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City of Fire
Lieutenant Dathan Herulus, Azgaril Northern Liberation Army
Clouds of bright red dust–mingled with hot, steamy smoke–settled like a suffocating veil into the trench, coating my sweat-glistened arms with gritty powder. To my right, forty-five young men, most of whom had never fired a shot in anger, awaited nervously. Some coughed, others cursed, while a few prayed to obscure, small-town gods, or even the emperor himself. I didn't bother with prayers. I’d long since forgotten how to pray.
The moment before me had long haunted my dreams, occupying the free space of idle time, drifting through my existence like a lazy river in midsummer. I believed that my training and intellect made a difference, that I was destined somehow to change the world, rather than ordering a mass of marginally insolent, bored recruits to carry out a shouting centurion's bidding.
We'd marched for weeks with little rest, slogging up what seemed like an endless series of rain forest-covered ridges, swatting swarms of mosquitoes, living in a slimy, red muck that sucked the soles of our boots as we walked. The mud permeated our fatigues and stuck to every speck of unprotected skin. Endless midsummer rain, heat and humidity reduced our condition to abject misery, but I noticed morale increase as my men sensed that this wretched campaign might soon meet its end.
Overhead, the incessant shrieking of artillery shells faded as the proud battlements surrounding the Lithian city of Shirak succumbed to their pounding. A spectacular explosion showered the trembling ground with slivers of splintered stone, and through the haze I could see wide breaches in the crumbling wall. With a loud shout, many thousands of men's voices aspired in a unified war cry.
"Let's go! Let's go!" I screamed above the din, scrambling out of the sodden trench, racing toward the enemy with conviction driven by adrenaline. My chance to prove my worth as a combat leader had finally arrived! My legs pumped, my heart pounded and my lungs seemed on fire from inhaling smoke, yet other, younger and faster men surpassed me easily.
How the skinny vermin on the other side survived our shelling I'll never know, but they remained alive and waiting. Speeding silently through swirling fog flashed wickedly well-aimed arrows and bullets. Brave men stumbled in mid-stride, screaming in torment as sharp, ferro-ceramic arrowheads and small caliber munitions tore through their skin. I witnessed the random slaughter of young men who would never again know a loving caress, the fine delight of friendship or the comfort of home. I watched many comrades fall face-first into the rain-drenched and shell-cratered ground, fighting back unspoken terror as I raced forward in desperate hope that I would not be found among their number.
Before me loomed a shattered basalt wall, its angular face designed to deflect catapult shots, battering rams and obsolete cannon balls. No proud stone could turn back our modern, high explosive shells. Its ruin, sealed from the order that brought our big guns forward, foreshadowed the demise of many nations that would fall into our hands, once we'd finished our work in this hell of heat and endless green. At that moment, however, most of us believed our current assault comprised the final act of a long and bloody drama.
I staggered toward shelter, coughing from exertion and smoke inhalation, squatting to recover near a large stone. Sergeant Aransen, my favorite NCO, a veteran of hard-fought island campaigns against the hated Kamerese, clustered enlisted troops into five-man squads, ordering bayonets fixed. Our advance, covered by a rain of gunfire from the trenches, stalled dangerously as we picked our way through the smouldering debris field.
Regaining my breath, I realized our progress might be in vain if we did not continue quickly. "First squad," I shouted, "through the breach! Second squad, fire support on the left flank! Move! Now!"
Obediently the men responded. Within a single step, the point man dropped to the ground as an enemy round found its deadly mark in his neck, but even before he’d fallen, another warrior moved forward to take his place. The second group began firing at the unseen sniper as I sent in the third and fourth, until our numbers overwhelmed resistance. Once we’d established a toehold, my warriors and thousands of cohorts on our flanks streamed through the broken walls like the tide of a rising flood, preceded by a rain of profanity and bullets.
Shirak looked unlike any city I'd ever seen. Its confines, dense with trees, lacked open space. This made the town look very similar to the forest that grew beyond its walls. But as my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I realized that the Lithian savages had built tight fitting stone connections between thick, vine-covered trees, creating buildings custom-shaped to fit within the surrounding foliage. Graceful, gated archways lead into well-manicured, private gardens, complete with obscene, ceramic fountains. The stone walls mingled with living palisades of watered plants, extending two and three levels into the canopy.
Not a single building sported a solid roof. Slender, hardwood beams, inserted through holes bored into the top courses of stone at regular intervals, supported fragrant, flowering vines that served as kind of a rude thatching. This kind of covering couldn't have stopped much rainfall, and from what we'd experienced, it rained a lot here.
Cautiously moving beneath the multi-layered tree canopy, we followed narrow, well-worn stone paths set in a herringbone pattern, bordered on both sides by ferns, mosses and other varieties of light-hating plants. The trails, slick with slime and rain, led through the city in a twisting, undulating maze that seemed to switch back twice for every time one of them led forward.
I’d formed my men into three units of fifteen soldiers, spaced apart by about twenty paces, with Sergeant Aransen up front controlling the first squad. I remained in the second group, leaving the third for Sergeant Laredimus, a tobacco chewing veteran whose incessant spitting inspired my personal desire to always keep the man well behind me.
Confusion reigned in the gloom. Gunshots, smoke, the stench of loosened bowels and a sense of impending death, punctuated by the occasional whine of a stray artillery shell and the rumble of its subsequent explosion, conspired to isolate my senses from an awareness of the larger battle lumbering around my unit. We plunged onward, deeper into the alien city, further from direct contact with other squadrons.
The Lithians never attacked in any recognizable pattern. Their armies offered no organized resistance now. Instead, they relied on isolated ambush tactics and stealth, as hidden snipers selected their targets, then slipped away into the darkness. We never really saw them–even after our eyes got used to the gloom–and often shot at shadows, sending volleys of lead in their general direction until they didn't shoot back anymore.
Although we found many enemy casualties, the sniping intensified. To my surprise, some of the dead were Lithian cows, dressed in gossamer fabric that revealed their lovely flesh in ways that even in death, attracted our attention. The bucks wore similar attire. Some of the dead also sported fine chain mail made of a bluish metal that while strong and lightweight, couldn’t stop a bullet.
Our battle, a taxing ritual of entering and investigating every building, flushing out snipers and evading traps, inspired increasing frustration as the enemy continually faded away from conflict. Their amorphous resistance steadily drained ammunition to the extent that I had to reduce the number of rifles returning fire in order to conserve bullets. By noon I’d lost eight men, and a skittish terror gripped every survivor.
We found trinkets, a few coins and alabaster or jade furniture, while stepping over the bodies of the elderly, small children, and any warrior who dared oppose our entry. We discarded worthless weapons, but stripped the dead of their knives and swords because Lithian metallurgy surpassed our own in quality. Their blades possessed a coveted, magic sharpness that made them valuable tools and collector’s items.
Roughly three hours into the battle a messenger arrived, cursed profoundly that we we’d been so hard to find, then breathlessly recited an order from my centurion that demanded we push north to a central plaza at all possible speed. He gave no reason, but I figured we were destined for some heavier action in a hurry.
Curiously, after passing on the orders to my sergeants, I noticed a general lift in morale. Enthusiasm spread with the news that we'd actually be doing something. Finding this plaza, however, proved more complex than simply marching there in a straight line. Deep gloom, the contradictory, deceptive battle sounds and an unfamiliar landscape conspired to confuse everyone, we were soon lost, and I became impatient. I had not come here to fail, yet to this point, that had been my most obvious accomplishment.
Sergeant Laredimus, sensing my frustration, quietly suggested that we send a small scouting party ahead to map out the best approach, moving the main group only when we were certain that the chosen path did not backtrack. This sounded like a good idea, so I picked my most reliable men, checked their compass, and sent them off.
Our progress slowed and my patience wore thin. Eventually we arrived at a crossroads, where several paths intersected at odd angles in a clearing. A fountain of jade and obsidian, carved in indecent male and female figures playing harps and woodwind instruments, lay at the center of this intersection. My men began to drink and refresh themselves, gawking at and joking about the sculpture while I tried to figure out where to go next. I discreetly discussed the navigational problem with my sergeants, anxious to arrive where ordered in a manner that would not add to my embarrassment.
Without warning, a series of portals flashed open all around us, blinding our eyes in brilliant light. Voices, speaking strange words, called fire out of thin air and directed it at our assembled troops, many of whom burst into unquenchable flame.
"Hold your fire!" I screamed, trying to prevent the men from wasting ammunition. I didn't know at the time that the infernal Lithian magic had spontaneously ignited our bandoliers and loaded rifles.
Then, inexplicably, the fountain water thickened and came alive. To my utter astonishment, it divided into multiple streams and gushed forward, each stream seeking a man’s face. Unable to breathe, blinded and defenseless, I confronted the unbelievable prospect of drowning with my feet standing on dry ground.
It coiled around my flailing hands and wrapped around my neck when I turned my back, its force so powerful I could offer no resistance. My body slammed against the unyielding cobblestones. Water clung to my flesh, hammered in my ears, crawled into my mouth and nose, reaching down my throat like a malevolent serpent. I coughed, spat and rolled in agony, resisting death as I fought the urge to inhale. Nothing in my life had ever terrified me like this.
In an instant, as soon as I believed I would surely die, the attack stopped. My heart pounded. I could hold my breath no longer, but when I gasped for air, my lungs functioned perfectly. I rolled onto my back, noting not even a drop of moisture on my skin, my uniform or the surrounding ground. Mysteriously, the fountain lay quiet once more.
Fear lingered in the eyes of every survivor.
Those of us who had not drowned endured the stench of cooked flesh as the magic fire continued burning. In an effort to save his stricken comrade, one man dunked his helmet into the fountain and tried to quench the fire, but the water simply recoiled and raced back from whence it came. When another tried to snuff out the flames with a blanket from his pack, he too, caught fire. We felt that those destined to die in this place would die, while the rest of us watched, helplessly.
No new and clever leadership ideas came to mind. My first taste of combat conclusively demonstrated complete failure as I watched the stricken succumb to their fate.
For want of a better idea, I ordered all survivors fifteen paces away from the fountain, masking my own panic by acting like I knew what I was doing. "Form up and count off!" I ordered, facing the threat nervously. "Eyes on me!" I figured that if the wicked magic erupted again, we might better survive with our backs to it.
My youngest recruits seemed unnerved by the fire, the fountain experience and the nauseating reek of burning bodies. A few men coughed, hacked, spit, retched and shivered, while others, glancing backward, grimaced. Afraid they would blame me for this, I cursed profoundly. "There's nothing you can do for them now."
How much of that statement was truth, I honestly didn't know.
Anxious to move onward, I sent the men across a creek and had Sergeant Aransen reassemble the seventeen survivors on its far bank before continuing on our way. I lingered to take up the trailing position, longing for home as my eyes fixed upon a scene that inspired nightmares for months to come.
The men fell silent and sullen, slogging along in wet boots that chafed their skin raw. I checked the compass distractedly, wondering if other lieutenants were equally inept, or whether my inability to inspire confidence indicated a personal problem. My singular success consisted of leading soldiers to pointless, painful deaths. The possibility that such an outcome might occur under my leadership had never crossed my mind.
Sergeant Aransen stood alongside the trudging warriors, waiting for me. "Buck up, lieutenant," he warned, discretely. "You still have men to lead. If they see you wringing your hands like an old woman, they'll start acting like old women too."
The comment seemed unfair, but Aransen–a longtime veteran–had survived the bloodiest campaign General Balinor’s private army ever waged, and I trusted him. Nodding, I put the compass away and moved to the front.
We couldn’t find the plaza. Almost two hours later, we couldn’t even hear the battle anymore, and even the most dim-witted recruit realized that we’d become utterly lost. Hungry and footsore, we paused in an area dominated by large, empty villas surrounded by towering, moss-covered walls. Biting insects rose from their nesting puddles in welcome as we settled near the silent stones to eat cold rations.
Just as we were ready to move on again, one of the recruits approached me with an ornate string of freshwater pearls, fashioned with nuggets of turquoise and gold filigree. The delicate jewelry, about the size of a young girl's wrist, looked valuable. Curious, I inquired: "Where did you find this?"
"That house," he said, pointing to a gated structure behind him. "There's probably more stuff left. Backrin and Gehenoff went in further than I did."
I counted the men in my vicinity–only fifteen–and made a mental note to give these three a sound chewing out for wandering off, deciding it would have to wait for an unspecified time in the future. While mulling over my list of favored obscenities, I heard a stray shot and a distinctively male scream from inside the building. "Come with me," I ordered, signaling for others to follow, pointing to where I wanted support squads to assemble. The troops immediately followed my orders. I suddenly forgot about my confidence problem, plunging inside, bayonet ready.
Private Backrin crouched at the base of a magnificent stone staircase that spiraled up to the next floor. Pain painted his face as he clutched his right wrist and bit on his lower lip to avoid crying out again. Though I am no medic, even in the dim light my cursory inspection noted cut bone beneath a deep gash in Backrin’s leather gauntlet. A frighteningly keen blade had parted leather and flesh with ease. How had he come close enough to one of these to suffer damage of this kind?
"Get Sivestri up here!" I ordered, calling for our medic. Backrin’s bleeding seemed serious, and I worried that I’d soon lose another soldier.
"What happened?" I inquired.
Private Backrin wouldn't raise his eyes to mine, trembling with fear and shame. "We found this girl," he began. "We wanted her. She was alone we didn't think she could fight."
"Lith cow!" I muttered. "Where's Gehenoff?"
"She killed him when he tried to go upstairs," Backrin replied. "Be careful, lieutenant. She's got a bow, and she’s deadly with that thing!"
I arose to ascend the stairs, but Sergeant Aransen stopped me with a firm hand on my shoulder. “We need you, sir,” he said. Aransen jerked his head to send a couple of privates up first.
