave Corps seemed to be stretched across the horizon compared to our paltry numbers.  
 
    Could almost three hundred Neanderthals with seven woolly mammoths take them? I wasn’t sure. Even with the missile-launching lances— 
 
    If the enemy attacked resolutely, willingly took their losses, they could probably roll us. 
 
    How could I prevent that? 
 
    I thought about it: them, us, ancient combat. I thought about the football games I’d played in high school and the sandlot games later. 
 
    I hurried to Gruum. 
 
    He looked at me. 
 
    “We should march straight for their center,” I said. 
 
    Gruum frowned. “Is that wise? They’ll circle and surround us.” 
 
    “I doubt it. If we take out the center, the rest seeing that, they’ll lose heart and flee. Besides, the Slave Corps must know their masters are fleeing the planet.” 
 
    “What about your first plan?” Gruum asked. 
 
    “It’s not going to work now. I’d expected them to come at us piecemeal, or to use the terrain against us. They’re over there, a simple formation heading straight for us. The First Folk must know their Slave Corps’ limitations. Thus, we march straight at them, overpowering them with the lance fire.” 
 
    “Did you hear him, Brakka?” 
 
    The one-eyed Neanderthal studied me. 
 
    “There’s no trickery left,” I said. “At this point, it’s all about firepower and hard fighting.” 
 
    I’d already used up a phasor. I was glad I’d taken Philip’s. I looked back. The little Homo habilis, with his two guards, followed us at a distance. I studied the enemy again. 
 
    The decisive moment was almost here. The Slave Corps was less than half a mile from us. 
 
    We marched with determination, although the warriors had clustered around the mammoths. We didn’t have any dire wolves left. 
 
    Using the glasses, I scanned them, but couldn’t spot any sabertooths. They had two thousand-plus guards with spiked clubs and short swords. They were big boys, some bigger than Skarl. 
 
    Would the Slave Corps bullies have the zeal to attack us? Had the First Folk promised them all the women if they’d just destroy us? That seemed like a First Folk method: make wild promises they never intended to keep. 
 
    Using the special glasses at full magnification, I studied our enemies’ faces. They looked resolute enough. 
 
    “Let us…” I almost said, “Let us stop and regroup.” 
 
    That would have been a bad move. In ancient battles, the appearance of the opposing army was almost as important as the fighting prowess. To be courageous, to attack with determination could unnerve the enemy. Our mammoths must seem terrifying to the bullyboys. I doubt the Slave Corps Neanderthals were outside much and had likely to seldom faced mammoths in any capacity. That could be critical. In personal face-to-face battle, nerve counted for a lot. 
 
    “Whip them up, Skarl,” I shouted. “Whip them up, Brakka. Now’s the time to attack.” 
 
    Despite my bold words, my stomach began to curdle. I had my knife, several lances, carried by a Neanderthal with a bad limp behind me. But most of all, I had my phasors. I planned to strike down as many of the enemy as I could before we engaged in hand-to-hand combat. Still, this was going to be rough. 
 
    The approach to battle was almost over. The great fight was about to begin. 
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    More than two thousand Neanderthal bruisers, slave guards, wore leather garments; none had shields, but a few had leather helmets. 
 
    Ha! Had they seen our men with metal helmets and steel-spiked gauntlets? Those might come in extremely handy today. If nothing else, it encouraged the brave, those that wore them, those that had been awarded them by the Wise One. 
 
    I called for the Nine. 
 
    Skarl, Zog, Drogar and the others came. Others followed them, carrying extra lances. 
 
    I’d start with a lance like the Nine, firing with them and helping if one lost his head. 
 
    There were ten of us up front. Brakka was back with Gruum, who hung back near Philip. No one wanted the Old One to risk himself in battle. 
 
    “Are you ready?” I shouted. 
 
    Not only the Nine looked at me. Others did as well. 
 
    Was it my place to take command of our company of Neanderthals? Perhaps it was because I was the lone Marine. I’d fought in combat before. I’d been to Bhutan, and I’d killed in the heat of combat and also with the calm of a combat veteran, deliberately doing what he must. 
 
    I hefted a lance and knew its range. 
 
    A thousand yards would be best. Much closer, and the enemy could sprint too near, too fast. Farther than that, we’d likely miss. The idea, unfortunately, was to slaughter as many of their tough guys as we could without getting scratched ourselves. 
 
    “Follow me,” I said to Skarl and Zog. 
 
    I marched ahead of everyone. The Nine followed. The others who carried extra lances followed them. 
 
    The enemy host watched us. If they had phasor-men, now was the time for them to open up on us. 
 
    I used the special glasses one last time. I spied their lines. I didn’t see any First Folk hiding among them. I hadn’t expected to, and I’d been right. 
 
    Their mighty host began to chant. It was loud and terrifying, rolling against me like a physical thing. 
 
    Our host, following the Nine, chanted as well. Unfortunately, the two thousand drowned out the sound. 
 
    Sweat prickled under my armpits. My stomach clenched. It wasn’t fun being point man, seeing the two thousand-plus stocky Neanderthals, big ones, five-seven, maybe some even five-nine. I didn’t like this one bit. I wanted to start firing now. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we fire from here?” Drogar asked. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one feeling this. 
 
    “Not yet.” I said with authority, “You want to get close. You want to get close so your missiles slam into them. You want them to see that you’re not afraid. Are you afraid, Drogar?” 
 
    “I am not afraid,” he said. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    That was big talk on my part. I was damned afraid, but I also knew this was it. This was the time to win, right here at the beginning. 
 
    I quickened my pace. The Nine followed me. Perhaps they thought I had magical powers. Maybe I did. I had fought these kinds of battles before, whereas they hadn’t. 
 
    “Here,” I said. 
 
    The other side bellowed, starting to charge. 
 
    My scalp tingled, an awful feeling. 
 
    I aimed my lance. It was shaking. I pressed the firing button, launching the first mini-missile. 
 
    The Nine, thank God, had spread out on either side of me. They fired their lances. 
 
    Missiles hissed, speeding at the charging enemy. Other missiles followed the first salvo. 
 
    As soon as lances clicked empty, one of the Nine pitched it aside and bellowed for another. Those who carried them put full lances into our shooters’ hands. 
 
    We fired many lances at the enemy. 
 
    I fired five before I was even aware of what was happening. 
 
    The missiles smashed against enemy Neanderthals and blew them apart, blasting flesh and knocking them down in swaths. We slaughtered the poor slobs even as they charged. 
 
    Truthfully, they could have probably reached us. Our nerve might have snapped long before they swung a club or short sword. 
 
    Their nerve gave out first. They stopped, wavering in place. 
 
    Others came at us from the sides. 
 
    The Nine and I swiveled, switching targets, blasting new groups. I’d fired ten lances already. 
 
    The mini-missiles or rocket-propelled grenades were taking them down. It was sickening and exhilarating at the same time. In the midst of battle, it was glorious to see your enemy go down. There was hardly anything more thrilling. 
 
    I could feel the mammoths trumpeting, the sounds vibrating in the air. 
 
    “Stop firing,” I shouted. 
 
    I had to repeat that several times before they all ceased. 
 
    I held a phasor in each hand. I aimed, pulled the triggers, and fanned back and forth, as one might imagine a raygun marksman would. I beamed many as Neanderthal flesh cooked and smoked. 
 
