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Betrayal
Kindness betrayed them. Their gentle tones of voice, expressions forever bordering on a smile, and the subtle and soft glisten of longing gazes proclaimed their compassion in a compelling manner. They did not touch in public, yet often sat close enough that only a paper leaf could pass between their shoulders. Never did they refer to one another in terms of endearment, preferring first names spoken in Southern Vulgate, a tongue native to neither, but one they both understood.
Hearing the girl’s meek voice speaking the enemy’s language might have aroused the rightful suspicion of many Tamarian citizens. However, the dark-haired maiden looked nothing like the fair daughters born within the high, alpine valleys, along rushing rivers or bright, glacial lakes, and because of this fact, native Tamarians extended her a measure of linguistic grace, even as their eyes narrowed and suspicions arose. Yet as long as she accompanied the young soldier of whom she’d become so fond, the common contempt reserved for tourists, exchange students, enemies and other undesirable aliens remained unspoken.
Still, people stared. Natives whispered to one another in phrases just above the hearing threshold, so that their displeasure might be accurately perceived, only to stop or avert their eyes if the pretty girl glanced away from her companion.
The young soldier sensed this ever-present tension. No action on his part could amend the low regard his countrymen held for visitors in general, and Lithians, like the girl sitting next to him, in particular. He’d learned that with time, most people set aside their initial scorn for an attitude approaching tolerance, but resolutely far from full acceptance. The girl seemed unable to merit respect.
However, most of the warriors from his former unit had grown quite fond of her, not simply because she looked lovely–for that reaction often constituted a large part of anyone’s initial response–but for the civility with which she, a wealthy warlord’s eldest daughter, regarded even the poorest among them. The foreign girl earned their trust with consistent benevolence and clear forgiveness over her initial mistreatment. They didn’t know that she’d only been able to muster such grace by spending time in prayer. Yet her petitions to God changed nothing in other people; by praying she became changed.
The Lithian girl had proven her worth during combat. She seemed utterly fearless and never hesitated to lend medical aid to a stricken soldier, even if he’d fallen under direct enemy fire. Such bravery earned this foreign mercenary the right to wear four silver lions, coveted citations for valor worn on the left collar of her dress uniform that testified of her exploits. The medals could not explain how faith inspired her calm demeanor, but secular soldiers didn’t concern themselves with the religious explanations she offered. Though they privately scoffed at her faith, every warrior wanted her nearby when the shooting started. Edgy infantrymen sought her comfort after combat, while their sergeants developed confidence that whenever she accompanied them into battle, the fight would follow in their favor.
Nonetheless, few Tamarians beyond this intimate circle of soldiers extended any kindness further than basic courtesy toward her. The bond between her and the young, grey-eyed veteran sitting at her right hand could not easily be concealed, despite their mutual effort, and the relationship itself, though it should have been lauded for its chaste and noble selflessness, inspired deep disdain instead.
Private Garrick Ravenwood, now on a civilian train taking him northward to Officer’s Training School in the Tamarian capital, reflected on the latest incidents underscoring the division his culture wished to impose between him and Brenna Velez, the girl he loved.
The week after Garrick’s birthday, the Tamarian Defense Force finally succeeded in pushing an invading horde from the far south–the dreaded Azgaril Northern Liberation Army–across the Tualitin River, Tamaria’s southern border. After months of fierce winter combat, Garrick’s unit rotated for a deserved rest to the sprawling military base adjacent to the ancient city of Burning Tree, located along the western shore of Broken Wing Lake.
Winter’s fading influence lingered on a landscape where spring remained a whispered promise. Brown grasses, flattened by snowfall, lay exposed along the lakeshore. Storm-driven waves pounded the graveled beach and the resulting spray flew on the wings of wintry wind, coating three-foot thick walls with fine mist until the dull, plastered finish gleamed in even the weakest light. Naked tree limbs reached into the endless cold rain descending from an overcast sky.
Not a soul lingered on the wide avenues, nor did the crowds that casually mingled on fairer days near military monuments appear. The base lay empty, save for its skeletal staff, awaiting battle-weary warriors returning in gradually increasing numbers from the southeastern front. Thus the compound appeared graveyard silent to the young couple whose scandalous love simmered in secret.