Once the lead man reached the top step, he raised his gun and fired a shot. Immediately, an arrow sank into the soft spot at the base of his neck. Another followed in rapid succession, striking his companion in the same place. Horrified at their swift demise, I watched both men slump and tumble down the stairs, gasping grotesquely and clutching at their throats.
Blindly, a trio of nearby comrades opened fire upon the second-floor railing in an ear-shattering fusillade that matched my personal rage with its fury. It had been stupid to do that, however, for as soon as they opened their trapdoor mechanisms to reload, she leaped onto the railing and fired her bow with astonishing speed. Two of them fell with arrows in their throats, while the third, who turned away when he realized he couldn’t reload fast enough, twisted to his knees as an arrow slammed into his upper back and pierced his heart.
I screamed at my men to take cover, huddled beneath a table and recited the most foul list of obscenities in my language for emphasis. To my surprise, she answered me!
"Leave now, and I'll spare your wretched life!" she threatened, speaking my own tongue fluently.
I was astounded at her audacity. "Who are you to talk to me that way?" I'd never heard anyone address an Azgaril officer in such an insolent tone of voice.
"I live here. Go away! Leave me alone!"
As the smoke from our guns dissipated, I peeked above the table to check for myself. Gehenoff lay on the upper landing in a pool of his own blood, an arrow extending from the exact place at the base of his neck where his companions had been struck. The girl had jumped down from the rail and now stood several paces back from the top of the staircase. Filtered window light illuminated her rich, green skirt and a sheer, silky blouse. Raven-haired, with shining blue eyes, she was the first Lithian I'd ever seen alive, and she looked breathtakingly beautiful! My heart raced with both fear and desire as I gently put down my gun and slowly inched upstairs.
She held a recurve bow at the ready, along with a gleaming dagger clasped in her left hand. A pair of arrows, one nocked into her bowstring, the other just half a heartbeat from its mate, awaited flight in her right hand. She glared at me, backing away as I advanced, allowing progress as if taking my life would be no more difficult than spitting on the floor.
The staircase opened into an odd-shaped room with windows made of mosaic-patterned green and yellow stained glass. Underfoot, a damp, moss-covered, sod floor yielded gently to my booted step. Several wicker chairs with carved, stone legs lay arranged around a huge oval table hewn from a single slab of translucent, green crystal. A parquet-patterned bowl filled with fresh fruit graced the center of the table.
Corporal Dario deGaspar, one of my warriors from the town of Marioch, rose to my side with his rifle loaded, and pulled its hammer back. Dario kept his finger off the trigger as the girl lifted her bow toward him and took aim. I motioned for him to lower his weapon, and as soon as he complied, the girl did the same. She said nothing further.
One by one, my ten surviving men gathered around me. I could tell by the look in their eyes what they intended to do once we'd subdued this girl, and I can't deny that I wanted her also. I knew many of them would think that she was asking for it, being dressed that way, but every Lithian carcass we’d found thus far had been at least as immorally clad, and I figured that it was just another indecent custom.
Before the battle, however, my centurion had threatened every NCO and officer with unspecific retribution, should we allow what he called "improper relational encounters" with the natives here to occur among our men. We considered any union with Lithians akin to having sex with an animal, but Sergeant Aransen knew as well as I did that in an isolated room, the impropriety would be impossible to police. Momentarily overcome with desire for this girl and wanting my warriors to be pleased, I called for someone to disarm her.
An eager volunteer stepped forward, inciting a ripple of smirks and lurid remarks from the other men. Seeing the look in her eye, however, I asked for my gun, just in case . . .
The pretty little thing remained motionless until the hapless soldier reached for her. In a blur, she crushed his knee with a strong kick and swirled to the right, launching an arrow that followed deGaspar's erupting gun barrel all the way up to his eye. As the volunteer crumpled to the floor in agony, she fired another shot that clanged against my helmet so hard it twisted my neck and slammed my head against the door frame. My ears rang fiercely, but I maintained the presence of mind to withhold my shot.
DeGaspar's rifle went off, then the rest let their rounds go, in spite of my pleading to the contrary. Smoke clouded the room, but the ensuing screams of dying soldiers made it clear that my men were trying to load their guns in a confined area with a bloodthirsty Lithian maiden who hadn't been touched by a bullet.
Beneath the smoke, I saw that she had squatted down with her left knee forward and right leg back, so low that her face was but a handbreadth from the floor. Every round we'd fired had arced harmlessly over her head, and now, with her lean legs tense as a tigress ready to pounce, she pushed her left arm forward again. I saw her bowstring stretch as she readied an arrow for me . . .
That moment left a lingering impression. Her eyes never left mine, and I knew that she could have killed me before I had her in my sights. Suddenly, I realized that she was waiting for me to pull the trigger first, and I found myself unable to do it. At that instant, the thought of holding this girl down and letting my men have their way with her simply repulsed me. I carefully un-cocked the hammer of my gun.
She gave me a knowing look, slung the bow over her shoulder, then leaped onto the table, grabbed a rafter beam and swung herself through the tangle of vines overhead. In a heartbeat, the only traces of her presence remaining were a dust cloud, a few fluttering leaves, and the light sound of her rapidly retreating footfalls.
Sergeant Aransen patted me on the shoulder. "Outwitted by a Lith-cow," he muttered. "I don't know how you're going to live that one down, lieutenant!"
I smiled nervously, hoping that he wouldn’t push the issue–and felt relieved that he didn’t–but that moment has always haunted me.
A thorough search of the house revealed little more than unintelligible holy books, wardrobes full of filmy clothing and a pantry stocked with abandoned food. As my surviving troops gathered our dead, we began to smell wood smoke.
Cautiously, I ventured back into the street to get a better look, but in the darkness beneath the tree canopy, I could see neither smoke nor fire. With heat washing my face and penetrating my armor, I figured the fire was advancing from the south.
"Maybe we should keep moving," Aransen suggested.
I thought about that for a moment, but could only picture a hungry predator lurking along a fire line, waiting to pounce upon prey flushed out by the inferno. "It may be another trap," I said. "Let's double back and cross over an area that's already been burned. They won't be expecting us there." While this technically violated my orders, in retrospect, that proved to be the only independent decision I'd made all day.
As we retreated, the heat intensified. I noticed a wind picking up at my back, and watched airborne debris being funneled toward the flames. A howling soon assailed my ears, a sound like that of an angry wind or a deathwolf in the distance. Flakes of ash fluttered past. Wisps of steam rose from the damp ground, flushed away by a rushing tide of hot air.
The howling evolved into a furious roar. A massive, flaming pillar writhed in ecstatic annihilation, consuming tons of ancient forest as it swept through the canopy. The fire danced and swayed in the waxing wind, leaping through the over story in its insatiable lust for destruction. Nothing remained in its wake but a swirl of grey ash and hot embers.
This fire raged for eight days, leaving a huge plot of black blight amid the deep green forest. Although we had done our best to extinguish the blaze and claim our hard won prize, it simply would not die until Shirak, the only Lithian city in our world, existed merely as a memory. Then, mysteriously as it had begun, the fire halted.
Lord General Balinor, our high commander, withdrew from the desolation, and enraged, turned the fury of our forces against every vestige of Lithian culture. We seized control of the surrounding lands, obliterated all traces of their society and killed every survivor we could find. We razed their secret temples and burned their sacred writings. When our work was finally done, our people felt confident that no Lithian remained alive on the eastern side of the mountains.
At the time, I believed our actions were moral, legal and justifiable. I believed my commanders acted in the best interest of our nation. I believed that my destiny was linked to the success of our forces as we turned northward and began to systematically subjugate the technically primitive peoples in our path.
In retrospect, I understand that pride and greed for gain flung our forces to their doom. Every story has two truths to tell, and it's only right for me to recount this one from both sides. I will write honestly about my experience and what my army put others through, for I have learned something vital about justice in the months and weeks following the day the Northern Liberation Army first entered the city of fire.
****
Warrior’s Soul
Junior Scout Garrick Ravenwood, Tamarian Defense Force; Brenna Velez; Woodwind
A cold northwest wind blew down from the Tamarian highlands, through the foothill canyons that lay at the western border of the vast, Saradon plateau. A verdant grove of pine and cedar swayed, the breeze whispering through their branches. Ancient oak and sycamore bared lofty limbs to the late autumn sky, as their fallen, yellow leaves swirled and danced in the cobbled gardens of the Ice Dragon Inn. Snow patches lay in the shadows of the inn’s grey stone walls, warning of the oncoming winter.
Garrick Ravenwood, dressed in a thick, armored vest made of steel thread, ceramic plates and layered leather padding, sat on his bedroll, keeping his back to the wind. Methodically, the boy stripped and cleaned his seventy caliber rifle, making sure the bolt action mechanism that loaded bullets from its magazine slid smoothly after assembly.
It worked perfectly.
Turning his attention to its close-quarters function, the boy took out his bayonet, shaving the blade with a whetstone to a satisfactory sharpness. Garrick paused only to shift the weapon, pull his heavy, fur-lined parka a bit closer, or brush away a stray lock of blonde hair that the wind tossed carelessly into his eyes.
Twenty-four other junior scouts, arrayed in a semicircle near the inn’s outer gate, also readied their equipment. Sergeant Streckert’s list, posted on the announcement board that afternoon, detailed personal items to be carried by each recruit. He had warned of serious consequences to those who did not follow its guidelines to the letter. No cadet would be allowed to carry more than one change of warm clothing, his bedroll, a canteen, one flint pack, his personal weapon, armor and ammunition.
Traveling light meant traveling fast. This exercise, the final chapter of a 16 week training course, would test the endurance and survival skills of each recruit on a two-night and two-day expedition into the wildland near Tamaria’s southern border. Some of the boys would have packed a bigger bag, but none dared disobey an order. Good soldiers, they were told, followed orders to the death, and every one of them believed this.
In the southwest, the Daystar began falling behind the majestic ridge lines of the Angelgate mountains. These towering, forbidding peaks remained forever shrouded in white, and melting snow from their heights cascaded to the lowlands with an awesome roar that echoed through the alpine valleys like thunder in a storm. A waxing wind from the northwest warned that this bitterly cold night would silence even the greatest of these.
Junior Scout Jan Bordmann glanced furtively at each of his comrades. Moving stealthily, he reached for a handful of dirty snow, carefully positioned himself into the blind spot behind his intended victim, and then hurled the snowball at his best friend.
Garrick felt something cold splatter against the back of his head. The boy swirled around just in time to catch Jan in the act of compressing more snow for his next round. Garrick dropped his bayonet and batted away the incoming snowball with a gloved hand.
“I’ll fix you!” he threatened, scrambling to pursue his smaller, more agile friend around the courtyard. The Tamarian boy scraped up a bit of snow on the run and flung a wild shot that missed his friend badly and struck someone else instead.
No junior scout could long resist the temptation to join the fray. Exuberance rapidly replaced quiet concentration as twenty-five young men quickly created their own blizzard.
Garrick cornered Jan near an east-facing watchtower. Here, his size and stamina prevailed over his friend’s stealth and agility, although Jan continued scoring direct hits at close range. Eventually the two friends paused, out of breath, watching their comrades continue the mischief they had begun.
“The sergeant’s gonna skin us alive for starting this,” Jan mused.
“What do you mean us?” Garrick replied. “It was your snowball that got this going, and I’m not gonna take any heat for you!”
“Some friend you are!” sneered Jan, glancing across the courtyard, noting that something didn’t seem right.
Freddy Olsen, another cadet, had begun stuffing snow into Jan’s backpack. Witnessing the deed, Jan grew angry. Spouting curses that linked Freddy’s family to many microscopic creatures maligned, the slender boy hustled over to chase Freddy off.
At that moment, Garrick experienced the uneasy sensation that someone was watching him. He scanned every window and door frame, fearing the disapproving stare of Sergeant Streckert, but the drill master’s hawkish face did not appear in any portal.
“You there!” a strong male voice called. “May I have a word with you?”
Startled, the boy heard footsteps crunching in the snow from behind and turned, his heart racing fearfully, his grey eyes widened.
The man spoke Southern Vulgate–the tongue of the Azgaril-the most widespread language among nations. Its cultural dominance and power of literary expression made it a popular elective course of study in many Tamarian classrooms. With rumors of a huge Azgaril army marching rapidly northward, Garrick felt nervous to hear their language spoken and wished secretly that his rifle lay within reach.
The stranger’s sudden, nearly soundless appearance, coupled with his speech and confident demeanor, inspired suspicion. Clearly Kamerese, by virtue of his dress and accent, the man approached fearlessly. Handsome, deeply tanned, and black-haired, dark stains spattered his expensive clothing. He wore exquisite, azure-colored chain mail over a filmy silk shirt, with a finely-crafted, two-handed longsword at his left hip. In dramatic contrast to his wind-weathered, unshaven face, pale blue eyes appraised the young Tamarian, then shifted quickly to scan the inn’s windows and watchtowers. A beautiful gelding, laden with supplies a few yards downhill, nosed the cold ground for grass.
“Sorry to bother you,” said the stranger, rubbing his bare arms. “Have I arrived in Tamaria?”
Garrick, appraising the ancient armor and noting that the southerner’s clothing stains looked suspiciously like blood, replied simply, “Yes.”
“How can you stand this God-awful cold?” the man inquired, trying to ease the building tension. “It hurts to breathe! Can I find a room here before I freeze to death?”
A single word response could have answered the question, but Garrick felt mildly indignant at the disdainful remark. “If my land has so offended your god, then go back home!” the boy countered, bravado replacing his apprehension. “This is a military compound and there is no room for you here. If you’ve come peacefully, you’ll find lodging in a town about thirty minutes northward along that road.” The boy pointed to the trade route that ran north-south along the western edge of the Saradon, and fully expected the man to move on.