    Their entire line had stopped, taking it. They had lost the courage to attack but hadn't yet snapped and fled. 
 
    “Charge!” I yelled. I began to race at the Slave Guard Corps as I beamed more. 
 
    I could feel Skarl, Zog and Drogar pounding beside me. They were firing their last lances. The mammoths trumpeted. The ground shook as they raced past us, charging the enemy host. 
 
    To my great delight—the greatest and grandest feeling a man can have—the enemy turned in terror. Many pitched aside their weapons and started to run. 
 
    That electrified our warriors. They were hunters. They roared and gave chase. 
 
    We sprinted after the enemy horde. Mammoths reached a few. They trampled some, blood squishing as if from a bug. One mammoth grabbed a Neanderthal in its mighty trunk and hurled him into the air. 
 
    You’d think fleeing men would be faster of foot than those chasing. Many tripped, however. Many screamed with terror. I don’t know what they saw or felt, but they’d lost it. The “it” being their courage. 
 
    The enemy Neanderthals were guards. Perhaps they were only used to dealing with cringers. Now they faced free warriors come to save the Neanderthal women. 
 
    We did one of the most horrendous things those of the human race can do, even though these were Neanderthals. Once you’ve stood in battle, fearing the enemy will shove his blade in your guts, faced the terror of death, even at a distance—your mouth is bone dry and your sphincter tighter than you can believe—and then the enemy runs. A feeling of elation and bloodlust boils to an intolerable pitch. You’ve made it. You’re okay, and the bastards who made you fear like that are running from you. Oh, man, you chase down your enemy and slaughter those who would have killed you. It was instinctual. 
 
    I’m afraid even these Neanderthals had the bloodlust of Cro-Magnon men, which modern men still exhibited at times on the battlefield. We weren’t noble in that moment. We were savages. As I’ve said, we slaughtered the enemy even as he strove to escape. 
 
    It was a crushing victory. The missiles had been critical and the phasors just as much. The fact that their drones had done nothing and the First Folk hadn’t given them technological weapons was key. 
 
    We’d won the battle of the valley. We were now breaking and destroying the Slave Guard Corps. 
 
    I raced with my comrades, beaming enemy Neanderthals in the back. We were sealing our victory. 
 
    We were, after all, less than three hundred strong. We’d shattered them, and hopefully, they’d flee for good, far away and not for the mine tunnels. 
 
    We’d opened the way. Could we save the women? First, we’d have to win the battle of the tunnels. 
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    The smartest thing would have been to take those that retained a semblance of wit and head into the mines. 
 
    Unfortunately, that was not what we did because we physically couldn’t. We chased the Slave Corps members as they raced for the other end of the valley toward the obelisk I hadn’t yet seen. They didn’t head for the mines, or if they did, only a small number of them did. 
 
    We, including myself who gave chase, finally slumped to the ground, exhausted. We were all drenched with sweat, some with blood, and others with a foul conscience. I include myself there. 
 
    I’d killed hundreds of Neanderthals with my lance and phasor fire, and several with a spiked club I’d picked off the ground, bashing enemies in the back of the head. I wasn’t proud of that. It was part of the bloodlust, part of my killer-ape heritage, if you believe in that. The Naked Ape was a book written in the sixties discussing that. 
 
    I believed rather in the old concept called original sin, as taught to me in Sunday school and church when I’d gone in my youth. I hadn’t gone lately, though I have to admit I did believe the Good Book’s verdict about human nature. In any case, I wasn’t going to dwell on that. 
 
    I lay on the ground, panting. 
 
    We didn’t have any water or food. We were all exhausted. To get up now and finish the task in the mines—we were at an endpoint. 
 
    I panted, seeing others approaching, Gruum leading them. They had water. More skins were packed upon the one mammoth they still controlled. 
 
    As for the other mammoths, I had no idea what had happened to them. Had they fled? Had the rampage of killing stained their conscience as well? I doubt it. They were animals. They weren’t divinely made creatures like us and Neanderthals, who were human after all. 
 
    We could mate and have children. Just as a Great Dane and Chihuahua looked very different from each other, they were dogs. The Neanderthals were people. 
 
    How would I explain Philip? I couldn’t. I didn’t know the answer to Homo habilis. 
 
    We were both exhausted and scattered. Even if a few of us could go into the mine now, we were so tired that a bad shock could reverse what we’d achieved. There were not that many of us, either. Even with such a great victory, we’d taken losses. 
 
    I’d seen some of our Neanderthals go down during the wild chase. Some had twisted ankles. Some had hurt themselves badly in other ways. Some had engaged in vicious fights against the few who turned and fought for their lives. 
 
    Gruum and his people reached us. 
 
    I forced myself to sit up. I accepted a water skin and guzzled. Drinking the water felt so good and refreshing. Now, I needed nourishment. 
 
    Philip was there. He looked at me strangely. “You are a murderer, aren’t you, Bayard?” 
 
    I’d recouped just a bit from my exhaustion while sitting here. Had that been twenty minutes, a half-hour? I shook my head. I didn’t know. 
 
    I looked at the smug Homo habilis. “You know, Philip, now isn’t the moment.” 
 
    “Why is that?” he asked. “Are you too tired, too weak?” 
 
    I didn’t reply. 
 
    Philip scanned the area. 
 
    There wasn’t any snow on the ground, nor did the wind blow much. I’d discarded my parka somewhere along the way. I’d need to find and get it back. I noticed the others around me. They’d shed their heavy skins and furs, no longer wearing them. 
 
    I’m sure the plain was littered with the dead, clothes, weapons and what not, many empty lances. 
 
    We needed to collect a group that could stand and fight. 
 
    Gruum went from one Neanderthal to the next. 
 
    Philip stayed with Zog and me. Yeah, it turned out Zog was with me. He’d wrapped a bloody bandage around one of his arms. He looked exhausted, with haunted eyes. 
 
    “We did it,” Zog said. “But we must still save the women.” 
 
    I nodded. “We’re going to. First, we have to recoup. We have to get our wind back.” 
 
    “This is the moment, though,” Zog said. “I know it, you know it.” 
 
    I turned to Philip. “Sit here. Sit right here where I can see you.” 
 
    Philip complied, sitting. “I didn’t think you were going to smash them the way you did.” 
 
    I nodded. “We had better weapons.” 
 
    “You had better training and leadership, too,” Philip said. “Roger was a fool to have sent out the Slave Corps like he did.” 
 
    “He was buying time,” I said, realizing the truth of that even as I said it. 
 
    “Yes,” Philip said, “Roger is definitely buying time. I don’t know, though, if he’s going to be able to get the rest of the equipment out of the mines before you guys regain your wind.” 
 
    “What about the women?” Zog asked harshly. 
 
    Philip looked at me. 
 
    I shook my head slightly because I think I saw the question in his eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Philip told Zog. “Probably, Roger will leave the women behind in his effort to escape.” 
 
    That visibly relaxed an agitated Zog. 
 
    In retrospect, it would have been better if we’d gone staggering and stumbling into the mines that instant. But we didn’t. 
 
    We sat around and regained stamina. There was just so much a man and even a Neanderthal could do. When he fights in such an engagement and spills literal blood, and sees his enemies scattered before him, well— 
 
    There was ancient story about Hannibal Barca in the greatest battle of his life, the Battle of Cannae, when he defeated 70,000 Roman legionnaires with less Libyans, Celtic Spaniards and Gauls. Hannibal’s soldier had encircled the Romans, slaughtering them for hours. 
 