During the long train ride around the lofty Angelgate Mountains to Burning Tree, Sergeant Harold Krebes, under whose leadership Garrick had served during the war, wrote a commendation letter concerning the young soldier to their platoon commander, First Lieutenant Oskar Kohler. This officer, awaiting final approval of a battlefield promotion, subsequently summoned Garrick into his untidy office several days after their arrival.
The lingering, musty aroma enclosed by windows shut tight against the cold didn’t seem to bother Lieutenant Kohler at all. Garrick eyed the file folders littering his commander’s desk, the partially eaten lunch lingering on a side table, stepped over an ammunition box filled with scented letters from Lieutenant Kohler’s fiancee and stood at attention, out of custom more than respect.
“Before you get too comfortable here,” the lieutenant began, “I’m recommending that you transfer out of my unit.”
Garrick felt panic surge in his soul. “Why?” he queried, struggling to control the emotion evident in his response.
“Sergeant Krebes has been watching you, soldier. He sees that you’re a natural leader, and I agree with his assessment. I’m sending you to OTS in Marvic.”
“Thank you, sir,” Garrick responded, somewhat, though not entirely, relieved. Being an officer merited better pay and prestige in an army that consistently rewarded effective leadership. Garrick, who earned a gold lion for his own combat exploits, felt grateful that he’d been found worthy of this honor.
A long silence followed, during which the lieutenant carefully considered a change in his discourse. “But, before you go, there’s one more thing. I don’t think you’ll like hearing what I have to say, but I’m going to tell you, anyway.”
Garrick constrained his worry. “I’m listening, sir.”
“Take this as good advice from someone who knows how skilled a soldier you’ve become. Your career will never move forward as long as you maintain such cordial relations with a foreign courtesan.”
The young soldier flushed. “Sir, how can you say that? Everyone loves Brenna! She’s upheld high standards of moral conduct while serving in this unit, and you know that!”
Lieutenant Kohler glanced at the young woman’s file, smiling as he recalled his first encounter with her, but he did not back down. “I’m not disputing her character. I’m offering you a dose of reality, soldier. What everyone else believes about the girl is far more important than whatever it is you think. As long as the two of you cling to each other, whispering like a pair of insurgents, your career will go nowhere.”
“She’s not the enemy, sir. You of all people should know that by now.”
“Mark my words, Ravenwood. No one cares that your little friend is still a virgin. She’s a foreigner. She’s Lithian, and few of us hold those people in high esteem. Listen to me and find yourself a nice, Tamarian girl. You have a bright future in this army. If you make it through OTS, you can take your pick from the best of them!”
Garrick seethed at the injustice, feeling powerless. “Your views are noted, sir,” he replied, struggling to keep his voice steady and only barely managing to do so.
“Good! You’ll see the light.” Lieutenant Kohler returned Garrick’s salute. “Pick up your ferry and train passes from my adjutant. You’re dismissed.”
Garrick left the office in a foul mood. The harmonic, polyphonic interchange of an ancient melody soothed his soul and drew him toward the base chapel, where he found Brenna practicing one of her favorite compositions on the pipe organ. Something in her muted delight softened his demeanor to the extent that he couldn’t summon the courage to tell her everything his lieutenant had said.
An hour later, they braved the wind driven rain and scurried across the empty base to a nearly deserted wharf, arriving–cold and wet–at a closed ticket counter. A small, paddle-wheeled steamer ominously named Queen of Deception Creek lay silent at her berth, buffeted by the billows rolling down from the north; her double stacks remained void of any rising heat that might suggest a boiler ready to work against the waves.
The two friends sought shelter beneath a covered porch, relieved to remove their heavy packs. Brenna felt cold, and Garrick, taking pity on her, zipped his waterproof poncho together with hers and huddled close. They sat with their backs to the wind until an employee spotted them, checked their passes, and out of forced courtesy offered shelter inside the building.
“Everyone has to wait until this wind dies down,” the skinny man remarked, posturing to improve his view of Brenna’s softer features when the young couple took off their ponchos. “No sense in trying to cross if we’ll only wind up at the bottom of the lake!”
Garrick found no humor in the remark. Brenna ignored the man, settling with her handsome soldier onto a quickly vacated bench in a gloomy, stuffy room. Five other travelers–two of whom had moved away to permit the young couple room to sit–lifted their eyes, a few of them grunting a half-hearted greeting. A small boy prattled restlessly, standing on his toes to gaze outside, not understanding why he and his mother couldn’t board the ferry right now.