After a moment of thought, the boy added: “But if you’ve come to fight, we will defeat you. If that’s the case, you’d best head home in a hurry.”
The stranger smirked but didn’t leave. Overlooking Garrick’s spiteful reply, he reached into his shirt pocket and produced a trinket that glimmered prettily in the twilight.
Garrick responded with surprise and stepped back. “What do you want now? Look, I have work to do. Don’t waste my time with magic. Go back to Azgaril, or Kameron where you belong!”
The stranger, glancing at the continuing snow fight, almost turned to leave without another word, but reconsidered. His tone of voice changed into something very close to menacing as he continued. “I have no love for the Azgaril, my friend, and I’ve come too far to tolerate bad manners. If I’d wanted to hurt you, I am well-equipped to do so, but that’s not why I’m here.”
In one smooth motion, the southerner unstrapped the magnificent, straight-edged blade from his hip. “Given that we will soon be united in a common cause,” he continued, “I understand the reason for your insolence. You have a right to be cautious.” He gently set his sword on the ground. “To you and your people, I come peacefully.”
Garrick remained suspicious and unrepentant, wary that he might be conversing with a spy. “Who are you, where do you come from, and why are you here? Your language is uncommon in my country.”
A smile spread across the stranger’s grizzled face. “It’s not my language any more than it’s yours, but we seem to be conversing, and for blessings like this I thank Allfather!” The man paused, as if thinking for a moment, then stepped forward and offered his right hand. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Woodwind. I’m a captain in the service of Lord Lynden Velez.”
Garrick, trying to let go of his distrust, accepted the greeting. The stranger’s hand felt strong, and its lingering vigor, synergized with the southerner’s intimidating self-confidence, made the young Tamarian think it wiser to have this man as a friend than an adversary. “I’ve never heard the name Velez,” Garrick said at length. “You say it like it should mean something to me, but it doesn’t.”
Woodwind smiled. “That’s a shame,” he replied. “If you knew Lord Velez, you would have no fear of me. He’s a good man, but I didn’t come here to convince you of his virtue. I’m looking for a girl, for his daughter, and I wonder if you might have seen her.”
“I see girls every day,” said Garrick. “But if this is your first visit to my country I doubt I’ve seen anyone you’d know.”
Woodwind shivered, hoping that he’d never again need to set foot in the north and tolerate such a bitter wind. “Trust me. Once you’ve set eyes on her, you’ll never forget as long as you live.” The southerner opened his enchanted, intricately engraved locket, exposing the cameo inside. He handed the trinket to Garrick. “This does her beauty no justice,” he said. “But it will give you a general idea.”
Garrick studied the picture, a stunning, three-dimensional image portraying a lovely, blue-eyed, black-haired girl. “No sir. I’ve never seen her before.”
Woodwind’s brow knitted and the tone of his voice changed, as if speaking to himself rather than someone he’d just met. “She’s around here somewhere. I just know it!” For a moment, memories flooded the southerner’s consciousness, then vanished as he willed them and the smile they inspired away. “Her name is Brenna. She’s twenty-seven years old and rather tall for a Lithian, though you will think she’s much younger when you see her in person. She’s quite shy and not inclined to trust a stranger, so you may never get an up close look.”
Garrick scrunched his face into a puzzled expression. “Lithian?” he queried in a mocking tone. “She looks like an ordinary girl to me. I’ve heard rumors that Lithians are immortal, but we both know that’s abject nonsense. I’m content to consign the mythical and mystical to story books.”
Woodwind stifled a laugh and smiled broadly, displaying healthy teeth that appeared cleaner than the rest of his person. “Your logic is flawed,” he began. “Lithians are long-lived, but not immortal. I have served among them longer than you have drawn breath, and I can assure you that they exist. As you have seen, in most ways they’re much like us, but in some ways they’re not.
“Brenna’s grandfather was a man like you and me,” the southerner continued. “You will not think of her as ordinary if you see her face to face. She retains many Lithian features, particularly in her eyes. They’re dark as midnight during the day, but at night they shine like the twin moons.” He thought of her with the fond affection of lifetime friendship, his thoughts trailing off for a moment. “When she’s angry, they burn like that as well.”
Lithians did not live in cold climates. Garrick had never seen one, and nobody he knew ever spoke highly of them. In the Tamarian tongue, their name sounded very much like the word for “sick.” Therefore, Lithians were often disparagingly referred to as “sicklians,” Their reputation among his own people had nothing to do with superstitious talk of eyes like fire, so he couldn’t help remarking in amusement: “Sounds like a witch to me!”
“She’s not a witch!” Woodwind snatched the locket back. “You’re an ignorant boy and your tongue betrays it quickly!” The traveler’s eyes narrowed, again displaying a menacing demeanor that appeared with frightening speed. “I have no time for nonsense! Make fun of me at your peril!”
“I’m sorry, sir. I meant no disrespect.”
The stranger picked up his longsword and strapped to his belt again. “This is a serious matter,” he said tersely. Then, as he observed genuine remorse in the expression of the native boy, his heart and tone softened again. “I need your help, and I’d be in your debt if you’d do me a simple favor.”
Garrick accepted the scolding without protest. “Tell me what you need, and if I’m able, I’ll do what I can.”
Woodwind let his anger cool, scanning the darkening ride lines to the west. “I’ll ride north to the town you spoke of and stay there for three days before I move on. If you see or hear about the girl in that time, send word for me at once. Will you do that?”
Garrick nodded, though he knew he couldn’t do that while on a training exercise.
“Excellent,” Woodwind replied. “I am pleased.”
Without another word, the stranger returned to his mount and trotted off into the northern shadows. Garrick watched the darkness overtake his fleeting form, then looked west, toward the mountains, where the twin moons were setting. On this night, they appeared as slender crescents, barely visible above the distant peaks. Eyes like that would truly look strange!
Suddenly, the shrill shriek of the sergeant’s whistle snapped Garrick out of his reverie.
“Fall in!” the sergeant bellowed.
Immediately, the junior scouts ceased their scuffling and scrambled to line up in order. Swiftly, they brushed themselves off, straightened their armor, then stared directly ahead while the sergeant lambasted the lot of them for their misbehavior.
“I have never seen such a pathetic collection of undisciplined, pit-brained, hairless no-wits in my entire military career! Who, may I ask, gave you the order to act like pant-wetting pansies tonight? Did I give that order?”
“No sergeant!” they chorused.
“Did some divine authority appear to you by revelation and command that you squander what precious little preparation time you have in prancing around like a pack of hyperactive, juvenile baboons in heat?”
“No sergeant!”
“Then what was this lobotomized display of simian depravity all about?”
Silently, Sergeant Streckert paced among the five rows of his class, resting his fierce-featured countenance upon every cadet. He stopped at Jan Bordmann and tersely asked: “Did you start this?”
“Yes sergeant! I started it!”
“Ravenwood! You were in on this too. Is that right?”
Garrick, trembling, replied. “Yes sergeant!”
“Very well then,” the sergeant continued. “Bordmann, Ravenwood, Vortlund and Olsen, fall out!”
The four cadets stepped to the front. Sergeant Streckert scowled as he scanned the other junior scouts, untouched, it seemed, by the cold afflicting his shivering class. He turned his attention back to the boys he had singled out and spoke in a low, threatening tone. “I want you hairless bipeds to sweep down every inch of this courtyard. I don’t want to see so much as a single snowflake left on the ground when you’re done. You will do it now, and you will do it as if the great baboon in the sky was personally supervising every stroke your broom lays on this pavement! Is that understood?”
“Yes sergeant!” they replied.
“Now, the rest of you! Since you think so little of the high honor of being called Tamarian soldiers and the incumbent responsibility thereof, you will remain at attention while your primate playmates preen the grounds you have defiled with your despicable display of dissipation. You will not move. You will not laugh. You will not talk. You will not scratch the itch in your behind. You will learn that wearing your uniform is an esteemed privilege, or you will not be deemed worthy of being seen in it!”
The sergeant stalked back into the inn without another word, leaving twenty cadets to ponder their predicament in the rapidly descending bitterness of oncoming night. The four who’d been singled out hustled to the back entrance of the inn’s kitchen to find brooms for their duty outside. Once beyond the sergeant’s earshot, Freddy Olson and Harold Vortlund raged against their companions for getting them into trouble.
“It’s your fault, Bordmann!” complained Freddy. “I did nothing to deserve this!”
Jan, full of resentment, replied sarcastically: “Oh, I guess cramming my backpack full of snow is nothing, huh?”
“Yeah, maybe. But you started it, Bordmann,” said Harold with a shove. “If it wasn’t for you, none of us would be here . . . ”
Garrick, who would never let anyone bully his friend, immediately stepped between Harold and Jan. “Back off!” he snapped. “You’re about as innocent as a naked priest in a whorehouse!”
Harold’s anger flared, inspiring an impulse to take a good swing at Garrick, whose size exceeded Harold’s by a fair margin. Hoping to hurt and yet avoid a fight, Harold opted for an insult. “Farm boys!” he spat. “Go back to the dung heap where you came from!”
Unwilling to back down, Garrick glared at the smaller boy. For personal reasons, he chose to overlook the affront rather than raising the stakes further. Deeply wounded by painful memories of his experience on the farm, Garrick remained silent until the other cadet looked away.
The inn’s kitchen, built along the south side of its main building, lay within a few strides of a twenty-foot stone wall that encircled the complex. A quirk in the inn’s layout allowed swirling wind to whisk between the outer wall and the kitchen’s back entrance. Buffeted by the icy breeze, the boys put their differences aside for the moment and huddled together for warmth.
Just then, Garrick heard a faint sound rising from the south. He peered into the gloom, but could see nothing unusual. Garrick nudged his friend Jan. “Hear that?”
“Hear what?” Jan replied.
“Shh . . . listen!” the boy admonished. “There it is again! Did you hear it?”
An eerie call aspired above the rushing of the gelid windstorm. The evil cry stirred fear into every beat of Garrick’s young heart. He could tell the sound was getting closer by the moment, but he dared not speak of the foreboding he felt.
“Good gods!” Jan wondered aloud. “What unholy thing is that?”
“Something evil,” Garrick replied.
“Nah,” sneered Harold. “It’s probably just a wolf.”
“Or a tight witch on her wedding night!” added Freddy, laughing nervously.
“If so,” Garrick mused, “I’d hate to meet her husband . . . ”
***
In the wild land, several miles southwest of the inn, Brenna Velez watched the twin moons setting over the mountains. From her vantage point, high on a windswept foothill ridge line, her bright blue eyes observed an array of dark hues that painted the magnificent landscape as far as she could see. She would see well tonight. The moons shed little light, and not a single cloud marred the evening sky. Every star overhead looked brilliant and beautiful, arranged in patterns she’d recognized on the northern horizon from her treetop lookout at home, far away.
From the ridge line, Brenna studied the natural fortress that made up the backbone of Tamaria. High mountains loomed to the west and northwest, their snow-covered peaks glistening in the purple light, their flanks steep, defiant and intimidating.
She had read that cruel giant kings once ruled from within them, and that in her grandfather’s lifetime, their centuries-old reign came to an end under the leadership of an immortal warrior queen named Tamar. The history of this place fascinated her, and for years she had secretly dreamed of seeing Tamaria for herself. Now these ancient heights stood before her eyes, and from them a wind that grew steadily colder with nightfall blew into her face, through the fine, sleeveless blouse and pleated skirt she wore, and then stiffly out over the immense, semi-arid Saradon.
Although she stood nearly nine hundred miles from home, Brenna had walked in faith and in harmony with the lands she crossed. For over sixty days, Allfather actively preserved her life as she averted large-scale battles, enemy patrols, predators and starvation. With thanks to him, Brenna had survived.
Her faith inspired a calm sense of peace deep within her soul, but she was not entirely without fear. As the privateer Azgaril army advanced, no nation had been able to stop them. Brenna couldn’t tell whether she was in front of, or behind their northernmost line of control, so she pressed northward relentlessly. The girl had good reason to fear, for the Azgaril were not at all tolerant of Lithians, and her family had been prominent among them.
Whenever possible, she avoided roads and traveled alone through desolate stretches of wilderness, subsisting on edible plants and fish. Brenna needed little sleep. She could survive with as little as two or three hours’ rest just before dawn, a time when the deathwolves returned from their ravaging and the Azgaril army still lay encamped.
Deathwolves evolved as nocturnal hunters that fed on giant turtles, but selective breeding transformed the creatures into monsters that served the enemy by spreading terror throughout the countryside. Deathwolf packs chased down and killed any living thing unable to outwit or outrun them. Taking no chances, Brenna found a creek before twilight fell and followed it upstream for nearly an hour before climbing to the ridge line, leaving a long gap in any scent that the dreadful creatures might pick up.
The girl’s youth endowed her with great stamina, but the cold water had cramped her legs, and the chilling wind sapped strength from her aching body. Longing for relief from unremitting danger, weary of constant travel and desperately needing warmth, Brenna feared that she could no longer endure the bitter wind without finding shelter soon.
On a hilltop not more than half a mile to the south, a deathwolf raised its wicked voice to the rising moons. The howl of this beast sounded much like a woman’s scream. Its powerfully intoned, high-pitched cry lingered in the twilight air for a dreadfully long time. A second deathwolf called out, then another, and a fourth. The screeching voices of the gathering pack created overtones of an unholy chorus that crashed against one another, in a dissonant, twisted, and altogether horrible melody.