    Afterward, one of his great cavalry generals had said, “You must race for Rome this instant.” Hannibal couldn’t, of course. He didn’t have any siege engines for one thing, but his troops were exhausted. They’d been killing for hours, hacking a sword or shoving a spear. They didn’t have the energy to march at that point. 
 
    The famous cavalry soldier had said, “Hannibal, you know how to win a great battle, but you don’t know how to exploit it.” 
 
    I suspect the truth of the ancient story was that Hannibal’s troops were exhausted like us today. To run and fight, to have your energy stirred as ours had been—we needed a break. 
 
    Slowly, with the mammoth as the signal post, groups of our Neanderthals began to straggle in. Some collapsed upon the ground and started to sleep. Others gulped water. 
 
    An hour passed, two and three hours. Finally, a few of the warriors began to stir. Some had regained enough vitality to think of the women. 
 
    They obviously didn’t have the women yet. They’d broken the Slave Guard Corps, but they hadn’t reached the mines. 
 
    Given everything that had happened, it seemed true the First Folk were fleeing from Garm. We had to get into the mines and stop them from taking what the Neanderthals prized the most: their mates. How were they to continue their Neanderthal race without women? 
 
    I stood up. 
 
    Philip stood with me. “Are you going to let them kill me after all I’ve done to help you?” 
 
    I stared at the little hominid. “Stay near me. But if you try anything tricky, you’re dead.” 
 
    “I understand,” Philip said. 
 
    I spoke with Gruum. He was with Brakka. 
 
    “That was a splendid victory, Bayard,” Gruum said. Maybe he noticed I looked sane again. “Your ideas were right.” 
 
    “Thanks, sir.” 
 
    Gruum stared sadly at the ground. “It was too bad we had to slaughter so many of our own kind. I feel stained and soiled by it.” 
 
    I looked around, leaning nearer and spoke quietly. “Please don’t let any of your warriors hear that, sir. You must show gratitude. You must show elation at what they did. Let them know they did well. You should be walking among them and praising them, speaking about their acts of courage and even more important, letting them speak to you about their acts of courage.” 
 
    Brakka stared at me and then looked at Gruum. “He’s right. That’s an excellent idea. I suggest you do it this instant.” 
 
    Once more, Gruum went among the warriors. We had barely over a hundred. 
 
    The others, maybe they were still chasing down their foes. Maybe they’d stopped somewhere else. We had a hundred, maybe one hundred and ten Neanderthals in all. We’d taken a ghastly toll, but we had been so few to begin with, very few indeed. 
 
    I imagined another hundred might show up later. 
 
    I heard Philip talking in my ear, but I wasn’t paying attention to his words. I was still gathering my inner resources. 
 
    As Gruum spoke to his warriors, as he listened to their deeds of glory, they began to revive even more. However, it wasn’t until the sun or the star began to head for the horizon that our group, which was now one hundred and sixty strong, stirred. 
 
    Gruum returned to me. He looked tired. Listening to all those warriors, he looked very tired and yet he looked elated. 
 
    “We truly did it,” Gruum said. “The acts of courage I’ve heard today—startling, startling. I wish I were young again to do this. Bayard, it is time for us to go to the mines. We must stop the evil that is about to happen. We’ve gotten this far, but what if the enemy still escapes?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said. 
 
    In less than fifteen minutes, we headed for the mine entrance. All the warriors, including Gruum, knew exactly where the entrance was. 
 
    Skarl, Zog, Drogar and the others had lances again. We had a small supply left. I had a phasor with half its energy remaining. I also had the Colt with two magazines to back me up. 
 
    It took time, but I finally saw the entrance. There were some outer buildings built differently than humans would have done, of stone and wood. Then I saw the entrance to the main mine, a vast cavernous opening. 
 
    What would we find inside? Had the First Folk shut off any electricity? 
 
    We drew closer yet. Would someone jump out to oppose us? 
 
    It was soon apparent they were ghost buildings. No one was home. No one hailed us from the mine. No one said anything. 
 
    Brakka and I exchanged glances. 
 
    “Is the mine empty?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Brakka said. “Should we split the warriors into small teams and have them search all around?” 
 
    “No. What are you thinking? We must keep everyone together or at best split into two parties. I suggest we all keep together. We’re only a few compared to what we’ve seen. We must strike as one, not losing our head to be picked off piecemeal.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Brakka agreed. 
 
    We entered the cavernous opening. The mine entrance was huge and seemed to shallow us whole. 
 
    As we entered, the darkness enveloped us. Neanderthals lit torches for illumination, holding them high. The air grew colder and damp, and our footsteps echoed through the seemingly endless tunnels. We moved cautiously, our eyes straining to adjust to the darkness, and our ears listening for any sign of danger. 
 
    “Stay close,” I whispered to the others. “We don’t know what lies ahead.” 
 
    As we ventured deeper into the mine, we began to notice signs of recent activity. Empty crates and discarded tools littered the floors, and the tracks of hurried footsteps could be seen in the dust. It was clear that the First Folk and Neanderthals had been here, and not too long ago. 
 
    We continued our search, following the trail left by the First Folk and slave Neanderthals. Our torches crackled even as the air grew more oppressive, and the tension among us was palpable. The free Neanderthals hoped their future mates were near, and they were growing increasingly restless. 
 
    If the mines were empty, the women already gone— 
 
    I gripped my phasor tighter. What would I do if the First Folk had already taken the women to their planet? There might be a riot here. 
 
    I started thinking about alternatives, thinking hard indeed. 
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    We’d gone down several levels using stairs as the elevators were out. It was dark and dreary. We could only see by the illumination our torches cast. We hadn’t found any flashlights or other mobile lights to aid our search. The free Neanderthals had been nervous entering the mine and were becoming more so down here. 
 
    There was something amiss around us. I could feel it. I called for Philip. 
 
    Big hairy Neanderthal hands pushed the Homo habilis to me. 
 
    “Stay beside me,” I said quietly. 
 
    Philip nodded. There was fear in his eyes. For once, I didn’t see any calculation there. Was that odd? 
 
    “What do you know about what’s going on down here?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know anything.” 
 
    I looked at Philip closely. He must have gotten the message. 
 
    He nodded. “I think they’re gone, everyone.” 
 
    “You don’t feel anything amiss?” 
 
    “No. Why would I?” 
 
    I thought about that as torch-cast shadows danced upon the walls. There was something wrong here despite Philip’s assertion that they were all gone. Something oppressive weighed on me. I called for Skarl. 
 
    Our largest Neanderthal soon padded beside me. 
 
    “Is the mine empty?” I asked. 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    “Use your senses, your intuition. What do they tell you?” 
 
    After a moment, Skarl searched the darkness. He listened carefully. He sniffed and cocked his head. 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked. 
 
    “The corridors are empty.” 
 
    I don’t know why his confirmation of Philip’s words made me more nervous, not less. I felt something out there, watching us, waiting. Was that paranoia? Was it my Marine training coming into play? Was it delusion? 
 
    Gruum and Brakka stepped near. 
 
    “What do you suspect?” Gruum asked me. 
 