A kindly old woman approached and offered the young couple a printed religious tract. Garrick knew that it outlined the supposed benefits of adhering to rigorous meditation, of respect for local spirits, of transcendent holiness attained by denial of desire. The young soldier politely, but firmly, declined. He steadfastly held to his own, eclectic and rational view, and knew that Brenna, who couldn’t read the Tamarian language and devoutly believed in only one God anyway, wouldn’t find a treatise on pantheistic musings particularly interesting.
Hours later, long after any discussion among the passengers had faded into languid silence, the wind and waves slackened. With black smoke belching from its twin stacks, the paddle wheeler’s boiler coughed to life. The small boy pointed and jumped up and down with delight, calling his weary mother to the window, then repeating the same question he’d asked 137 times since Garrick and Brenna arrived: “Can we go now?”
At this stage in her career, the Queen of Deception Creek had worked the waters of Broken Wing Lake for nearly thirty years, and her battered condition attested to rough but faithful service. Crafted from fir and powered by twin, triple-expansion steam engines, she measured 150 feet from stem to stern. Fully laden, this vessel could carry as much as 200 tons of cargo, usually iron and copper scrap destined for the recycling foundries at Burning Tree, or Vengeance on the Desolation River; bauxite for the big aluminum smelters in Marvic, or seasonal fruit shipped to more distant markets linked by rail.
Garrick led Brenna up to the dining saloon, a large room with cafeteria-style services and forward-facing windows. They sat together, taking no particular notice of anyone else when a middle-aged steward approached the young couple, his face brimming with apprehension. “I’m sorry,” he said to Garrick in a whisper. “We don’t serve her kind in the saloon. She’ll have to eat downstairs, in the cargo area.”
“Then what kind do you serve?” Garrick inquired, not bothering to lower his voice.
The veneer of feigned courtesy vanished from the steward’s face. “You know very well what I mean, young man,” he replied in a menacing tone.
Brenna closed her eyes and muttered a brief and frustrated prayer; her words inaudible as breath streamed through drawn lips in a plea for freedom from this kind of humiliation, or at least, the grace to overlook such a callous affront. She stood and gestured for Garrick to follow, understanding the steward’s intent, if not the words he uttered. “Let’s go,” she whispered, knowing that Garrick, who sincerely loved her, brokered little tolerance for the steward’s attitude. Wisdom informed her milder response, for though the indignation of her younger friend represented high principle, Brenna realized that nothing could be gained from escalating the conflict further.
Garrick arose slowly and glared directly into the steward’s eyes. He sniffed, then wrinkled his face as if inhaling something foul. “I hate the smell of your kind,” he sneered. After uttering that remark, the young soldier walked away, fantasizing about how satisfying it would feel to slam his left fist into the steward’s smug face. The vessel shuddered as its steam engines began turning the aged stern wheel. As they approached a staircase, Garrick turned toward Brenna and said: “I’m sorry about that.”
“Sorry about what?” she replied, her dark blue eyes innocent, imploring, “You feel bad about what the rude man said, or do you regret your equally impudent response to him?”
Sometimes Garrick wondered why Brenna objected so strongly to his protection of her honor and felt mildly hurt by her rebuke. “I’m only trying to defend you,” he said, suppressing a more biting remark that urged expression.
She smiled, pleased beyond words with the strength of his character. “I need you to love me, not defend me,” she responded. “You know full well that I can take care of myself.” Then, glancing furtively around to ensure they were not being watched, she placed her right hand behind his head, lacing her fingers through his wavy blonde hair, leaned up and planted a brief kiss on his lips.
Garrick felt his wrath melt away, replaced by a surge of desire that he struggled to control. He let his fingers slide down her arm and linger for a moment on the back of her hand. “I don’t know how you can stand being mistreated,” he told her. “I don’t know where you find strength to put up with it.”
Brenna raised her eyebrows, laughing lightly. “I pray,” she said. “I pray a lot!”
In truth, though she never complained, this ongoing reproach hurt Brenna badly. Raised in an affluent family where she’d always felt love and unconditional acceptance, Brenna had never endured systemic prejudice prior to arriving as a refugee in Tamaria. Exposure to unearned loathing came as a shock, at least initially.