Terrified, Brenna scampered down a deer path that wound its way along the hillside. Deftly, she stepped over rocks, roots and slippery places, pausing only to renegotiate thirty foot leaps that a deer, not a half-breed Lithian girl, could easily negotiate.
Although she’d never seen one up close, Brenna estimated the average size of a deathwolf from the pug marks they left behind, their speed from the length of their stride, and believed that a single wolf could bring her down without much trouble. On many occasions, she’d found mangled animal carcasses left to rot on the ground with only their viscera consumed. Seeing needless death like this stirred an altogether human anger in her. She was, after all, a little bit human.
To the west lay a parallel ridge line. Brenna threaded her way through thick brush, careful to move quietly, nervous that a nearby deathwolf might catch wind of her. But a whiff of wicked scent warned her to slow down as she neared the crest of the westerly ridge. Brenna’s heart pounded. Adrenaline pulsed through her body. Noiselessly, the girl crept through a juniper thicket that grew on the lee side of the hill and peered into a clearing. Her eyes widened . . . deathwolves!
There were eight of them.
The huge, hunchbacked, slavering creatures stood almost five feet at the withers, very nearly as high as Brenna’s shoulders. A mane of thick, coarse fur extended from their necks down to the midpoint of their backs, while the rest of their bodies grew short, spiny hair. They varied in color from silvery-red to black, with eyes of yellow or scarlet. Snapping and snarling, they bared canine fangs that grew as long as Brenna’s little finger. Scariest of all, they spoke in a guttural tongue she understood. Their talk was hateful, profane and full of malicious ill-intent . . .
One male, bigger than the others and more aggressive in his posture, reigned as their undisputed leader. He paced among his pack, biting and cursing them, forcing each one to submit to his dominance, while his speech roused them into a blood-lusting frenzy.
Suddenly, he stopped, as if told by some creature unseen that he was being watched. He raised his evil head to inspect the surrounding foliage, where he could see the outline of a trembling girl as a mass of warmth in the shadows.
“Lith cow!” he spat.
Brenna turned to run, and the chase began.
***
Methane lamps poured blue light into the Ice Dragon Inn’s cobbled gardens. Working swiftly, dreading any further reprimand from Sergeant Streckert, Garrick and his comrades spent twenty minutes sweeping every bit of snow in the courtyard into neat piles near the old stone walls.
Meanwhile, the sergeant reappeared with two other men, who unloaded extra supplies they’d brought from a storeroom. These included dried food, first aid materials such as bandages, antiseptic and splints, a few pots, axes and other tools, and a canvas covered box. It contained a supply of chemical light sticks–two for each cadet–that activated by twisting each end in opposite directions. If the outside temperature remained above freezing, the chemical reaction inside produced white light for several hours. Each cadet selected a partner by lot, with whom he would alternate in using the light sticks so that the supply would last two nights.
After this, the sergeant distributed the extra gear evenly among the cadets, gave final instructions for the exercise, and Garrick’s junior scout class marched past the inn’s sheltering gate and out into the darkness of a harsh, blustery night.
Far away the evil howling continued. Whatever fear it inspired within the young cadets remained unmentioned, for they were more afraid of appearing frightened in front of their peers than they were of the intangible threat that lay ahead. Their training developed a naive confidence in their combat ability. Though unproven at this stage, they’d been taught that with cooperation and discipline, any foe could be defeated.
Even Garrick, who fretted to kill biting mosquitoes in his father’s orchard, fell under the power of this influence. Fear rose within his soul as he marched southward in the autumn darkness, but he also believed that death in defense of the nation was honorable. He believed that people had a right to live free, even if the price of such liberty could only be paid in blood.
Many miles down the road, Sergeant Streckert called the column to a halt. Four corpses lay at the side of the path, near a towering oak tree. The sergeant inspected the carnage thoroughly.
“I want all of you to take a good look at this!” he shouted. “This is what one skilled warrior can do with a weapon.” Streckert began to re-create the situation based upon the evidence at the scene, and his story sounded plausible.
“Note, one set of horse tracks leading from the south. No doubt they came from a lone traveler who looked like he might have some money. These footprints here lead from behind the tree, and the broken twigs indicate that someone fell from the branches above.
“The first victim fired at least one shot. You can see the powder burn on this old gun.” The sergeant held the weapon out for his cadets to examine. “He was probably cut down while the traveler was still in the saddle. Observe that there is only a single wound, high up on the throat of this body. It was a powerful, well-executed and lethal cut.”
Sergeant Streckert picked up the shattered barrel of a carbine and held it aloft. “This is evidence of a cross-body block. It might have been done from the back of the horse, but more likely, our swordsman cut through this weapon while he was standing on the ground. You can see that the body of this victim is missing its right hand, and that his finger guard shows a bloody slash mark from a swallow-cut where our horseman knocked the weapon away. I want you to pay particular attention to the fact that there is just one thrust-wound in the chest of this man. It looks like a longsword did the damage. ”
Garrick pressed forward, his mind filling with a queasy mixture of dread and fascination. Dark stains drenched the ground wherever the bodies lay, the pain of their demise still evident on unshaven faces. He remembered the stranger at the Ice Dragon’s gate–the lone traveler with similarly-stained clothing and a longsword–and he shuddered!
Sergeant Streckert continued to extol the swordsman’s combat virtues, but Garrick no longer paid attention. He remembered Woodwind’s words, his intimidating manner, his penetrating stare wisely tempered by restraint. The boy regretted his own insolence and wished he’d have treated the Kamerese man with greater deference.
The sergeant concluded with an object lesson. “I want every one of you to be just like this. When you’re in a fight, you don’t cut your enemy any slack. You don’t let him breathe, and you don’t stop when he hits the ground. You go all the way. You take his life before he takes yours! Are any of you juvenile baboons gonna cry when we face the enemy?”
“No sergeant!” the cadets chorused.
“That’s right lads. You cut them down before they cut you. If they get you first, you’ve done nothing for your country!”
“Yes sergeant!”
Sergeant Streckert nodded approvingly. “All right lads, move along!”
Garrick stared at the black-uniformed bodies until Jan urged him onward. Fighting back a rush of nausea, Garrick whispered to his friend: “Trapdoor musket conversions,” thinking that this alone should arouse Jan’s curiosity.
“I noticed. Did you see how small the bores were?” Jan replied.
The two friends shared the same thought as they exchanged a glance. Tamaria, a small nation, stayed on the forefront of infantry technology by investing in high-tech rockets, machine cannons, semi-automatic rifles and smokeless, center-firing munitions. Lavishly equipping her soldiers limited Tamaria’s army to a small, professional fighting force.
Furthermore, because of their history of conflict against giants, Tamarian gun bores normally exceeded seventy caliber and their ammunition carried a small explosive charge designed to penetrate plate armor. Fifty caliber black powder guns, like those littering the ground, did not provide the necessary stopping power for Tamarian soldiers.
Both boys reached an obvious conclusion. Trapdoor rifle kits provided a cheap way of converting large numbers of old muskets to cartridge ammunition. These guns were military issue and obviously not of local origin. No native northerner wore lightweight clothing at this time of year. No nearby nation’s army wore black uniforms with Azgaril insignia, either. These factors indicated that a foreign force had moved within striking range of Tamarian territory.
Rumors about a private Azgaril army on a conquering spree had been circulating for weeks, but no one believed a large force could make it to the Tamarian frontier before winter arrived without marching its soldiers to death. “Do you think the sergeant didn’t notice?” Jan inquired, a little incredulous that his vaunted sergeant would miss such conspicuous clues.
Garrick shrugged. “I don’t know, but I doubt it.”
“I wonder why he didn’t say anything,” Jan mused, knowing his friend’s mind. “If we’re in for an invasion, everyone knows we’re not ready.”
Garrick nodded but didn’t reply, listening to the crescendo of the windstorm, mingled with the steady crunching of leathered feet along the graveled road. The frigid fingers of the freezing wind crept beneath his cloak, grasping his body in its cold embrace. As the swelling storm stilled for a moment, he heard the chilling howls drawing closer and closer. Nervously, he pulled his overcoat tighter and held his rifle closely against his shoulder. The boy didn’t want to be scared, he just couldn’t help it.
***
Brenna ran faster than she had ever run before, fleeing north near the ride line, followed closely by the pursuing wolf pack. She darted through openings that her eyes, and not those of the wolves, could easily see. Slender and athletic, her young body responded with a long sustained burst of speed, her strong heart quickening, her mind overwhelmed with fear. Steadily, she raced toward the top of the ridge. There, as she dashed across a stretch of open ground, the pack leader drew close enough to strike. . .
Abruptly, Brenna changed course. Swiftly and gracefully down the west-facing slope of the hillside she descended, leaping over the rocky bed of a south-flowing stream, and then briskly up the opposite side of the canyon she climbed.
Her maneuver had been lightning quick and so sudden, it took the leading wolves by surprise and none of them could duplicate the turn at top speed. The steep hillside, laden with fallen leaves, proved treacherous. Heavy deathwolves tumbled down the arroyo at the ragged edge of control, their descent frequently and painfully slowed by contact with underbrush and hidden rock. One of them lost its footing in a thick leaf bed and plowed into an oak tree with such force, Brenna heard its shoulder bones break as she climbed the opposite side of the canyon. The beast yelped pitifully as it dropped out of the chase.
The deer paths crossed in many places. Brenna switched her trail at random, cutting sharp, sudden turns that led her adversaries and on winding, twisting, up and down race through the wildland. Cold wind combed the girl’s raven mantle, tossing her long black locks into a shimmering shadow that followed, whither her footsteps fled.
Breathing hard, her lungs soon ached from the chill air. Her ankles, stiff and sore from cold water, protested every turn. An occasional pang in her lean leg muscle warned that sprinting could not long be sustained, but the deathwolves drew nearer with every stride. For the first time since escaping from Shirak, Brenna worried that she was going to die.
And the singular desire of every deathwolf in pursuit was to be the one who killed her. Centuries of careful breeding produced competitive temperaments, driving each creature to the extremes of its endurance in a chase. In addition to formidable strength and stamina, the evil creatures could see heat as glowing red light in the darkness. Once pursued, very few living creatures could escape from a pack of deathwolves.
But on this night, the roaring wind howled in their ears, its cold breath numbed any scent they tried to follow, and its chill touch quickly faded warm images left behind by the fleeing feet of their prey. Only moments after her passage, no trace of Brenna remained.
Intelligent and experienced, the pack leader realized that he had to kill quickly and pressed the chase harder. He bounded across the stream bed, past the oak grove that flourished at the bottom of the canyon, through the thorn brush and juniper, faithfully following the fading footfalls of the lithe, Lithian girl. Presently, he could see her warm body as she dashed along the deer path. Instinct urged him onward, faster, stretching his stride to close for the kill.
He could smell her sweat. He could sense her fear. The longer she eluded him, the more he hated her for it. Lunging forward, he nipped at her heel once–then twice–the second time drawing blood.
Something painful stabbed at Brenna’s heel, she lost her balance, and tumbled uncontrollably into the canyon. “Help me!” she screamed. “Allfather God, help me!”
Moments before these words left her lips, a mighty gust of wind loosened a huge, dead sycamore tree near the top of the ridge. As if moved by an unseen hand, the ancient tree turned and tumbled sideways into the canyon. Screaming wind smothered the crashing of its branches as the tree careened downhill.
The deathwolf heard nothing as it turned to complete its pursuit. Pausing on a protruding rock to survey the creek bed for its prey, a loud snap from behind turned the wicked creature around. Invisible against the cold darkness, the derelict tree bounced high, then slammed onto the deathwolf’s head like the hammer of God’s vengeance. Crushed against unyielding stone, the ruthless predator let out a single, pained yelp.
Brenna tumbled into a deep layer of dead leaves far below, suffering bruises and scratches from her fall. She heard the impact directly above and saw the tree careen overhead, still bearing the deathwolf’s impaled body. Then, its work done, the sycamore crashed to the ground, rolled downhill and settled peacefully in the stream bed.
Terrified, she scrambled to her feet again.
Approaching the scene, the six remaining wolves could not find Brenna’s trail. A familiar scent led them to their leader’s broken body, and once they’d each confirmed his death, a ritual fight for leadership began immediately.
Brenna fled northward on the far hillside for a long time. The landscape climbed gradually, its oak and sycamore yielding to groves of pine as the soil became sandier and less well-watered. She switched back to the east-facing side of the ridge and moved down into the steep canyon to escape the frigid force of the waxing windstorm. The air seemed warmer within the tree canopy. In the midst of the arroyo, a small stream still trickled south beneath a thickening veneer of ice. Brenna slackened her pace and breathed easier, sensing that the wolves had finally fallen behind. Quietly, she whispered a prayer of thanks for her deliverance.
Soon, the wound in her left heel impeded progress to the point of a limping trot. A burning sensation crept slowly into the lean muscle of her lower left leg. Brenna slowed to a brisk walk, forgetting about the cold. Every time her left heel touched the ground, pain twisted her step until finally, she stopped to inspect the injury.
Her left boot had been torn just above the heel. Sticky gore spattered the leather, and bits of blood-drenched stocking trailed behind. Clumps of dirt and crushed bits of dead leaf clung to the strings, the boot, and open flesh.
Brenna breathed deeply to control the pain. She sat on the cold, wet ground and pulled on the boot to free her injured foot. In four afflictive moves it emerged. With her boot knife, she cut the unraveled stocking, broke through the ice and plunged her bleeding foot into the water. Cold numbed her toes. Slowly pain ebbed. Brenna prayed.
A few moments later, she reached for her boot and examined it closely. Tooth marks marred its soft sole. Most of the heel piece had been bitten off, and the reinforced section protecting her heel tendon had been shredded beyond repair.