    “A trick,” I said, without thinking. In a more measured voice, I added, “We’re deep under the earth. Who knows what is going to happen down here?” 
 
    “I overheard him before,” Gruum said, pointing at Philip. “He said they’ve all fled.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “We need to prepare for the worst, and if we’re lucky, be pleasantly surprised when nothing bad happens. But if we think it’s easy, and then they surprise us…” I shook my head. “Then it will go badly for us.” 
 
    “Those are wise words.” Gruum looked around. “It’s strange being down here after all this time.” He shuddered. “I feel the walls closing in on me. I hate the deep tunnels. I yearn for the open spaces.” 
 
    Those were strange words coming from Gruum, seeing as how he lived in a deep tunnel system in the other mountains. Yet, this had been the place of his imprisonment. He’d escaped and fled along with all these other guys. Yet, here they all were again. 
 
    We descended another level, going down stairs and passing through large doors. It wasn’t as cold this level. 
 
    I caught Skarl sniffing the air. 
 
    “I smell something,” he admitted. 
 
    “Do you hear anything?” 
 
    He glanced about, listening, and shook his head. 
 
    “Stay near me,” I said. 
 
    “Are we all going to stay near you?” Phillip asked. 
 
    “Shut up,” I said, “unless you have something useful to say.” 
 
    Philip gulped and lowered his head. 
 
    Did he do that to hide a sudden flicker of sneakiness? I didn’t know, and I wasn’t going to ask him. 
 
    I gripped my phasor harder. Then I put it away and drew the Colt. I was going to save the phasor for something only it could deal with. The Colt and the tight confines of the tunnels—if I shot it, the noise would be deafening. 
 
    We moved down tunnels, looking everywhere. A palpable feeling—not of claustrophobia—I sensed a trap. It was the same feeling I’d had as a Marine in Bhutan going into a supposedly empty village. Something was happening. I couldn’t put my finger on it, and I didn’t know why I felt this way. I glanced behind. We were all together. No one seemed to me missing. 
 
    “If you hear anything, tell me,” my words echoing in the tunnel. 
 
    Skarl grunted an affirmative. 
 
    We passed a junction with several different tunnels going off in different directions. 
 
    I grabbed Philip by the scruff of the neck. “Which way leads to the women’s quarters?” 
 
    He looked around, at me. “Straight ahead,” he said. 
 
    We were already headed that way. I let go of his neck, saying nothing as we continued to tramp through the damp tunnel. Now, however, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up. I looked at Skarl. 
 
    The big Neanderthal nodded. “I feel something, too.” 
 
    There was a clang in the distance. 
 
    “What was that?” I said. 
 
    Others stirred, looking around. 
 
    I noted that the Nine were with me. 
 
    All of a sudden, a hurrah echoed off the corridor walls. Someone other than our guys made the noise. 
 
    “Someone is coming!” a Neanderthal in back shouted. 
 
    Panic could kill us faster than anything could. Fighting for our lives would be better than blind panic taking hold. 
 
    “Stand in place!” I shouted. “Be ready. Remember, we have superior weapons. We’ve defeated them before.” 
 
    Fear swirled in their eyes. They hadn’t signed up for tunnel warfare. We’d destroyed the enemy hours ago in the valley, in sunlight. Many of us were still tired from that fight. 
 
    The enemy must have raced from the side corridors we’d just passed. In the rear of our company came shouts and bellows. Seconds later, there were meaty thuds, roars of rage and screams. Luckily for us, they didn’t time it perfectly. 
 
    The others should have waited for us in front to surge through to help those in back. 
 
    “Look!” Philip shrieked, pointing ahead. 
 
    I turned—I’d already been looking back. Now, I looked forward again. 
 
    Charging down the tunnel before us raced Slave-Corps Neanderthals. These were bigger than any I’d seen so far. They weren’t as tall as I was, but certainly weighed more. They charged with ferocity, perhaps even with drugged craziness in their eyes. They bellowed, gripping spiked clubs and short swords, some both, one in each hand. 
 
    Before I could give a command, Skarl was down on one knee. He raised his lance and fired slowly and deliberately. He sent his missiles into the packed mass. 
 
    Others of the Nine followed Skarl’s example, sending mini-missile hissing at the unlucky enemy. 
 
    “Skarl,” I shouted, “you stay here. I’m going to help those in back.” 
 
    Without waiting for his reply, I waded through our packed-together warriors. I thought once more about Hannibal as he’d corralled the great Roman army of 70,000 legionaries into a tight mass. Those in the center hadn’t even been able to raise their weapons. 
 
    I pushed past Neanderthals, using my greater height to see over their heads. 
 
    In the back, a torch fell. From out of the shadows, a drug-crazed Slave-Corps Neanderthal shoved his short sword into one of our warrior’s guts. That Neanderthal screamed. 
 
    I raised my Colt high. Blam! Blam! Blam!  
 
    The automatic firing was deafening. Neanderthals threw themselves from it. It gave me an easy lane. 
 
    The enemy druggie’s head shattered, my bullets doing their job. More of them raced out of the shadows, their short swords reflecting torchlight and slashing. 
 
    I roared with rage and ran at them. As the enemy Neanderthals attacked, I deliberately fired, killing one after another. I swapped out the second-to-last magazine and shoved in the last, continuing until my automatic clicked empty. 
 
    The enemy Neanderthals were drugged, crazed, whatever it was, and winning this part of the fight in the back. 
 
    I noticed Zog and Drogar beside me. They fired their lances to great effect. That gave courage to our warriors, those wearing spiked gauntlets and helmets, wielding short swords and clubs of their own. 
 
    A battle royale took place in the grim confines of the tunnel. It was savage, as the enemy didn’t relent. Fortunately, they proved to be fewer than our one hundred and sixty-five. It was horrific, close-quarters fighting. 
 
    Did gophers fight like this underground in their tunnels? I had no idea. In the end, though, we killed every one of them. 
 
    I discovered abrasions on my arms and a shallow cut on my side. My automatic was useless now as I was out of bullets. The phasor was in my hand, almost depleted of power. I’d used it to kill a dozen drugged enemy swordsmen. 
 
    They might have annihilated us if we hadn’t possessed lances and my phasors. In the torchlight, it was clear they’d slain half of us. This was a disaster. 
 
    I reconsidered and shook my head. It was time to reframe this. It wasn’t a disaster, as many of us still lived. 
 
    Did the enemy have more surprises like that in store? Not if they’d unleashed the Slave-Corps Neanderthals in a drugged frenzy. 
 
    “Warriors,” I said. 
 
    Those that had them raised their torches, some picking others off the floor. 
 
    “The enemy wanted to stop us but failed. We must continue.” 
 
    There was no response. The savagery in the tunnel had taken something out of them. They needed it back if they were going to continue. 
 
    “Isn’t that right, Gruum?” I shouted. 
 
    “Yes,” Gruum said. “Now more than ever we must save the women before they’re taken off-planet.” 
 
    A few warriors stirred, looking around. That was a good sign. 
 
    “Do you know the way?” I asked Philip. Somehow, the little rascal had found his way near me. 
 
    “From here, I think so,” Philip said. 
 
    “You’ll guide us. But at the first sign of treachery—” I pushed the phasor barrel against his head, “you’ll be dead. Do you understand?” 
 