Handsome and well-regarded Garrick moved among his own people with ease, yet ironically, his pleasant company increased her exposure to bigotry. Brenna admired his social grace and longed for him deeply, resolving to forgive any prejudicial offense his countrymen committed. Additionally, her personality preferred avoiding conflict altogether. Compounding this natural reticence, the Lithian girl aspired to protect her favored warrior from the social consequences arising whenever they encountered discrimination. Thus, she remained quick to overlook any trespass and willing to comply with every demand for segregation these Tamarian natives imposed on her.
Garrick disagreed. Long ago the Tamarians fought a lengthy, bloody war to rid themselves of oppression. They’d overthrown the brutal reign of giant kings, proclaiming liberty with their victory, yet enslaved themselves in ignorance, religious superstition and mistrust. In Garrick’s mind, Tamaria would never be completely free until she buried the chains of intolerance and jingoism.
Confined to the cargo bay, where open portholes provided both a view and a means for cold air to flood the compartment, Garrick and Brenna searched for shelter. Near the bow, in front of the boiler room, they found a dry spot where sweet-smelling, recently cut hay bales from a warmer clime had been loaded for transport. Heat from the wood-fired boiler radiated into their space, inspiring the young couple to remove their winter parkas, spreading them out to dry on a nearby bale. The damp freshness of the lake, the aroma of warm hay, the familiar, comforting scent of their close proximity mingled with traces of wood smoke drifting through the open porthole, creating a safe and pleasant refuge like a secret childhood hiding place. They shared memories–he of his younger, twin siblings, and she of her three younger sisters–until they became hungry. At that point, Garrick mustered courage to brave the galley and inquire for some food.
He returned a few minutes later, finding Brenna deeply involved in her daily hair combing ritual. She always began over her right eye, very gently and slowly pulling the comb through the top of her raven locks, distributing the preserving oils from her scalp through the ends of her waist length hair with increasingly rapid strokes. Garrick loved the way light played over her tresses as she combed, the deep base color reflecting grey highlights as she separated a long braid strand with her left hand and methodically stroked the comb all the way down to its ends. He lingered quietly for a moment, watching as she moved further back behind her head, pulling a handful of hair over her shoulder. Brenna quietly murmured an old hymn while her body swayed slowly and gently in a worshipful rhythm. This ordinary act displayed docile, comforting femininity, a part of her that seemed delicate, strangely exotic, and yet familiar as daybreak.
When she paused, noting his presence and wondering why he simply stood there without saying anything, Garrick revealed his provisions. “I bought some fresh bread and cheese,” he told her. “The guys in the galley had better manners than the steward. They also gave us some raisins, and a jar of apple juice.”
The Queen of Deception Creek leisurely crossed the 25-mile distance to the far shore of Broken Wing Lake at an angle that took the vessel toward the southeast. Garrick became quiet and reached for Brenna’s hand as the ferry neared the shore, an indication, she’d learned, that something troubled him.
Brenna waited for him to speak, but he didn’t.
Evening approached as the ferry docked along the eastern lakeshore. Here, placid water reflected dark images of the towering, snow-clad Copperhead ridge line. One prominent peak, known locally as the Necromancer, loomed high above the tiny village where Deception Creek spread its lively, rippling waves into the glassy lake surface.
The train that should have taken Garrick and Brenna northward had already departed, forcing them to wait until early morning. Initially, Garrick seemed strangely reluctant to leave the station, but Brenna felt hemmed in and wanted to walk. In the absence of the ever-ubiquitous wind, outside air felt cool and pleasant, scented with pine oil, fragrant with wood smoke and burning incense. A few other warriors, heading home for leave, along with pilgrims traveling to the sacred Temple Elsbireth in Marvic, moved through the small town streets looking for refreshment and amusement. Native townsfolk milled about, some hawking their textiles and handmade jewelry, others gathered in small groups around scattered tables playing cards or socializing. A lamplighter worked the gas petcock and ignited a streetlight, smiling from his high perch at friends and neighbors, inquiring of their health and prosperity. Many people recognized Garrick, but the reception he received from them–while polite–seemed somewhat unfriendly.
Fiddle music wafted from a nearby tavern. Drawn there by the lively sound, Garrick and Brenna stood listening outside when a group of older, veteran soldiers walked by. One noted the young couple and tersely inquired why Garrick and his foreign companion were attired in combat uniforms.
Garrick stiffened respectfully, explaining that he was en route to Marvic for Officer Training School.