Her injured foot suffered a like fate. The very back of her left heel had been bitten badly. Sharp teeth had torn a lot of flesh away, and she noticed that small shards of shattered bone littered the torn tissue remaining.
Brenna cleaned the wound thoroughly, dried it, and with adroit grace, bent her left leg to her lips and kissed the lesion. She bathed the injury in saliva and believed that it would heal. Using her knife, she cut two cloth strips of unequal length from the hem of her skirt. The shorter of these she folded into a square. This bandage she drenched with saliva, applied directly to the site, and held it in place using the longer cloth strip to secure it to her foot. She was careful not to tighten the knot enough to restrict the flow of blood to her toes.
Brenna strung her bow and set out an arrow, then paused to pray again.
Far downstream, the deathwolves tried to relocate the fleeing girl’s trail. The new pack leader ordered her followers to fan out and track the creek northward. Cursing the cold, she let out a frenzied, evil howl. The pack replied wickedly, hoping to frighten their quarry into moving.
It worked. The morbid screaming of the wolves filled Brenna’s heart with fear. Carefully and slowly she arose, gingerly resting her left toe on a rock as she held open the torn boot. In one move she pushed her throbbing foot into place, biting hard on her lower lip to avoid crying out in pain. She wiggled her toes to make sure they were getting enough blood, and began limping upstream, toward the last north-facing hill. “Allfather God, help me,” she whispered. “Please, God help me.”
***
Sergeant Streckert led his junior scouts down the Saradon road for a long time before turning westward. The boys headed toward an island of foothills that rose between the steppe and the abrupt, mountainous wall in the distance. Howling, freezing wind amplified the danger of hypothermia, and this, coupled with the combat scene he’d witnessed, gave the sergeant ample cause to worry for the safety of his cadets.
Gerhard Streckert said nothing of his concern. After witnessing the oak tree carnage, he’d changed his plans about camping on the Saradon and instead, marched his class toward a certain hill that commanded an outstanding view of the river valley forming Tamaria’s southern border. Protected on its northern flank by a stand of bristle pines, the potential campsite provided access to firewood, shelter from the brutal wind, and hopefully, safety from attack.
This hill ranked among the most defensible positions in the region. Stretching southward from a higher peak, it could not be directly approached from the north. Sheer rock faces sloped along its western and southern sides, but a steep, alluvial fan on its southeastern flank provided a way to the top that any active young soldier could climb.
Sergeant Streckert briefly outlined the traditional principles for selecting a campsite to his shivering class: its suitability for observation, its defensibility and access to critical survival resources, like a reliable water supply. Next, he selected a small party to secure the hilltop before the main company ascended the slope.
Garrick, Jan, Freddy and another cadet named Karl comprised the first group. Jan carried a coil of rope on his back and led the way. Struggling to find a stable path among the sharp rocks, he ambled steadily higher, occasionally loosening a minor rock slide that tumbled downhill and made the climb a miserable chore for his comrades who followed.
Garrick cursed under his breath, reasoning that misery was the real motivation behind the sergeant’s selection of this particular hill. Fingers frozen in the frigid night, his nose running, cheeks and toes utterly numb, Garrick struggled uphill behind his friend Jan. Freddy and Karl followed.
The unrelenting breeze bustled through the bristle pine at the crest of the hill–breaking branches and bending boughs–showering the summit steadily with dry seed cones and conifer needles. Jan secured his rope to a stout tree, then flung the remainder of its length downhill.
Garrick beamed his light stick around a clearing just beyond a thin stand of trees, searching nervously for any sign that might betray an unfriendly presence. He could have sworn he heard the sound of clicking metal . . .
Freddy had his back turned, and Karl was telling a lurid story to Jan about a certain voluptuous village girl. The conversation ended abruptly with a very loud gunshot.
Garrick instinctively dove for the dirt. “Get down!” he screamed, tossing his light stick into the clearing. “Ambush! Ambush!”
A bullet slammed into Freddy’s back, directly between his shoulder blades. The force of the blow knocked him to the ground, where he discovered, to his dismay, that he couldn’t breathe. Panic-stricken, the boy clawed at Karl for help, but his classmate felt too terrified to move.
In the shelter of shadows behind trees on the north side of the clearing, a furtive footfall caught Garrick’s frightened eye. Suddenly, he saw more of them . . .
Jan had a better view and began counting feet while he snapped his bayonet into place. “I’d guess ten or less,” he whispered to his friend.
Garrick followed his friend’s lead and brought his rifle around. “Get behind a tree. I’ll cover you.” He didn’t admit that his hands were shaking too badly to aim. All movement ceased on the opposite side of the clearing as the enemy waited.
Jan Bordmann crouched behind a stout tree and leveled his weapon, motioning for his friend to find cover to the left. Garrick rolled slowly toward a thick bristle pine, slithered behind it, then stood up and peeked around the trunk. He watched a shadowy pair of figures alternating a stealthy advance through the woods. “They’re coming,” he said.
“Don’t fire unless you have a good shot,” Jan replied.
Garrick nodded, wincing as he heard Freddy cough repeatedly. “Karl, fix your bayonet and get over here!” he ordered.
Somewhat reluctantly, the other boy obeyed. His movement drew a badly aimed pair of shots from across the hill. Both Garrick and Jan let off a round, even though neither boy had a clear target, but the fireworks momentarily forced the enemy down. Their brittle, ceramic bullets shattered against a bristle pine less than 50 yards distant, showering the immediate area with sharp, porcelain shrapnel. A male voice cursed in the darkness.
A volley of well-aimed rifle rounds fired in return, forcing Garrick and his friend back behind the trees. The clinking of metal filtered through the bending branches as the shooting paused and the enemy reloaded.
Freddy, whom his companions were certain was dying, rolled onto his belly and fired three of his four rounds, screaming curses with angry vindictive. While the bullets raced toward nothing in particular, Garrick saw two men appear in front of the tree line. As the boy aimed to fire another round, one opponent dropped to his knee and leveled his carbine right at Garrick. A bullet splintered a fist-sized piece of bark from Garrick’s shielding tree just as his own shot sailed high and wide to the left. The second man raised his gun and fired a bullet that hit the tree, glanced off Garrick’s helmet and zinged into the darkness.
Jan shot in defense of his friend, but he was nervous, didn’t line the target up in his sights, and succeeded only in raising a cloud of dust some four feet in front of his target. Fortunately, the bad shooting forced the enemy soldier back into the tree line for cover. Stricken by panic, Jan shouted for help. “Sergeant! They’re gonna kill us!”
Sergeant Streckert urged his cadets onward. “Move! Up the hill! Double time!”
An ambush of this kind might have quickly turned into a rout, but intensive training provided a rowdy group of boys with the skills necessary to cope with such an encounter. As long as they worked together and kept their heads cool, they had a chance to survive. Despite this, all their pre-combat bravado vanished as the teenaged boys faced a real enemy for the first time.
One observation, however, proved critical. Garrick noticed that after firing a single shot, the enemy troops had to pull back on their rifle hammers until they clicked three times, lift the trapdoor breech loading mechanism to eject spent shell casings, insert a replacement bullet, close the trapdoor, then aim and fire their weapons. This process took several seconds, during which time the enemy had to pay attention to their guns, rather than focusing on their targets. Tamarian bolt action rifles loaded faster, using a munitions magazine, and the Tamarian boys could keep their eyes on the enemy while chambering new rounds.
It didn’t seem like much of an advantage at the time, but it gave Garrick enough of an edge to overcome the racing of his heart and inspire courage to stand his ground. Ahead, at very close range, two lines of men stepped out from behind the trees. The first group crouched to fire.
Karl, who’d moved farther to Garrick’s left, shouted: “What do we do?”
Garrick saw sheer terror in his comrade’s expression, and strangely, it calmed him. “Fire on the first line! On three! One! Two! Three!”
Tamarian bullets covered the gap between opposing forces in the blink of an eye. Two impacts tore into enemy soldiers, spewing hot shards of baked enamel through armor and exposed flesh. A chorus of trapdoor carbine rounds sang through the cold air in response, screaming over the Saradon to drop harmlessly into rocky soil.
“Second line! On three!” Garrick shouted, working the bolt of his rifle to engage another round.
Again, the two boys fired in concert. This time, Jan joined the fray a moment later, and one enemy warrior took the full force of all three shots in his upper body. The impact killed him instantly, and drove his lifeless form into a tree.
Now, without a single bullet left in the chamber and his spare munitions packed away, Garrick put his rifle down and struggled to slip out of his backpack straps. He fumbled with its cover, frantically searching for the extra magazine he’d packed inside. Wearing gloves to protect his fingers from the cold complicated the task. During these idle moments, the surviving enemy loaded their rifles and regrouped to attack again.
A flurry of shots rang out, two of which found their mark in Garrick’s chest. The sharp blows hurt like fury! Garrick felt like he’d been pummeled by a giant. His feet skidded out from beneath him. The boy landed hard on his back, unable to draw breath or move. To his horror, the enemy soldiers charged forward, with their bayonets gleaming in the chemical light.
***
Brenna crept quietly along a path that wound through clumps of ragweed and honey locust. Juniper shrubs screened her from sight as she climbed the east-facing escarpment of the narrow canyon again. Brenna’s pulse quickened with every sickening screech uttered by the rapidly approaching deathwolf pack, but she could not increase the tempo of her ascent without losing balance and risking a fall.
Her left foot still throbbed with every step, but the pain had lessened somewhat. She knew it would, for many times before, her faith in an immaterial Idea had been manifest in a physical manner. The injury, however, meant she could no longer run if the deathwolves drew close, and she didn’t think her bow had the power to stop one.
Strong wind and plummeting temperatures made her fingers, nose, ear tips and toes completely numb with cold. Although she knew nothing of frostbite or hypothermia, she sensed that if she couldn’t build a fire soon, the cold would certainly kill her.
Brenna’s wounded foot needed rest, but the deathwolves weren’t likely to give up the chase. Finding a place to hide might work, if she could protect her back and build a big enough fire to keep the evil creatures at bay.
Frustrated, she prayed in a whisper and listened for a reply.
The northwest wind howled. The mass of moving air served as both an ally and an enemy. Its icy breath chilled her footprints and numbed the noses of the wolves in pursuit, robbing both predator and prey of warmth. And though the cold current created a myriad of moving sounds as it swept swiftly across the landscape, every turning leaf, every sighing pine and falling seed cone that muffled her passage also covered the telltale patter of advancing predator feet.
She heard no answer in the wind.
Brenna climbed toward an overhanging rock, high above the area where she had dressed her wound in the water below. Arriving there, she watched the deathwolves appear, circling around the place where she had been only minutes before, searching in vain for a lead on her trail. Had she been more confident in her safety, and had she been warm, the girl would have found the scene rather amusing. The deathwolves had lost her!
Then, faint sounds caught her ear and a flash of light found her eye. She could see a natural break in the pattern of hills from her vantage point, looking north. A river ran rapidly to her left, carving a steep canyon through a mountain pass many miles to the west. Below her, however, it looked shallow enough to ford. The light came from a hilltop overlooking the same river on its northern shore. At a walking pace, she estimated that she could be there in about an hour.
“Thank-you for hearing me,” she prayed, knowing the Azgaril had no magic light. The radiance on the next hill had to be local, and if Tamarian, would likely be friendly. At least, she hoped so.
Climbing down through a sheltered fold along the northeast slope proved a tiresome and slippery task. Once beyond the relative shelter of the ridge, the malevolent might of the maelstrom made its awesome power an intimate and cold companion. Brenna felt weak. Her steps faltered, and several times, she wanted to simply fall down and die. The shrieking wind swept across the wildland like a cold broom of destruction, sapping life from all who dared to face its frozen force. What drove her on cannot be easily explained in words. Brenna’s motivation stemmed from an inner strength produced by years of faith that must be lived to be understood. Pressing onward, she plunged into the water.
Because of the season, the Tualitin River ran only several inches deep in most places. Brenna braved the icy stream, shocked at the dangerous strength of its flow. A great gust of wind pushed the girl into a deeper channel cut by the current, and she gasped as cold water swept over her shoulders. Instantly weakened by the sudden loss of body heat, Brenna dragged herself across the remainder of the river and collapsed, shivering uncontrollably, on its northern bank. Brenna Velez had finally arrived in the Republic of Tamaria.
***
Jan Bordmann raced ahead and shoved his bayonet-tipped rifle forward with a mighty grunt.
Acting hastily, giving far less credibility to the threat than he should have, an enemy soldier tried to parry Jan’s weapon aside. The young Tamarian remained focused, easily countered the move, then aggressively pressed his attack. Sharp steel parted flesh repeatedly as a young man from the northern hill country savagely slew a stranger from a distant southern coast.
Karl charged ahead to Garrick’s left, slashing upward to deflect another bayonet aimed at his stricken comrade. Larger and stronger than Jan, Karl’s weight, multiplied by his forward momentum, drove a doomed Azgaril warrior back on his heels. Overwhelmed by agonizing pain and irresistible weakness that intensified with each successive thrust, the soldier fell and his foreign blood cooled as it spread across the frozen ground.
Close combat proved to be an intense and brutal business. Fortunately for Garrick, the junior scouts learned well from their training and had become quite proficient at the ruthless act of taking life. Their quick, instinctive action prevented any further attack upon him, and as the moments advanced, his ability to breathe and move returned. Though Garrick felt sore and badly bruised, tough armor prevented the direct hits he’d suffered from killing him.
Freddy Olsen, recovering nicely from being hit in the back, refreshed his magazine as three more cadets arrived. In near unison, their large-bore rifles erupted, and the devastating effect of their close-range fire turned the tide of battle.