    Philip nodded, as he seemed to be out of his snappy replies. 
 
    “Let’s do this!” I shouted. 
 
    More Neanderthals stirred, a few nodding. They were getting their courage back. 
 
    Soon, eighty, maybe ninety of us, some limping, some wounded, continued deeper into the horrific tunnel system. 
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    We descended another level, all ninety-two of us. Skarl had counted and told me. 
 
    We had short swords, spiked clubs and leather helmets—better weapons for the majority of our guys. Unfortunately, we only had a few lances left. 
 
    I had one, each of the Nine had one and Brakka had one. There were two extras. More lances were upstairs above ground, I’m sure, beyond the mines, but this was it down here. 
 
    We were the tip of the spear trying to save the women before the First Folk transferred them to their planet. Certainly, we couldn’t go to the planet of the Institute. I’m sure the First Folk had plenty of high-tech gear to kill us there: floaters, phasor rifles and other weapons I’d faced in the Chaunt System. 
 
    If I had any say, I wouldn’t let any Neanderthals cross through the transfer point to the Institute—if the transfer point were still open. 
 
    I’d been thinking about that. The transfer point reminded me of the AI globe I’d faced at the bottom of the now-radiated Persian Gulf. Was the transfer machine like that or different? 
 
    I’m sure I didn’t know all there was about Traveling from one planet to the next. I did know the First Folk were not Travelers in the sense of having the right genes to use the obelisks and the ziggurats like Livi and I do. The First Folk had some other system, one limited in scope. 
 
    “I hear something,” Skarl said. 
 
    That broke me out of my reveries. 
 
    Some torches had guttered out by now. Others lit the few extras we’d brought along. Instead of narrowing, the tunnels had widened and gotten higher. 
 
    I heard it, too: faint calls, shouts. They reverberated down the tunnel, coming from ahead. 
 
    “The Nine, to me,” I said. I didn’t shout it, but spoke in a firm voice. 
 
    “What if they ambush us from behind again?” Philip said. “You need high-tech weaponeers in back as well.” 
 
    I looked at Philip, deciding not to respond. We’d have concentrated missile fire in one spot. I agreed with the theory of the German Army of World War II, concentrating everything into one mailed fist to smash through. The Israelis often did that, too. 
 
    We advanced cautiously, our Neanderthals pressing together, the herd instinct. They’d faced one too many battles. 
 
    Shouts, those were definitely shouts. Given the deepness of the voices, they sounded Neanderthal. 
 
    In the torchlight, we looked at each other. Skarl and Drogar sweated. Zog licked his lips. Even though he obviously feared the situation, he was eager to find a mate. 
 
    We rounded a bend. 
 
    My lance was raised, my thumb over the firing button, ready to press. 
 
    Instead of enemies, the tunnel merged into a large chamber. In the back were barred doors lined up in a row. 
 
    Big hairy hands gripped bars in the grates of the doors. 
 
    “Help us, help us.” The voice sounded familiar. Then it came to me. 
 
    “Krull,” I shouted, “is that you?” 
 
    From one of the grates, the hands moved away. A Neanderthal face peered through. “Bayard, Jake Bayard, I remember you. Help us. We’re prisoners.” 
 
    I thought carefully. “Skarl, Zog, Drogar, come with me. Brakka, make sure Philip doesn’t do anything suspicious.” 
 
    One of Brakka’s heavy hands fell onto Philip’s left shoulder. He drew the Homo habilis to him. 
 
    Philip didn’t like that, but this wasn’t the moment to trust the sneaky little bastard. 
 
    The four of us approached the barred doors, wary, suspecting a trap. Drogar held a torch. 
 
    “Stand back,” I said. 
 
    Krull and the others did so. 
 
    I looked at Skarl before I aimed and fired a missile at the door. The wood blasted apart. 
 
    “Come out of there,” I said. 
 
    Shoving past the ruined door, seven Neanderthals came out with hunched shoulders and fear etched on their faces. 
 
    “We were placed here because the masters deemed us unreliable,” Krull said. “They would have killed us, but I think they fled, not deeming us worth the risk.” 
 
    “Why would they kill you?” I asked. Krull looked leaner than I remembered. “How long have you been locked up?” 
 
    “By our reckoning, five days,” Krull said. 
 
    “And you’re still alive? How is that possible?” 
 
    “We were lucky. There’s a spot on the back wall where water seeps. We take turns licking it. That’s why we haven’t died of dehydration, although we’re starved.” 
 
    They looked starved, their cheeks almost gaunt and their eyes hollow. 
 
    “If you’re down here,” he said, “you must have defeated the Slave Corps.” 
 
    “Listen, Krull, if this is a trap you’ll be the first to die.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, no trap. Please, if you have some food, we’re starved.” 
 
    “We’ll get to that,” I said. 
 
    “Let us join you.” 
 
    “You played a game with me before. You didn’t tell me the truth.” 
 
    “I know. The masters forced it upon me. I…I’m sorry, Bayard. The masters played me false even after all I did for them.” 
 
    “That’s supposed to make me trust you?” I asked. 
 
    Krull closed his eyes, breathing heavily. He opened his eyes. “Look, us seven, we know how to run the machine. That’s one of the reasons they didn’t trust us. The masters thought we might sabotage it. We talked about it—you may need us to help you with the transfer machine.” 
 
    I looked at Skarl. 
 
    He was stoic, his face unreadable. 
 
    Krull had a point. If they were techs— 
 
    “All right,” I said, “we’re going to tie your hands behind your backs. If you prove honest and faithful, we’ll let you live. Isn’t that right, Skarl?” 
 
    The stoicism departed as Skarl looked at Krull with narrowed eyes. “Let it be so,” he said gruffly. 
 
    Krull and the others turned their backs to us and put their hands behind them. Drogar lashed each pair of wrists. We placed them in the center of our party, now ninety-nine strong. 
 
    “Are you the last left in the mine?” I asked Krull. 
 
    “I don’t know. We haven’t heard much from here. Thank you for the food, by the way.” 
 
    Drogar had shoved a piece of hardtack into each of their mouths. The captives had devoured it, proving the validity of their statement. 
 
    “The women,” Zog said, stepping up, thrusting his face near Krull’s, “what has happened to the women?” 
 
    Krull shook his head. “The masters must have taken the women.” 
 
    “No,” Zog said, “no.” 
 
    “Let’s check the women’s quarters,” I said. “Let’s make sure before we come to any conclusions.” 
 
    I stared at Zog. 
 
    Zog finally gained control of his emotions and nodded. 
 
    With Philip leading the way and Krull adding recommendations, we headed for the next level. 
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    Not to make too fine of a point about it, but we reached the women’s quarters and broke into them. I knew we’d reached their quarters because the smell was much different, better. 
 
    Long ago, I’d worked two weeks in juvenile hall as a substitute guard. They’d had us walk through the boys’ unit. It stank like sweat. Then I was a guard in co-ed, with younger, smaller boys and the girls. It smelled much more pleasant, as you could well imagine. 
 
    That was the same difference here. I suppose these quarters were like the Ottoman Sultan’s harem. 
 
    Zog went crazy, dashing about, searching for the women. 
 
    Others dashed like mice going in all directions. 
 
    I sat in the main room on a sofa. So did Gruum. I debated taking off the ropes tying Krull and the other Neanderthals’ wrists, but decided against it. They sat and waited quietly on the floor. 
 