“You?” the thick-limbed master sergeant inquired, incredulously. Embroidered, cloth versions of their valor citations had caught his eye and raised personal misgivings. “You’re just a boy! And she looks like she ought to be at home with mommy. What’s going on?”
When Garrick related that he had fired the first shot against the invading Azgaril, the veterans laughed. As his story unfolded, however, the other soldiers grew intrigued, listening with increasing wonder. The young warrior described unfolding events in vivid detail he could not have known apart from personal experience. He revealed that Brenna had served in the medical corps of his unit, but avoided any mention of their commendations for bravery.
These older men had been deployed in the hills above Sutherlind, overlooking the great Saradon plateau. Heavy casualties had characterized the conflict in that region, and two of these soldiers remembered hearing stories about a lovely, long-haired Lithian nurse with mysterious healing power working at a firebase on Dead Hand Ridge. The fact that the very girl responsible for saving many lives actually stood before them gave further credence to Garrick’s testimony, though they openly questioned how such a young-looking couple had seen action in the war.
Interested in hearing more from the young officer candidate, the older veterans invited the two friends to exchange anecdotes and enjoy a few beers in their company. Garrick shrugged. His father struggled with alcohol, and he didn’t want to develop his father’s problem. “I don’t drink,” he said, “but let’s go inside. I’d like to hear your stories.”
Brenna followed, smiling politely but offering no comment. As they entered the nearly empty pub, its proprietor warmly welcomed the prospect of new business. One of the soldiers bought Brenna a glass of sweet mead, which she accepted with gratitude and sipped ever so slowly, but she declined a subsequent offer to dance. Since Brenna could speak very little of their language, the men said nothing more to her.
Garrick drank apple juice mixed with soda water, even when the evening turned dark and the warriors’ recollections blurred in alcoholic haze. He thrived in the spotlight of their attention, controlling the ebb and flow of storytelling with questions, quick-witted additions to the bawdy jokes each soldier exchanged, as well as anecdotes of his own. Garrick’s skill in conversation ensured that the evening remained an engaging experience; he employed a charisma so natural the older men willingly followed his lead.
Very late that night, the couple bade their new friends farewell and Garrick fell into silence again. Since neither of them had enough money to pay for a place to sleep, they returned to the train station and settled on separate benches for rest, using their knapsacks as pillows. Other travelers, who had done the same, already lay fast asleep. In this quiet space, where rhythmic breathing prevailed as the dominant sound and Garrick’s troubles remained unspoken, Brenna approached, knelt next to her friend and finally implored: “Garrick, please tell me what’s bothering you.”
The young soldier didn’t answer right away, but reached for her right hand and squeezed it in affirmation. “This is my hometown,” he admitted. “My family’s orchard overlooks the lake, a few miles up Deception Creek. Everyone who lives here knows me, and my family has a rather unflattering reputation.” The young warrior paused for a long time, thinking. “I’m worried about my brother and sister. I haven’t seen them in more than three years and I wonder if they’re ok.
“Also, my dad should have pruned all the trees by now. That’s a big job, and this has been the second year in a row I’ve not been there to help him.”
Brenna knew that Garrick had left his father’s farm in fear and disgrace. This train station, she realized, must have been the first stop on the trip where he’d smuggled his frightened younger siblings toward safety in Marvic. His return to the town where he’d betrayed his own father likely brought vivid and unsettling memories to mind. She knew Garrick didn’t touch alcohol because he’d seen Cyrus, his father, drink too much, and watched in deepening despair as the man he loved and admired steadily lost control of his life.
“I’ll pray for you,” she promised.
Garrick sat up. “Thank you,” he replied. “But if you’re gonna go through the trouble, can you remember my parents and siblings too?”
Brenna nodded, touched by the endearing vulnerability he shared only with her. “I will,” she assured, though when she prayed she did so privately, because he didn’t share her faith.
After this, she lay quietly on the hard bench, fingering the sacred blessing from a Lithian psalm delicately engraved upon an enchanted silver and turquoise locket. It had been given to her by her trusted friend, Woodwind. The locket opened with a whispered word, revealing her own, three-dimensional image, softly illuminated in dark blue light by an obscure charm Brenna appreciated, but didn’t fully understand.