Stopped by the force of impact, a metal pin, located at the ceramic tip of each Tamarian bullet, created a spark as it jammed rearward into a small powder chamber. Ignited and exposed to air, the exploding powder drove shards of sharp, shattered enamel outward. In this manner, seventy-caliber bullets punched fist-sized holes through Azgaril armor, obliterating flesh with savage efficiency.
Two enemy soldiers shuddered, their torsos torn open like ripe fruit. Experiencing the brutal force of point-blank firepower, the surviving enemy infantry quickly moved back into the trees. From the woods, they selected their targets carefully and used darkness to cover a shallow retreat.
Their firing tactics changed as well. Realizing that Tamarian armor stopped their bullets, the battle-hardened Azgaril scouts aimed for knees and faces. This altered the battle dynamic immediately.
Karl screamed. Searing pain ravaged his right leg, forcing him to drop his rifle and fall, clutching his shattered thigh. Another cadet took a bullet full in the face, while the companion to his left fell victim to a glancing blow that tore his steel helmet from his head.
Sergeant Streckert pulled himself to the top of the hill and spat a stream of vulgarity virulent enough to embarrass a slum-district madame. “Get down boys!” he yelled. “Keep firing and don’t let ‘em reload!”
Garrick watched Karl’s agony in sheer horror. As his comrades fell, the boy found his spare magazine and nervously jammed it into his rifle. The tree line that sheltered the enemy seemed a long way off, but he began crawling forward, acting as his training had taught him, rather than yielding to the intense urge to run away.
Jan and Freddy dropped down to follow. The boys returned fire when bright flashes illuminated the dark, smoky forest ahead, but their shooting found no mark among the enemy. Rather, their contribution merely added to the considerable noise of battle.
Sergeant Streckert formed two squads of eight junior scouts, ordering each to advance on either flank in a spread V formation. Crouching down, steadily and methodically firing, the sergeant kept enough pressure on the invaders to allow his leading troops to reach the tree line.
Jan arrived near Garrick’s right side as Freddy paused behind a skiff of snow to refresh a magazine with his third set of bullets. The two friends knew they should continue forward, but neither felt certain of how to do so without dying in the process.
“Open a light stick and toss it in,” Garrick ordered, feeling more comfortable now.
Jan wriggled out of his back pack, removed two chemical lights, activated one and hurled it mightily into the trees. The light stick flipped end-over-end, hit several low-hanging branches and fell in front of a tree trunk less than ten feet ahead.
But the tactic worked. With the familiar routine of training taking over, Garrick brought his rifle around, lined an enemy warrior up in his sights and carefully squeezed his trigger. The boy worked his bolt action and quickly killed a second enemy soldier.
The enemy retreated again, returning fire while falling back. By now, however, many more Tamarian rifles responded. The air thickened with blue smoke and bullets. Overwhelmed by the sheer volume of ordnance directed against them, the Azgaril soldiers began to run.
Sensing victory, the leading Tamarian flank troops dove into the woods, their shouts mingled with an occasional gunshot and cry of pain. Jan dashed forward to retrieve his light stick, then joined his comrades in the chase.
Garrick, feeling drained, rose to his haunches as soon as the firing stopped. He examined the spot on his chest where he’d been struck by the Azgaril bullets, noticing that the lead projectiles had splattered on impact, unable to penetrate his armor. Although the outer layers of fiber had been singed, cross-woven steel thread, ceramic plates and a thick under pad had spread the shock over an area roughly ten times the diameter of the fifty caliber bullets. Garrick would be left with a pair of nasty bruises, but little else.
Twenty-yards into the woods, however, three shots resounded over the Saradon, followed by two agonized screams. The Azgaril were not yet finished killing Tamarians.
***
Brenna felt the ground growing warm around her. A pleasant feeling tingled in her fingers and toes. She imagined herself beneath the towering tree canopy at home, watching warm daylight filter down through leaves a thousand shades of green. Her mother, whom Brenna called Umma with reverent respect, hummed a hymn in the kitchen while she prepared a spicy, heart-of-palm pie. Camille, the youngest of her three sisters, danced a spirited step with her cousins in the courtyard as Acacia, their lovely, dark-eyed sibling, played a lively tune on her lute. Father and Cynthia matched wits in a board game, while Jawara, son of Tegene–a close family friend–discussed the unfolding strategy in the Abelscinnian language with his brother, Kimoni.
Close by lingered her friend, Woodwind. The Kamerese warrior exchanged stories and laughter with his dark-skinned companions, many of whom Brenna had known all her life and regarded with deep affection. Some of father’s soldiers courted graceful maidens, whose pale eyes remained bright with love for their gentle consorts. Members of Tegene’s huge family strolled through the gardens, admiring mother’s paintings while their grandchildren scampered along the ground in a game of tag.
The Lithian girl would have perished on the northern bank of the Tualitin had it not been for an inexplicable event. Her pleasant dream filled with unapproachable light, and the very wind that seemed to seek her life soothed words of comfort into her soul. “Awake, little one. I am with you.”
A gunshot startled Brenna from her slumber. Gone were the green leaves and the melodious tones of Acacia’s lute. Instead, the merciless wind screamed from the far northwest, tugging at her tangled raven tresses in its terrifying fury. She realized that she remained dangerously cold and alone in a vast, empty land.
Summoning a deep strength from within, Brenna staggered to her feet and stumbled northward determinedly, embracing herself to create warmth. Soaking wet and shivering, the girl felt her strong legs cramp under the strain of her own weight. Her soul screamed for shelter and sleep as she resolutely headed for the hill that loomed high against the silver-swathed canopy of darkness overhead.
Alluvial fans curtained the foundation of the foothill, masking its ancient core of granite in deep drifts of rocky debris. She found no easy approaches to its flanks, but as Brenna moved to the eastern side, seeking shelter from the wind, her eyes discerned a slender shape swaying gently in the backwash of the windstorm. What a blessing!
The rope felt new and sturdy, but her fingers were so cold, she could neither feel nor apply the appropriate grip. Brenna had climbed quite a distance when the loose rock beneath her feet gave way and she fell, sliding downhill until she tumbled onto a ledge, several feet beneath the dangling rope.
With almost no strength left and her will nearly depleted, the girl screamed in frustration: “Help me!”
***
Sergeant Streckert ordered twelve junior scouts to form up into three squads. He instructed these cadets to move into the woods and clear the hilltop of any remaining enemy soldiers, holding no quarter for any invader they found. “Be sharp!” he warned. “Some of your friends are out there as well. Don’t fire in the trees without a positive i.d. on your target.”
Combat shock, and its accompanying adrenaline rush, faded quickly as the young men who remained at the clearing assessed the aftermath of their first battle. A few boys felt elated as they collected firewood, set up camp and began caring for their injured comrades. Garrick, however, struggled to calm a vivid awareness of how near he’d come to death. Suppressing an urge vomit, the young Tamarian looked away as Sergeant Streckert completed the grim task of killing wounded enemy warriors.
After recovering all casualties, the sergeant recorded eleven Azgaril soldiers dead, three slain Tamarians and another four who’d been wounded, one of them seriously. An aromatic morphine inhalant dulled the pain of each injured junior scout while their comrades cleaned and bandaged wounds.
Sergeant Streckert turned his attention to the lifeless cadets, shaking his head in deep thought, but saying nothing while he covered the bodies with blankets taken from their backpacks. “Ravenwood,” the sergeant called, noting that Garrick was crouching idly near a tree. “Go get the rope. We don’t need any more surprises like this.”
Garrick obeyed, retrieving his light stick. As he approached the tree where the rope had been secured, he noticed tension on the line. It suddenly slackened, and then he could have sworn he heard a scream. The boy crept toward the edge and peered over. Unable to see in the darkness, he shone his light stick downhill. There, at the top of a debris fan where he had begun his ascent, he saw a feminine, humanoid shape. She looked desperately cold as she sat with her knees drawn tight against her body, shivering.
“Jan!” he called over his shoulder. “Get over here! I need help!”
Garrick’s friend approached with a puzzled expression on his face. “What for?”
“Cover me,” Garrick replied. “I can see someone down there.”
Jan expressed incredulity. “Are you crazy? Just pull up the rope. There might be more of them running around.”
“Maybe so, but this one’s a girl.” Garrick set his weapon down, grasped the rope with his gloved hands and worked his way down slope.
Jan worried about his friend and continued to protest. “What if she’s the bait to some kind of trap?” he inquired.
“That’s why I need you to cover me,” Garrick responded, shouting. He descended carefully to avoid sending rocks downhill.
Jan held Garrick’s light stick as the boy moved farther down slope. When Jan saw the girl pull something that gleamed out of her boot as Garrick approached, he lined her up in his gun sights and called for the sergeant.
As Garrick arrived at the end of the rope, the girl backed away, holding a dagger in a manner that suggested she knew exactly how to use it. The boy held his breath, glimpsing her wet apparel, but he quickly turned his eyes to hers. Her face was heart-shaped, and in the darkness her eyes sparkled like sapphires. “You must be very cold,” he said, speaking the language of the Azgaril.
She nodded, backing away.
“Please don’t be afraid of me. I won’t hurt you.” The boy, wishing he could remember her name, held out his hands to show he held no weapon.
Brenna had always been fearful of meeting strangers. She’d expected to encounter a language barrier and felt startled that this boy spoke flawless vulgate! Part of her wanted to trust him, but profound shyness made her wary. The girl suddenly realized that she hadn’t thought of this problem before. “Are you T’arian?” she inquired.
The boy laughed. “Tamarian,” he corrected. “Yes. My name is Garrick.”
She felt too cold to smile. Her jaw trembled, yet she said nothing in return.
“If you’re strong enough to hold on, I can carry you up. Come on! You can trust me!”
This was exactly what Brenna needed, but it wasn’t what she wanted. “Are there more of you up there?” she asked, shivering, barely able to pronounce the words.
The blonde boy smiled. “Only one of me,” he mused, “but about twenty of my friends, plus my sergeant.”
She didn’t like the sound of that at all. “Just bring me a blanket. I’m cold, but I can take care of myself.”
“You need more than a blanket,” he replied. “You need a long sit by the fire and some warm, dry clothes. The night will be colder still and you’ll freeze to death down here all alone.”
Brenna didn’t like the sound of that either, but reluctantly agreed to let him carry her. She took the parka he offered and returned her dagger to its sheath before climbing onto his back, resting her head on his right shoulder. The boy felt warm and strong. He struggled uphill with some difficulty but without complaint, toward a menagerie of strange-sounding voices and bright lights.
Sergeant Streckert appraised the girl’s condition, ordered every else to keep their distance and told Garrick to carry her to one of the newly built fires. “Get a blanket on her now!” he commanded.
The girl slipped from Garrick’s back, too weak to protest as he maneuvered her into the camp. He draped his own blanket around her shoulders and took back his parka, noting a blue tinge on her face and fingers. Her skin felt quite cold to the touch. Fearing that she might already suffer from frostbite, he handled her gently.
Her eyes darkened in the firelight. Garrick matched her features with those he’d seen in the locket Woodwind, the swordsman from the south, had shown him. Since he’d never seen a Lithian, he could not say with certainty that she was tall for one of her kind, but was petite, looked no older than fifteen, and was dressed in a way that no self-respecting Tamarian girl would consider appropriate in public.
Garrick exerted self-control and willed himself to look only at her eyes. She seemed honestly oblivious to the impact of her immodesty, so he didn’t leer, treated her respectfully and gave her the gloves he’d worn so that she could warm her fingers.
Struggling against exhaustion, Brenna wavered between appreciation for Garrick’s ministrations and fear of the others, who stared at her and whispered among themselves. After spending so long in the cold, the fire–though contained in a tin can burner–felt very hot. Uncomfortable with strangers, the temptation to escape as soon as she felt better arose in her mind. But Brenna liked the way the Tamarian boy treated her. She sensed something trustworthy in him, and rather than run, she chose to linger in his company.
An older man draped another blanket around her shoulders, and gradually she felt warm again. A few minutes later, Garrick made her a cup of tea, which she sipped with gratitude. His comforting manner eased her anxiety, and for the first time, the Lithian girl gazed appreciatively into his grey eyes and smiled.
Sergeant Streckert questioned the last of his returning junior scouts about their contact with the enemy. Harold Vortlund reluctantly reported that at least two had escaped on horseback. Several horses had been tied up a few hundred yards away, and upon arrival, the Azgaril soldiers quickly mounted up and took the remaining beasts with them along a narrow path heading north. The Tamarians did not pursue. Harold testified that all approaches to the campsite had been thoroughly checked, and felt certain that the hilltop was now secure.
“Set up a perimeter guard and cast lots for the night watch, “ the sergeant ordered. “I want someone taking care of the wounded at all times. Those who are not on duty, get some sleep. It’ll be a long night and I don’t want anyone dozing off on watch.”
Garrick heard the other junior scouts joking lewdly at his expense and began feeling embarrassed about staying so near to the foreign girl. She, however, continued to smile and made no move to move away. Some time later, when his turn on watch arrived, another cadet tried to take his place. Brenna pushed the other boy away with her foot and huddled by the little stove alone. The comments made in response to her reaction went mercifully untranslated, and no one bothered her after that.
Brenna watched Garrick pacing back and forth, an adolescent boy with a man’s job. She studied his strong limbs, admired the grace in his stride, and found her heart pounding whenever he looked her way. At the sound of a deathwolf’s howl, he tensed and turned nervously toward the south, listening for a long time to the wicked winter wind rushing through the trees.
Garrick stayed on the perimeter of the camp until he could endure the harsh cold no longer. He came near the fire for a few minutes for warmth before returning, always keeping his head up, only glancing at the pretty girl for a moment before scanning the trees again.