    Most of the free Neanderthals shouted and raved, looking for the women. 
 
    The women are gone, aren’t they, Krull?” I said. 
 
    “They’re most certainly gone,” Krull said. 
 
    Our Neanderthals were wild to find them. They could certainly smell that women had been here. It was driving them mad. 
 
    For at least a half hour, they went wild searching, wasting time on a fruitless endeavor. 
 
    I knew that almost right away. Yet, one had to use what one had instead of what one wished he had. You had to deal with people, even Neanderthals, as they were. 
 
    Finally, many returned to this largest chamber. Some looked stricken. Others fumed with rage and grim purposefulness. 
 
    I had to fix this, fast, or there might be a riot. 
 
    Standing, I shouted, “This isn’t the end of the story, my friends. Don’t panic. Don’t think you’re never going to find your mates. This is just part of the story.” 
 
    I repeated that several times until most had returned. It was time to finish this. 
 
    I turned to Philip. “Do you know where the transfer machine is?” 
 
    “Of course I know,” Philip said. 
 
    “Krull?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ll tell you if he speaks the truth or not,” Krull said. “But I’m curious, why are his hands untied and not ours?” 
 
    I almost said, “Free him.” But I remembered the crazed tunnel assault several levels up. Caution might reap huge rewards. 
 
    “I’ll untie your hands if you prove trustworthy. He’s—” I jerked a thumb at Philip—“he has proven himself several times over.” 
 
    Philip glanced at me with surprise, grinning a second later. 
 
    I figured it was time to throw Philip a bone, a nice word before the assembled Neanderthals. 
 
    Krull thought about that, nodding. 
 
    We left the women’s quarters and began to jog through the corridors, descending another two levels. 
 
    As we turned into a new hall, bright light glowed ahead. Some wanted to dash there. 
 
    “Carefully, carefully,” I said. “Since there’s electricity down here, we must be on our guard more than ever.” 
 
    I took out the phasor even as I kept a lance. Here it was. Krull and Philip both agreed the transfer machine was just ahead. 
 
    Was the machine still in operation? If so, that would be a boon. 
 
    “Let’s try to surprise them if they’re still working over there,” I said. 
 
    Given our numbers, we moved stealthily and quickly. The Nine and Brakka were with me. 
 
    Zog couldn’t contain himself, though. He’d started panting the second he saw the bright light. Now, holding his lance, he broke into a sprint. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, “let’s follow him.” 
 
    Zog reached the corner ahead of us, but not by much. We raced into a huge cavernous chamber perhaps half the size of a football stadium. At the far end was a circular, shimmering portal. 
 
    Three well-dressed First Folk whirled around. A team of Neanderthals shoved heavy equipment up a ramp to the portal. One shoved a piece of equipment through the portal so it disappeared. 
 
    That had to be the transfer machine. There were banks of controls to the sides. 
 
    The three First Folk had holstered phasors at their sides. Zog was already firing his lance. It might have been his best shooting. 
 
    Before I knew it, two of the First Folk were dead on the ground, their chests blown open. The last one hooted in terror, sprinting up the ramp, past the Neanderthals and dove through the shimmering portal. 
 
    It wavered like upright water, and he was gone. 
 
    The Neanderthals on the ramp looked at it, at us and then raced for it, diving through the portal to join their master. 
 
    Those on the floor looked at us in terror. 
 
    “Lay down and you won’t be harmed,” I shouted. 
 
    They lay down speedily. 
 
    Zog sprinted for the portal. 
 
    “Stop,” I shouted. “Don’t do it.” 
 
    Zog paid no heed. His booted feet touched the end of the ramp. 
 
    The portal glistened and shimmered, and abruptly powered down. The sheen disappeared. Behind it was rocky emptiness. 
 
    The First Folk must have shut it down from their side. 
 
    This chamber’s lights stayed on, a plus. Clearly, though, the First Folk had taken all the women and the vast majority of Neanderthal slaves. The few remaining on the floor were now stranded on Garm with us. Except for Philip, all the First Folk were gone. Just the Neanderthals and I remained. 
 
    Zog threw back his head and howled with rage and despair. He fired missiles one after the other at the walls, randomly blowing holes. When his lance clicked empty, he rushed and tried to snatch Drogar’s lance. 
 
    “Subdue him,” I said. 
 
    Skarl and Drogar did just that, even though Zog raged and fought against them. 
 
    Panting, Zog bellowed, “They’ve taken our women. Our women are gone forever. We’ll never have a mate. None of us. It’s over. It is all over. It is finished.” 
 
    The crowd of Neanderthals seethed with hopelessness and rage. Destructiveness filled their eyes. Unless I could figure out something fast, they were going to tear this place apart. It was possible Krull, Philip, and I would face the ire of their impotent rage. 
 
    I had to do something, or else. 
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    Zog wept on the floor. Skarl and Drogar had released him. Zog groaned with deep groaning. 
 
    Others did likewise. Their emotion was sweeping across to the rest. 
 
    I took out my knife and cut the bonds of Krull and the others. I was thinking hard and fast. This was a volatile situation. Grief that cannot be assuaged is a terrible emotion, a powerful emotion. They’d soon turn on us. I was the other. Even after all I’d done, I didn’t feel safe. Even Gruum was beginning to look upset. 
 
    I had to give the Neanderthals hope. What kind of hope did they want? Clearly, they wanted the hope of having a woman. If you don’t have a woman and you want one more than anything, there’s nothing that can assuage that except a woman. You can drink. You can do other things. But there was only one way to fill the longing. You had to find a woman. A woman, preferably, that was eager to be with the man and delighted in his company. 
 
    The Neanderthals had been bachelors for many, many years. They must have yearned for the day they could finally have a mate. The idea of storming the mines and finally having their women had filled them with hope and longing. Note how they’d fought savagely and brilliantly against much greater numbers. Oh, yeah, these guys needed some hope and I had to give it to them now. 
 
    In a flash, I saw it. I understood. It made sense in a way. 
 
    “Men, no,” I coughed. “Neanderthals, people, warriors, listen to me, hearken to my words. I know what to do. I know how to get you Neanderthal women.” 
 
    They turned to me. 
 
    Even Zog, who dried tears of frustration and rage from his face, looked up. 
 
    I knew I had to finish. I had to give them my plan, the full plan. I hoped Krull and Philip knew enough. Krull, I suspected, had had access to women and so didn’t have the woman sickness, the woman hunger that drove him to anxiety like these others. 
 
    “Listen!” I held up both hands. “I’m a Traveler, as many of you know. I’ve been from one planet to another and I’ve seen marvels, yet I’ve seen something else. There is a planet where other Neanderthals have snake people ruling them.” 
 
    I left out that the other Neanderthals were hairy and bigger than those on Garm. Maybe bachelors could overlook that. Maybe I could worry about that part later. Here was a way to give them hope now. 
 
    “What are snake people?” Zog was up on his feet as fire blazed in his eyes. 
 
    “They’re a hideous people who literally eat Neanderthals,” I said. 
 
    A feeling of horror swept through them. 
 
    “Warriors,” I said, “we have the transfer machine. Do you not understand?” 
 
    “The machine is down,” Zog said. “Down, how can it help us?” 
 