The day after her arrival at the Burning Tree compound, Woodwind’s frustrating, second search for her ended. They’d talked in private and at length, mostly about their wartime experiences and respective plans, never venturing to discuss the important issue that separated the two of them. She returned the sword he’d lent to her, insisting that he take it, and asked him to deliver a letter she’d written to her parents. Woodwind gave her the enchanted locket containing her portrait, a trinket he’d carried with him for many months. The engraved blessing spoke of Allfather’s protection, yet every time she considered it since their departure, these words reminded her of Woodwind.
“I will always love you,” he said in farewell.
“And I remain your friend forever,” she replied.
She remembered Woodwind’s brave smile, but his expression revealed the bittersweet pain of unrequited love. Brenna could not bring herself to heal that hurt; yet strangely, in the darkness of the train station, she felt a pang in her heart, wondering if she would ever see him again. Brenna longed for a private place to pray. A whispered phrase welling up from within her wounded spirit among strangers would simply not suffice. She desperately needed seclusion to pray.
As dawn encroached upon the lakeside train station, a Model 12 steam locomotive rumbled slowly down the tracks. This elegant machine, one of Tamaria’s “pure” steam designs, far outnumbered the newer, more efficient vapor-electric hybrid and pure electric engines working the rail lines across the nation. A pair of radial steam expanders powered this uniquely Tamarian locomotive. Each expander consisted of a compact, sleeved cartridge containing six axially configured cylinders, with a steam injection head mounted on both ends. As superheated steam worked against the double-acting pistons in each cylinder, the cartridges spun on a roller bearing cam drive, like the chambers of a revolver pistol, exerting tremendous torque directly to the drive shaft upon which they were mounted. This simple engine produced full power every thirty degrees of rotation, enabling a wide range of operating rpms and higher efficiency than traditional steam engines. In addition, the Model 12 produced a unique sound, like the purr of a giant cat, that rose and fell in tandem with engine speed.
Great clouds of vapor filled the passengers’ galley, accompanied by a deep, throaty growl as the locomotive entered the station at Deception Creek and stopped for fuel. Sleek, aquiline lines blended art and bright aluminum alloy into an aerodynamic shape eerily appealing from every angle. Its battered, sloping nose, polished by wind borne dust, shone in the glare of loading deck lights. This machine looked fast even when standing still.
Garrick awakened as the train approached and quickly found a toilet to relieve himself. As was her early morning custom, Brenna had wandered off alone, leaving him anxious for her arrival as the car doors opened to unload and admit passengers. When the conductor announced his final call Garrick raced to the station’s door, scanning the street with increasing anxiety as the train began moving down the tracks, until he saw Brenna emerge from the creek bed and run toward the station. She moved with the speed and grace of a gazelle as she leaped from the loading platform onto the moving train.
By the time Garrick joined her, the Lithian girl had completely recovered her breath. She smiled in a shy and endearing manner, an expression frequently employed when she had some delicious secret to reveal. Brenna could tell that he’d been worried, but felt confident that her tidings would bring him needed relief. Watching his anxiety melt away at her appearance pleased the Lithian maiden beyond words.
“Your parents' trees are pruned,” she told him.
Incredulous, Garrick inquired: “What? How did you even know where to look?”
Brenna pressed her forefinger into the name tag on his uniform. “I saw this on the mailbox,” she replied. “You don’t have to worry anymore.”
Garrick wanted to kiss her in gratitude, but didn’t. Brenna’s kindness touched his heart, as her benevolence often did, soothing many emotional pains and settling troubling memories. She had a way of discerning his needs and offering comfort without demanding anything in return. “Thank you,” he responded, wishing he had something better to say.
The young couple drifted to the rear of a passenger car older than the sum of their respective ages. They hooked their weighty backpacks onto a stylized, spearheaded shaft that protruded from the window’s aluminum shutter, then seated themselves into a pair of well-padded seats that were upholstered in worn velveteen fabric.
Passenger comfort never rose to the forefront of design criteria in most Tamarian rolling stock. Aside from soft seats, the unheated cars boasted no other amenities. The narrow center aisle fit only one adult, requiring courtesy most economy-class passengers had long since developed out of necessity.
This car carried four people who had crossed Broken Wing Lake, along with eight soldiers and a sprinkling of poor pilgrims. Garrick did not see who occupied the first class coaches and expensive sleeping berths to the rear, but the brief length of time required by the conductor to reach his section of the train suggested that it wasn’t very full.