The night grew progressively colder, forcing the boy more frequently to the fire. Though she wished otherwise, the boy never stayed long. He joked about how she might be better at keeping alert on watch, but remained vigilant until his duty was done. Two hours later by lunar reckoning, another cadet arose to take his place. Garrick crawled into his bedroll near Brenna, finding her still awake, waiting.
They talked in whispers for a long time. She spoke about her family and the people she loved. He told her about his nation, its principles and the freedom he cherished. The boy and girl shared their hopes and dreams: she of God’s goodness, and he of human kindness. They found their paths of thought crossing in many places before exhaustion overtook him. Garrick drifted to sleep with the sound of her voice on his mind.
Brenna, feeling stronger, inched closer when she noticed his slumber deepen. She laughed at the way he kept his rifle tucked under his left arm, as if ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice. Then shyly, tentatively, the Lithian girl touched the boy’s right hand. “You have a warrior’s soul,” she mused.
And she was right.
****
Destiny
Centurion Dathan Herulus, Azgaril Northern Liberation Army
I stirred from sleep feeling exhausted, as though I'd only shut my eyes minutes before. My thin blankets could not keep me warm. I'd spent most of the night shivering, pursuing slumber like a hunter stalking a creature more clever than himself. Under a clear, autumn sky, cold air swept across the steppe, pounding into my tent until the water in my washbasin condensed into a useless lump of ice. I cursed, but considered myself more fortunate than the men camped outside, without shelter. At the very least, my canvas tent slightly slowed the thrice-damned wind.
Our camp normally stirred at daybreak. On this morning, however, I heard nothing more than the infernal gale howling from the northwest, tugging at tent stakes, casting the flotsam from nearby hills noisily into the camp. It rippled wickedly past our proud battle banners on its way to a distant, unknown destination.
The moment I stepped outside my tent, the full, naked fury of the freezing storm forced me to bow my head and shield my face in subservience. The rushing torrent sapped moisture from my eyes, cutting through my centurion's uniform, chilling my body to its core. I felt instantly colder than I could ever remember. Eastward, the morning star limped into the heavens, feeble in its power to warm this bitter, godforsaken land.
Sergeant Aransen, embracing his own body for warmth, joined me. "The news isn't good," he began, shouting to be heard above the shrieking, frozen wind.
I had learned since my promotion that first-thing-in-the-morning news is seldom good, so I wasn't surprised. "Tell me."
"We have about two dozen cases of frostbite in the unit. Some of the men can't even stand. Between me and Sergeant Vitus, we lost five who froze to death last night."
That certainly was not good news. Our situation deteriorated further with every mile north we marched. Our misery magnified with every moment approaching the onset of winter. "Let's get something to eat. I hate hearing bad news on an empty stomach."
Our breakfast consisted of teeth-shattering bread and hard cheese. The beleaguered mess commander complained that not only was it too windy to light fires for cooking, but that all our water had frozen during the night. The storage kegs burst open, so we had no water available and no way of collecting any more.
Problems related to the weather had moved far beyond the normal wretchedness I expected my soldiers to endure. As the summer campaign extended, someone in the senior officer’s corps should have foreseen the need for warm clothing and hot food. This seemed reasonable to me, yet I felt overwhelmed by a sense of powerlessness, watching my men shiver in their fatigues, listening to their bickering while we waited in a long line for frozen rations.
Trying to contain my growing rage, I continued conversing with Sergeant Aransen. "Make sure Sivestri has whatever he needs to get those frostbite cases on their feet again. I'll need a list of the dead men's names for family letters. Anything else?"
He nodded. "Scuttlebutt has it that one of our scout units ran into a barbarian mob last night. They were badly outnumbered and suffered heavy casualties. Apparently, the locals have decent guns, and worse, their armor is tough enough to stop our bullets."
The story sounded ridiculous, but Aransen’s expression remained dead serious. "That sounds like crap," I muttered. "We’re not dealing with an advanced civilization here."
"I thought the same, sir," he replied. “But I thought you should know.”
I attended an officer's meeting after breakfast. Our forces, though equipped with updated versions of inexpensive, older weapons, featured a modern organization system that configured various combat disciplines into Combined Arms Units. Each of these self-contained groups assembled in large tents with central fire pits. Though holes in the tent roofs should have provided an outlet for smoke, the wind made these ineffective. Thus, we endured a choking, eye-stinging session with Lord Balinor and his vice-generals.
At least the air felt warmer inside.
In deference to historical religious observances, we followed an inflexible routine. One of our priests examined the victuals of a freshly slaughtered animal to determine whether our course of action offended any of the hundred-odd deities in the ancient pantheon. Although few of us believed in this kind of thing anymore, we found the ritual comforting, and no one ever complained.
Standing with both arms raised as if swearing an oath, a grey-haired, fiery-eyed priest lead us in adoration of the emperor, whose exalted name was to be glorified above all others. I did wonder why we made such grandiose efforts to appease gods who were actually less important to us than our supreme leader, but hadn’t broached the subject with those learned in spiritual affairs because we weren't supposed to question the authority of our priests. Liturgy seemed an end in and of itself to them.
Though laughter during such a service would earn the wrath of the priesthood, some of whom served as advisors to the vice-generals, I found this worship session amusing. At the time, though I did not laugh out loud, I appreciated having something to smile about. We were all stifling coughing fits during the invocation, while the row of black-robed priests standing on the dias remained sublime in their ecstatic utterances. They seemed impervious to the smoke pressing down from above, a hint, perhaps, that the Place of Burning they threatened was friendly to, and frequented by, their own kind.
Next, a staff centurion read through a list of unit troop strengths. Our sergeants compiled this information before breakfast while many of us remained in bed. On this morning, the centurion announced that we’d suffered attrition and desertions that he attributed to the cold, so the requisition officers were duly informed of the need for warm clothing and heavier blankets.
I shook my head, partly in disbelief, partly in shame, partly in anger. We’d been told that our campaign would end once we’d subjugated the city of Shirak and gained control over its surrounding resources. We’d begun a long push northward because of genuine and perceived hostility from petty kingdoms, primitive tribes and small clans whose armed alliances quickly succumbed to our cavalry, infantry and artillery. One after another they’d fallen, yet ongoing calls for the subjugation of new threats continued until we found ourselves standing on this frozen wasteland, over a thousand miles from home. We didn't have heavy blankets because no one had seen the need to bring any along.
Now our logisticians were ordered to provide material unforeseen when the campaign began, as if merely being told to give the men warmer clothes would enable them to conjure winter vestments out of thin air. Our supply train, at this point well over a thousand miles long, made it unlikely that we’d get our blankets any time soon.
My deepening cynicism grew out of a pattern I’d seen repeated many times. Complex, intricately machined weapons worked best in hot, low-humidity climates. The breech loading kits for our trapdoor carbines did not tolerate dirt or moisture very well, and the big guns required constant maintenance because of similar breech problems, rifle wear or sight-control system failure. Spare parts became scarce as we marched northward, so our engineers fabricated and machined replacements in portable smith shops. Artillery units suffered chronic supply deficiencies, forcing their commanders to conserve ammunition on fire-support missions.
We'd succeeded because we'd simply outclassed our enemies. Our destiny, it seemed, involved conquering every inch of land in sight, so long as it was poorly defended and blessed with material resources.
After this, a field commander from the eastern province of Abelscinnia, an outrageously tall man with very dark skin and a curious accent, explained the need for a northern headquarters. He told us that influential senators back home were demanding justification for our current operations. In order to establish a lawful presence among the northern nations we needed a legitimate claim to territory.
Fortunately, our embassy had been contacted by the heir of a former king–a giant whose name I could not pronounce–in the hope that we would be able to assist him in regaining control of the area captured by the barbarian Tamarians. The town of Burning Tree, now an important industrial port, had long ago been his father’s regional capital.
Conquering this city and holding it against the Tamarians would give us access to the raw materials of the far north. In addition, we would stand in history as the brilliant army that successfully isolated the Kingdom of Kameron, an ancient and bitter rival on our eastern border. Since the giant king’s contact had come through proper diplomatic channels, only a two-thirds majority vote in the senate could override the emperor’s executive order for Lord Balinor to take the city. This was an unlikely outcome, no matter how unpopular his policy.
Cynically, I wondered how much of this plan glorified the emperor, and how much served to consolidate Lord Balinor’s power, while securing access to new resources on behalf of influential industrialists at home. They’d financed the entire campaign in the hope that conquering new land would prove profitable.
First, we had to establish a permanent military presence. Scouting reports described small fire keeps scattered through the hills to our northwest that likely housed no more than a few hundred soldiers each. Almost directly north of our position lay an island of foothills, behind which we could camp to get out of the accursed wind. Fruit orchards in the hills to the west of this position could provide firewood. A small population of locals could be compelled to relinquish stored food that would sustain us during the winter months. A four-day march to the northwest of this region would bring us to Burning Tree, after we’d passed though a narrow, heavily populated valley bristling with defenses.
The giants, who had provided us with additional intelligence, expressed a healthy respect for Tamarian firepower. They said the barbarians had excellent rifles, repeating cannon, artillery and rockets that carried explosive shells over vast distances. The report stated that Tamarian soldiers were well-trained and tough. Also, they said something about flying machines, underground tunnels and steam trains that I dismissed as fantasy. Later, I regretted how my sense of national superiority distorted my judgment . . .
Our meeting concluded with unit assignment sessions. Every field commander and his subordinate officers met with their respective vice-generals. In theory, every legion could operate as a self-contained army, complete with infantry, cavalry, artillery, medical and supply units. In actual practice, however, these arrangements were never so tidy.
My unit drew the luxury of standing near the fire. After languishing in this indulgence for a few minutes I felt warmer than I'd been in recent memory, and fortunately for me, the hot smoke spiraled upward, away from my eyes and out of my lungs. The pall of pollution cooled at the top of the tent and settled along its cold, canvas sides where less lucky officers huddled, hacked, and cast longing glances toward the billowing tent flaps.
Our commander, Vice-General Diabilos, wasted no time in outlining his plan. He said we needed to secure a command center. Since the Tamarians had an army in the area, we could ill-afford to leave our highest-ranking officers camped in the open where they’d be exposed to enemy action. The vice-general mulled over our scouting reports and selected an old inn that he believed would serve well for such a purpose. The lot fell on my century to wrest control of the compound from the locals. I had only three days to plan and carry out the attack.
Characteristically, the senior officers needed a building for shelter, rather than a lowly bivouac on the cold ground with the rest of us. As I listened, I knew my men would curse and complain that special treatment for the senior officers violated the egalitarian principles of citizenship we’d been fighting to maintain. Shaking my head in helpless resignation, I figured we'd suffer many more desertions and deaths from freezing before this campaign came to its bitter, exhausted end. As it turned out, I was right about that.
After the meeting dismissed, I stepped back into the swelling windstorm, having momentarily forgotten how dreadfully cold it had been outside. A grim-countenanced crew leading an ox-drawn cart piled high with dead soldiers performed their somber duty, though the squeaking of un-oiled axles was overwhelmed by the horrific howling from the heavens. I heard one warrior shouting to another that only a few deathwolves had returned from their rampage last night. In truth, I felt inwardly amazed that anything alive could survive without shelter through an entire night on the high altitude steppe at this latitude.
Back at my tent, I swaddled my body in three layers of clothing. I’d have put on more if I’d had more to wear. Although the senior officers might not approve of my ridiculous appearance, as long as I had to brave the bitter weather, I wanted to feel as warm as possible. When Sergeant Aransen reported, I told him to make certain that the men we'd take north today were similarly attired.
As soon as Aransen stepped outside I could have sworn I'd heard him laugh. But when he returned, about ten minutes later, he and eight other warriors looked no less ludicrous than I. No one in my scouting party expressed dismay concerning his appearance, but as we went to the quartermaster for horses, I sensed that each man shared my desire to vanish before too many eyes caught sight of us.
We settled into a steady march, our faces bowed and eyes squinting, walking beside our steeds to stay out of the relentless wind. A primordial fear of the gusting breeze made our horses nervous and difficult to control, especially from the ground. They needed water too. I wondered how much of their skittishness resulted from thirst.
At this latitude, the sheer immensity of the Saradon inspired awe. Its extreme horizontality, its utter lack of terrain features and any sign of life wearied my eyes with monotony in minutes. Pure sky, an intense blue made hard by the bitter cold, rose from three horizons, its bleakness broken only by the glacier-crowned ridges stabbing into its indigo domain some distance west. Who cared if the giants wanted such worthless land? Why were we planning to start a war over it for them?
We moved north at about 90 paces per minute, following a minor trade route that skirted the western fringe of the Saradon. Silently, we marched through a sea of tall, swaying prairie grass that rippled in random, golden ranks, bowing subserviently to the breeze. Hours later, we closed in on an outcropping of steep, tree-covered hills, and finding much less wind on its eastern flanks, stopped to rest our weary horses. There, beneath an oak tree, we found the remains of a scouting party.
"Looks like an ambush," Aransen remarked. "Maybe someone jumped them from the tall grass."
The bodies lay stiff, their flesh and faces blue. A long line of boot prints obliterated all clues that might have shown how the butchering began and ended. Clearly, however, blades, rather than bullets, had been responsible for the carnage. Given our recent intelligence assessment, this seemed enigmatic to me.
As a precaution, I ordered loaded rifles in case any trouble headed our way. My men collected i.d. tags and wordlessly buried the bodies. In their silence I sensed a seething and irrational rage, a thirst for revenge that I knew could inspire stupidity and cost lives. I said nothing, though. Carefully avoiding the road, we continued north.
About two hours later, the hills hooked eastward for several miles. On a low rise overlooking the steppe an old stone inn stood guard. Encircled by an ancient, lichen-encrusted wall of bleached granite blocks nearly twenty feet in height, the site looked more like an ancient monastery than a place of lodging.