    I pointed at Philip, Krull and the others. “These technicians know how to fix the machine.” I turned to them. “Do you not?” 
 
    “Yes,” Philip said in what sounded like a squeaky voice compared to the bull roar of the Neanderthals. 
 
    “Yes,” Krull said in a deeper voice, “we can fix it.” 
 
    “We won’t be able to go to the Institute planet,” I said, “because the First Folk there will be ready for us. The First Folk will ambush us with terrible weapons, but these others, they won’t be able to stand against us. We’ll train and we’ll use the weapons that are no doubt littered about the mine. I’ll train you to fight even better than you have. You’ve swept everyone aside and you’ve done that with primitive weapons. What if you had the great, godlike weapons of the First Folk? Then the snake people, these Ophidians, would die and you could rescue the trapped Neanderthals. They have many women, many women there, enough so there would be a mate for each of you. 
 
    “Warriors, I know what I’m talking about. The history of Earth, my planet, shows us the truth of it. There were these Romans and they didn’t have enough women. So they trekked to a different land and waited behind trees. When the Sabine women came out to perform their sacred duties, the Romans ran out and snatched them, capturing Sabine brides. Later, when the brothers and fathers came to fight the Romans, the Sabine women rushed between them and said, ‘Let us have peace. We already have children by the Romans. We don’t want war. Let there be unity.’ 
 
    “That is what will happen on Saddoth. We’ll open the portal. It will take time, of course. That’s obvious. We cannot do it immediately, but we will do it. I promise you that. You know me. I’m Jake Bayard the Traveler. I’ve kept every promise I’ve given you. I’ll keep this promise, too. The way will be open and we’ll go through as the mightiest soldiers in all the former Harmony of Planets. We’ll defeat these Ophidians. And if we don’t defeat them, we’ll at least smash the nearby units and grab Neanderthal mates for each of you. Think of that. It is not over. It is not over at all. It is just beginning.” 
 
    A few looked at each other. Some shook their heads angrily, Zog among them. 
 
    “You’ve won your planet. Yes, yes, yes. This was a setback today. There is no question about that. It was a grim setback just now. But oh, I see the fire in your hearts. I see the wonderful valor that you’ve exhibited. No one has fought as you have fought today. This was unique. This was….spellbinding. 
 
    “Now, my brothers, now fellow warriors, I’ll train you so that you’re the best. We’ll gather all the free Neanderthals of Garm and we’ll fix this machine. We’ll fix the transfer machine.” 
 
    “When?” Zog asked. “Fix it now.” 
 
    “I’ve already told you. First, we need to train. Yes, I know you’re eager, Zog. I appreciate that. You’ve been one of the bravest of all because the fire in your belly to get yourself a mate propels you. Well, you, my friend—” I pointed at him. “You’re going to get a mate. I’ll see to that personally.” 
 
    The Neanderthals stared at me, a few with hope in their eyes. 
 
    “We’re momentarily stopped. But think of what you’ve done. You’ve rid the planet of the First Folk. You’ve gained control of Garm. It is yours. Now, we’ll use the resources this mine can give us. You all know how great that is. Perhaps we’ll use tools from here to search deeper in the other mine where Gruum found these lances. There will be more and better weapons down there. We’ll combine that and we’ll use the power of the ancient Neanderthals. We’ll be a mighty force, the greatest in all the ex-Harmony of Planets. More importantly, you’ll all have mates and you’ll all have children, becoming fathers. Here today in this mine is the nucleus of the new Garm, of the powerful Garm, of the free Garm. 
 
    “Warriors, lift your voices and roar for the great deeds you will do. Roar for the great deeds you have done this moment.” 
 
    I prodded Krull with the end of my lance. 
 
    “Hip, hooray!” Krull shouted. His friends immediately did likewise. 
 
    Bit by bit, Skarl, Gruum, Brakka and the others cheered. It wasn’t the loudest cheers I’d ever heard, but they cheered. I’d averted the grief that could have caused a disaster. 
 
    Now, the big question was, could I achieve my promises? The secondary question was, if I did, could they accept hairy Neanderthal mates? That was something we were going to potentially find out. 
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    Three and a half weeks had passed, Earth weeks, since we broke through to the transfer portal and the last First Folk had escaped. It had been three and a half weeks since I’d talked Zog down, and I’d made wild promises to the rest. 
 
    By degrees, we’d brought in other free Neanderthals and had also found a few ex-slave Neanderthals hidden in the mines. 
 
    We had a grand and mighty five hundred and fifty-six Neanderthals. That counted every one of them, even those who were still sick and recovering from their wounds. We didn’t find any of the Slave-Corps Neanderthals. They’d taken off to places unknown or had died for whatever reason. 
 
    We hadn’t found any flying saucers or drones in the mine or elsewhere. We had found a cache of phasors. Yet, the apparatuses to re-power them were gone. We had the old machine back in the other mountain. There was debate about bringing it here. 
 
    That was one question among many. Where would our headquarters be? I was for here because this was where the portal was. 
 
    Gruum, of all things, wanted to go back to his bed in his cave. He wasn’t feeling as vigorous as before. The efforts the past three and a half weeks, and the time before that, had taken its toll on the old Neanderthal. He was sad all the women were on the planet of the Institute. 
 
    Philip and Krull had found a star chart pinpointing Saddoth, the planet of the Ophidians. It was indeed twenty-six light years from Earth and seventy-three light years from Garm. 
 
    I learned more about the transfer portal. Philip explained it one night. It was an ancient system, older than the obelisks and the ziggurats. There were only a few working systems left. It did appear one of those was on Saddoth. Whether the Ophidians used it to go anywhere and link to other star systems, I hadn’t yet learned.” 
 
    There were five hundred and fifty-six Neanderthals and one human. I didn’t know if I could fulfill my promises to Zog and the others. He asked me daily about that and stayed by my side far too much. 
 
    Zog didn’t trust me. He was too angry for trust. 
 
    If nothing else worked, I was for punching through onto the Institute planet. Philip hadn’t told us its location yet. He claimed that knowledge had been burned out of his brain long ago. I didn’t really believe that, but I didn’t push it for now. 
 
    Our star chart showed some of the other former planets of the Harmony, but that wasn’t where my interests lay. 
 
    I walked outside with Skarl and Krull. They were turning out to be my favorite Neanderthals. 
 
    We trudged toward the obelisk. I hadn’t yet seen it. 
 
    It had been three and a half Earth weeks and longer than that since I’d seen Livi. I yearned for her. 
 
    Sigh. 
 
    I’d begun some desultory training with a group of chosen Neanderthals. But we had so few phasors and we couldn’t recharge them easily. We had one hundred and ninety-eight lances left. We needed new weapons and in abundance. 
 
    One of my ideas was to take a team down into the other mountain with the magnetic train line, drilling with phasors in order to find more weapons. Maybe we should scour the mine here again and hope there was some secret place we’d missed earlier. 
 
    Even if we found weapons, though, how could I conquer Saddoth with five hundred and fifty-six Neanderthals? That didn’t even make a battalion. 
 
    I had made big promises but lacked the means to achieve them. I wanted to do it. I wanted Garm back on its feet. They needed both men and women if they were going to have a functional society. Without children, it would die out in a generation. 
 
    What was I going to do? 
 
    As I trudged over snow, I saw the obelisk in the distance. 
 
    Skarl and Krull hadn’t said much today. I wondered if they had secret instructions from Gruum or even Zog. “Do not let him go too close to the obelisk or he might use it to transport away and leave us in the lurch.” 
 
    I admit the thought was on my mind. 
 
    Would they string me up if we couldn’t get the portal working? Krull and his boys were doing the best they could. Philip might be holding back on us. 
 
    I didn’t know what the sneaky Homo habilis was hoping. He didn’t like being the lone First Folk, the butt of many jokes, to the Neanderthals. They’d suffered for generations under the First Folk and now they had one who could be the jester or clown of their ham-fisted jokes. 
 
    What was I going to do with Philip? Probably, I should have taken him along with me today. I wondered if he could secretly activate the portal and slip away onto the planet of the Institute. 
 
    I stared at the obelisk as I drew closer to it. 
 
    I noticed Krull and Skarl had moved closer to me. 
 
    “Don’t you guys trust me?” I asked. 
 
    Krull looked away. He did not have the same standing with the others as the warriors. They still distrusted him. I think Krull dreaded the idea of me leaving. If I left, he would be the one they’d take out their frustrations on. 
 
    And what if Gruum died? There was a power struggle even now because Gruum wasn’t around as much. Zog’s standing was high. The others had seen his fire for a woman. Ninety percent of the Neanderthals felt the same way. Skarl was a great warrior and obviously wanted a mate, but it wasn’t the same for him as it was for Zog. A few followed Skarl because he was the biggest, the champion and the hardest fighter. But Zog… 
 
    I didn’t trust Zog. 
 
    Soon, the three of us stood in front of the obelisk. There were no statues around it. The obelisk was old, pitted and all alone. 
 
    It was windy here, but not as cold as it had been. We’d come up in the heart of winter on Garm, not that there was as much variation between the seasons as on Earth. 
 
    My mind stirred, and I heard, Traveler, would you like to leave this place? 
 
    My heart quickened. That was the question. I didn’t answer in my mind or aloud. Dare I try? Skarl and Krull might crush me to the ground. 
 
    You do not answer. If you are a prisoner, I can make it so that those two cannot harm you, the voice in my head said. 
 
    I looked up at the pyramidion. It glowed faintly with a reddish tinge. 
 
    I turned to the Neanderthals. “Gentlemen, I’m going to ask the obelisk a few questions. Please don’t take alarm.” 
 
    Skarl and Krull looked at me in alarm just the same. 
 
    I faced obelisk and asked in English, “Could you send me to Earth?” 
 
    Of course, the pyramidion said in my mind. Is that your wish? 
 
    I shook my head. “No,” I said, “not yet. I have a mission to perform here.” 
 
    Would you like to go to the Vega System? 
 
    All this talk of women, I kept thinking of Livi and how she’d left me. I was certain a psi-master had put the thought in her mind. 
 
    “Just a moment, pyramidion,” I said. 
 
    I turned to Skarl and Krull. “The three of us could go to my planet. We could go through the subterranean area looking for weapons and equipment that might help us here. What do you say?” 
 
    Krull looked at Skarl and shrugged. “I’m game.” 
 
    Skarl eyed me. “Is this a trick? We’ve trusted you, Bayard.” 
 
    “It’s not a trick. It’s a question. What do you say?” 
 
    “If you think it wise,” Skarl said, “I’ll do it.” 
 
    I turned back to the obelisk. 
 
    Was it wise? What if the Earth had erupted in a nuclear holocaust? Perhaps radiation had reached the South Pole. What if the Krekelens had set up teams and were waiting to capture me there? I’d made promises to the Neanderthals. Should I forget about the promises, or was I a man of my word? I didn’t like the idea of leaving these guys in the lurch. Would the pyramidion in Antarctica allow me a second time to Garm? It hadn’t let me to go to the Vega System. 
 
    I stood indecisive for possibly ten seconds. Finally, however, I knew the answer. It wasn’t the time to leave Garm. Three and a half weeks, there was more we could do, and if nothing else, I wanted to fix the portal so that we could make a raid onto Saddoth. Then, we could free Bok and the others and get some mates for these guys…maybe…if they found hairy Neanderthal women beautiful or not. If not…I’d need another idea. 
 
    I would have finally kept my promise to my blood-brother Bok. I think that was what was driving me in this. 
 
    “Gentlemen,” I said, “I don’t think it’s a good idea we go to Earth.” 
 
    While saying that, I felt a longing in my chest. I wouldn’t see Earth for a while. I was going to stick with these guys and see it through. This was a two-step solution. I was going to try to get these guys mates. What a primeval, what a basic thing, and yet that was what I’d promised. It was more than just a promise. It was the life of these Neanderthals. 
 
    If I failed, an entire race would be wiped out. Perhaps Neanderthals would live as slaves at the Institute, but the First Folk might work them to death, just like how the Spanish conquistadors had worked many Indians to death in the New World in their gold and silver mines. 
 
    I had a promise to fulfill. These guys were my friends, my comrades. They were human after a fashion. No, they were as human as I was, just of a different species, I suppose, like how a German shepherd is different from a Beagle. If I had a Neanderthal girl, I’d produce a child that could also reproduce. So that was closer than a horse would be to a donkey. Would that work the same way for the Neanderthals on Saddoth? 
 
    …I hadn’t thought out that part. I didn’t know the answer. Were the Neanderthals on Saddoth similar enough to the Neanderthals on Garm? 
 
    “Let’s go back, gentlemen, I’ve seen enough.” 
 
    We turned around and headed for the mine. 
 
    I had a lot to do, as so much rested on me. What would the coming weeks, what would the coming months bring? I’d have the escape valve of running to the obelisk and going back to Earth, or maybe attempting to go into the Vega System. 
 
    Maybe I’d scout and take a look at Saddoth, though that seemed risky.  
 
    Maybe that would be the way I’d have to do it, though. I’d have to take a small company of Neanderthals armed with phasors, and we could roam and raid. Would we take off all our clothes and go naked in order to fool the Ophidians? That had been a gamble last time that had barely paid off for me. 
 
    As I trudged back, I began to tell Skarl and Krull about Bok and the people there, how I’d befriended them and how they fought against the Ophidians. I still left out the part how those Neanderthals were different. 
 
    Skarl and Krull listened closely, interested. 
 
    “These are the ones you wish to help?” Skarl asked. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    “You are a friend of the Neanderthals,” Skarl said. “I, for one, appreciate it.” 
 
    “And I, Jake Bayard, will stand by your side,” Krull added. 
 
    “Thanks,” I replied. “I really appreciate that. It means a lot.” 
 
    Yeah, I was the Galactic Marine. Perhaps even more important, I was the Knight Errant. This was a worthy goal. It would make the difference to many lives and to those on two planets. 
 
    Should I let the Ophidians continue to eat another intelligent species? I’d hated that for a long time. I hadn’t thought about it; I hated it so much because it bothered me too much. 
 
    We headed back for the mine, and I began to plot and think. How could we do this? How could I keep my word, and how could I get the Garm Neanderthals some mates they loved so Garm would be a populated planet? 
 
    That was my goal, and I’d make every effort to ensure a successful outcome. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
    From the Author: Thanks Reader! I hope you’ve enjoyed NEANDERTHAL PLANET. If you liked the book and would like to see the story continue, please put up some stars and a review. 
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