Above its gate a sign swayed in the wind. Written in four languages, one of them the common form of ours, it read: "The Ice Dragon Inn, established 2377."
From a distance of about 300 yards, I saw my first Tamarian soldier. Peering through a field lens, I could see a male figure in mottled brown fatigues who didn't look old enough to shave. "A virgin with a long rifle!" I smirked, mentally questioning the courage of any giant who’d be afraid of a mere boy like this.
Another soldier approached as I watched. Absorbing as much detail as possible, I noticed no obvious armor, but their clothing looked quite bulky and seemed to restrict movement somewhat. Whether they wore some kind of armored vest or just many layers of winter clothing couldn’t be ascertained from my position, but they didn't appear to be bothered by the cold. I wished I could have said the same for myself!
"Let's move up a hill for a look at the compound," I said, tired from the long walk and lack of sleep, but already imagining how I might lead an attack on this place.
The complex contained four buildings. Two of these, probably living quarters, were tall and dotted with windows. Another structure, this one low to the ground with few windows, had a capped stack on its roof and at least five doors, with a maze of pipe extending from its southern wall directly into the ground. The fourth appeared to be a large livery, located ten yards west of the small building with its tangle of pipes, behind which lay a swine pen. A strange-looking, circular-shaped tank with a low, domed roof had been built to the south of the pig sty. Some kind of pipe rose from the ground and turned into the top of it, but I had no clue of its function.
Along the perimeter of the complex lay an extensive garden of trimmed shrubbery and hand-groomed hardwood forest. Late autumn wind had swept nearly all the leaves from the trees, giving gunners an unobstructed view over the walls at this height. I calculated the range at two hundred yards, an easy distance for our eight pound mortars.
It would be a shame, I thought, to damage the main buildings. Majestic and old, built with flying buttresses, towering, steep-pitched roofs and stained glass windows more reminiscent of a cathedral than a traveler's tavern, the living quarters must have been some long-dead architect’s finest work. Even the other structures, more modern in appearance and modest in size, seemed artfully designed. I could see no mortar between the tight-fitting stone courses, and such precise fitting between individual blocks impressed me. Further, I noted that several paths, paved in grey cobblestones and swept clean by diligent hands, meandered through lovingly tended gardens. Arranged throughout the courtyard were devices that looked like lamps, but they didn’t resemble the oil burners I remembered from home. For a moment I pondered the possibility that Tamarian civilization aspired to a higher level of technical expertise than I’d initially believed, but I quickly dismissed the thought.
On a fifty-foot tower near the back wall a multi bladed aeropump spun rapidly in the wind, no doubt lifting water from a well deep beneath the frozen soil. While I was pleased to see a secure water supply, I wondered how the Tamarians prevented it from freezing.
Further observations fueled additional speculation. A steady, bluish glow radiated from several north-facing windows on the back side of one building. Given the season and the hour of day, these rooms simply had to be illuminated from the inside, and I knew of no lamp that emitted blue light. Also, exhaust stack on the small building remained smokeless during my examination, nor could I see any soot on its weather cap. How did they keep the buildings warm in such a cold climate?
I ordered a preliminary artillery survey from two key hilltop positions located north and west of the inn, then discussed lines of infantry attack with Sergeant Aransen. We'd have to bring in a sizeable quantity of munitions and manpower for this operation, so we mapped supply routes that could not be directly observed or attacked from the inn itself. Then, we addressed the issue of a staging area close enough for us engage the enemy, yet far enough away to ensure surprise during our initial advance on the compound.
Before leaving, I ordered Aransen to remain behind with four men. "Watch everything that comes in and goes out," I said. "Give me an indication of how many soldiers are quartered there and what kinds of weapons they have. I'll expect your report by noon tomorrow."
"I'll get right on it, sir," he replied, apparently pleased that I had turned out to be a half-decent officer after all.
If I rode back to camp and got busy, I believed we could take the inn within two days. Although that kind of timetable made my schedule very tight, it fit into the senior officers’ outline and I felt confident that my soldiers would work as hard as necessary to turn my attack plan into reality. A bold and successful territorial seizure would certainly boost their waning morale after twenty-four days of hard marching through the deepening cold. Fresh food and warm clothes would lift spirits long wearied by misery and monotony.
I hoped that our strike to secure this place as a headquarters would serve to fulfill many of our needs, but I didn't understand until later just how my plans for the Ice Dragon Inn would affect the loyalty I felt for my nation and utterly, irrevocably change my destiny.
****
Serenade
Junior Scout Garrick Ravenwood, Tamarian Defense Force; Brenna Velez; Woodwind
Braving the bitter cold before dawn, Brenna Velez slipped out from beneath warm, woolen blankets and glanced furtively around the camp where her newly found friend and his companions lay sleeping. She noticed a neat stack of heavy clothing at her feet, consisting of a woolen sweater, fur leggings, a thick, hooded parka and a large pair of leather gloves. Hurriedly, the girl slipped into the garments, aware that they had once belonged to some dead Tamarian soldier, but too cold for a response more meditative than sheer gratitude.
Anxious to avoid being seen, Brenna tiptoed past the sleeping cadet on watch. Something shy within the girl longed to slip away unnoticed, but the distasteful thought of continuing her long, lonely trek mingled with a pang of conscience and made her pause. Turning back toward the camp, Brenna glimpsed a bloodstained bandage wrapped around a slumbering cadet’s right leg. She let out a sigh and trudged over to where he lay.
Someone had applied a tourniquet to control bleeding from what looked like a bayonet puncture, but had not loosened it afterward. Brenna noticed discoloration and swelling of the boy’s flesh, frowned, then tried to remove the bandage in order to examine his wound. Drainage from the puncture had freeze-dried during the night, causing a crust of pus to stick to the bandage. As she pulled it apart, he flinched and began to waken.
"Sleep!" she commanded, believing he would.
The boy settled back into his dreams, allowing her to continue without further incident. She pulled out her boot knife, cut off the tourniquet and gently pressed on the boy’s leg to restore circulation. Brenna cleaned his injury, then made another bandage from the hem of her skirt, bathed it in saliva and applied it to his wound. This done, she prayed for him and moved on to the next cadet.
Rugged body armor and sheer luck prevented many serious injuries. Brenna performed most of her ministrations on cuts, sprains and scratches that healed easily. The girl spent several minutes methodically cleaning wounds and changing bandages, so absorbed in her task that fear slowly melted from her mind altogether.
Near one of the dying campfires she found a boy with a head injury. Several broken ampules lay scattered about, the contents of which she verified as morphine by taste and smell. That could be dangerous if he’d lost a lot of blood, but she checked his pulse and found that his heart beat steadily. Carefully, Brenna cut and unwrapped his bandage.
The injury looked awful. A razor would have been useful in shaving away the boy’s blood-matted hair, but since she didn’t have one, Brenna held her blade over the hot coals, melted a bit of snow on its crystalline edge, then very gently feathered back the boy’s hair line. She washed away all traces of dirt and blood from the wound, noting that a bullet had grazed, but probably not penetrated this cadet’s skull.
“Sleep in God’s hands,” she whispered, kissing her forefinger and laying it on the injury. Brenna interceded for the boy, then turned her face into the force of the freezing windstorm, seeking a sheltered place below the bristle pines for her morning prayer.
No longer limping, she climbed down into a ravine to the west, emptied her bladder where she could not be seen, then hiked back up to a circle of black oak and juvenile bristle pine that formed a hidden sanctum. Beneath the naked oak branches lay a thin carpet of sparkling snow, untrodden by the foot of man nor beast. Luminescent in the purple light only Lithian eyes could see, the frozen veil glistened like an aurora borealis. Scattered across its gleaming surface, random patterns of dark shapes and lines crisscrossed where the radiant snow lay speckled with the fallen leaves of oak, cottonwood and slender needles of bristle and ponderosa pine.
Enchanted by this natural magic, hearing nothing more than the surging sound of restless wind within the trees, the girl carefully balanced her bow against the rugged trunk of an old cottonwood, kneeling in the midst of the icy blanket to pray.
She began every morning this way. But now, tired of running and afraid that she could never again return home, Brenna grew increasingly desperate. Lacking the love and companionship of her family, she felt vulnerable and lonely in this cold, windy land. "I didn't want to marry," she lamented, "so I fled north instead of going west, across the mountains into Kameron. I promised Umma I would do whatever father asked me to do, though I knew in my heart I would not."
Brenna paused for a long time, remembering words recklessly spoken, thinking about things that should have been said. Pondering her own motives, she understood that what she’d rationalized as a split-second decision at the last, critical moment had really been long premeditated. The girl gazed into the dark heavens, marveling at the breathtaking beauty of the early morning stars, only to return her misty eyes to the sparkling snow beneath her knees. Defiance, not fate, had set her on the path that led to this foreign land.
Brenna considered personal freedom a virtue, but exercising it at the expense of honesty had been a compromise that was, no doubt, causing her family much grief at this moment. Certainly, she had a right to disagree with her father's plans, but as one who believed in and exercised the power of Allfather, she had no right to lie, and she knew it.
This issue stained the fabric of her soul. In spite of her intelligence and outstanding physical condition, she could not dictate the outcome of her choices and resolve every detail to her personal satisfaction. When she meditated on this, in light of the previous evening’s events, she realized that her profoundly fragile life depended upon the magnanimous grace of God. Brenna also depended on him for healing power and sustenance when she was, in fact, less than deserving.
This contrary part of her nature always contended against the ideal relationship with God that she aspired to achieve. Years ago, she had learned to accept the reality of this conflict, the doubt it wrought, and the difficulty brought about by believing in ideas that could not be seen, heard, nor touched when existential matters muddled her mind. Seen through the perfect lens of hindsight, Brenna wished she had applied the principles of love and honesty to a higher degree and depended less on her own wisdom, as she had so regrettably done in the recent past.
And so, the Lithian girl poured out her heart. She asked for mercy and forgiveness, believing that loving, compassionate Allfather would listen to her plea. "Give me courage to live with consequences I can’t choose," she prayed. "Lavish on me the wisdom to remain your faithful servant here, that I may live to your glory among the people of the High Land."
The chill of the windy morning began to affect her concentration. Brenna shivered in the snow, her eyelashes frozen shut, distracted by a desire to return to a warm place near the fire. She recited a list of things for which she felt grateful, including the attractive boy she'd met the night before, and concluded her petition nearly twenty minutes after embarking upon it, with a litany of praise and exultation.
After this Brenna felt strong in spirit again, ready to greet the new day with a smile. Humming a favorite hymn, she rubbed her eyes until the lids unstuck, watching in awe as the scenery about her undertook its daily metamorphosis. The soft, phosphorescent, ultraviolet colors of night yielded gradually to longer, brighter wavelengths that heralded the imminent rising of the Daystar. White light soon overpowered the bluish, nocturnal glow that had so drawn the Lithian girl to this place. Within minutes, the human spectrum of colors became visible to the indigo-eyed maiden.
But the freezing wind belied the promise of warmth borne by the ascending star. Brenna picked up her bow and scurried uphill with fleet-footed grace, pausing to catch her breath before returning to the camp.
***
"I'm telling you, he's a spy!"
Heinz Neergard, the local militia chairman for Dieter, a small town on the Tamarian frontier, had only two weeks of tenure left at this position and longed for it to end. As autumn drew to a close, the level of paranoia in this sleepy, agricultural hamlet had risen dramatically. More often than he cared to remember, some concerned citizen had pounded on his door at daybreak with news that couldn't wait until after breakfast. Standing unshaven in his nightclothes and bare feet, growing colder in direct proportion to the time he spent with his front door open, the tall, gray-haired gentleman listened patiently to the frantic tale of Winnie Mikkels, the elderly proprietress of a tiny but luxurious bed and breakfast establishment on the south end of town.
"He came in last night after dark. Franz would never have let him in the door because he looked an absolute mess, but he was cold and I felt sorry for him. Then I got to thinking straight," the old woman explained, gesticulating pointedly as if her skinny, vein and sinew shrouded hands could paint a picture where words failed. "He's got this huge sword and looks around at everything like he wanted to steal it all. Spoke the vulgate, he did, then gives me this worthless foreign coin for his room!"
The old woman produced a heavy golden disc from a pocket in her musty, moth-eaten, knee-length coat, waving it in the kindly man's face. He backed away from her wrinkled, liver-spot covered hand, which, despite the cold, reeked of menthol.
"Is it real?" Heinz queried.
"Well, the old dwarf says so, but his eyes aren't so good anymore and I'm not sure he's not in cahoots with them anyway."
The old dwarf wasn’t really a dwarf. A life-long resident, the goldsmith had been stricken by a spinal disease that left him deformed. Heinz recognized the prejudice, but didn't comment on it. "If the dwarf says it's good, then it's good," the shivering man replied. "If it will set your mind at ease, my boy and I will stop in and see this man after breakfast."
"You'd better hurry," she warned, sensing that he wasn't taking her as seriously as she deemed the situation required. "If he leaves before you get there, I’ll hold you responsible!"
Heinz smiled, sensing an opening. "Why don't you delay him until we arrive. Give him an extra-large breakfast and draw him a hot bath. If you treat him well, he won't suspect you've spoken to me this morning."
Mrs. Mikkels’ thick glasses nearly bounced off her face as she nodded. "You know, that's exactly what I'll do. He won't suspect. No sir! We'll stop these foreigners yet!" The old woman began to waddle home, continuing the conversation all by herself.
"Thank-you for stopping by," Heinz called, closing the door with relief tempered only by the grim realization that he'd have to see and smell her again after breakfast.
Rheanne, his ebullient, sixteen-year-old daughter, appeared from her room. "Daddy, what was that all about?"
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