Sheer boredom and the previous evening’s restlessness inspired sleep. Brenna rolled up her parka and used it as a pillow against Garrick’s left shoulder, gradually lulled into a slumber by the gentle, rhythmic, side-to-side motion of the car rolling swiftly down the track. Since they occupied the last two seats and no one could see them, Garrick enjoyed the pleasant sensations of Brenna’s thick, black hair brushing against his cheek, the weight of her soft body on his left arm, the warmth of her breathing on his skin. He felt content, savoring the moment. Garrick let his girl sleep in peace, reflecting on her experience among his people, wishing silently that other Tamarians could recognize her sweet, selfless temperament and value the woman as he did.
Moving at top speed, the Model 12 locomotive required three and a half hours to traverse the 144-mile length of Broken Wing Lake. The tracks departed the lakeshore and meandered into the Copperhead Foothills, passing through rolling pastureland, orchards, vineyards and long abandoned mining claims. The train crossed over a myriad of fast flowing streams, through forest groves bristling with giant cedar and redwood trees, then gradually descended toward the lake when the Copperhead ridge line again thrust its lofty, snow-clad peaks beyond the cloud cover.
Brenna awakened with hunger rumbling through her belly. The air within the train car had grown colder with every mile it traveled further north, until passenger breath began condensing on the windows. She remained quietly close to her friend, sharing his warmth, tracing the contours of his face with her eyes until they settled on the lines that formed his mouth. Her hand gently squeezed the firm swell of his upper arm and felt him draw closer. She savored his masculine scent in silence, longing secretly for more intimate contact, though never daring to articulate her desire.
Several minutes later, when the train tracks returned to a bluff overlooking the lakeshore, she sat up, cleared the moisture away from the window with her sleeve and studied the passing landscape. The waters of Broken Wing Lake marched southward, driven by the returning wind. “What am I supposed to do when we get to Marvic?” she asked. “Why did the lieutenant send me with you?”
Garrick had been worried about this from the moment he’d received orders for officer’s training. “I don’t know, but as of now, you’re still a civilian specialist employed by the army,” he replied. “Lieutenant Kohler included you in my orders because he had no reason to dismiss you, he’s up for a promotion, and it might not have looked very good to request your discharge without cause. This way, he got rid of both of us and left the formal decision concerning your disposition to the base commander in Marvic, who doesn’t know you at all.” Garrick paused, thoughtfully. “That leaves your continuation on the army payroll at the mercy of someone who didn’t witness your contribution to the war effort. But if all else fails, you have a bursary for university study that you’ve earned for your service.”
The girl crossed her arms, continuing to stare out the window. “I can’t read your language, Garrick. How does anybody expect me to learn anything?” A nagging doubt, one that would have surely broken Garrick’s heart had she expressed it, persisted in Brenna’s mind. Had she been fooling herself by not returning home with Woodwind?
“You’ll learn,” Garrick replied. “I’ll be in Marvic for twelve weeks, and I’ll do what I can to help you.”
A long silence ensued as the train labored uphill against gravity and the waxing wind. Landmarks Garrick remembered from his previous journey, such as a large ethanol facility that combined pressure and ammonia to convert pulp waste and straw into fuel feed stock, came into view as the train turned west and descended a steep incline, toward an industrial town called Mercenary Hill. Here the bright waters of the Weeping Widow River plunged into the northern shore of Broken Wing Lake. Paper mills, cold storage warehouses and an ore smelter lined the docks. Beyond these, a rail yard sprawled toward the river front.
Many massive wind machines, planted firmly on a low ridge line north of town, turned gracefully in a bitter breeze, supplementing hydroelectric power for industrial activity. Their calm, mesmerizing motion belied the brute force of freezing wind twisting through their blades. Snow and ice crusted a landscape that only approached warmth during the height of summer. For this reason, people living in this region built their homes along the lakeshore, where deep water acted as an effective thermal sink. The population here remained small and devoted to sustaining the industrial base in an area where very little agriculture, other than raising small cattle herds on the lush summer grass and imported hay from lower elevations, could be practiced.
The locomotive slowed to a stop on a siding, where it remained for nearly twenty minutes as a long southbound train passed. Cold air swirling around the aluminum passenger car swept any warmth away, until the windows became hopelessly glazed in ice. When the train finally pulled into the windswept Mercenary Hill station, Garrick and Brenna sought food at the cafeteria, only to be told by a woman in authority that Brenna had to eat either in the kitchen at the staff lunch table, or outside in the cold.
Garrick didn’t voice his displeasure, heading for the staff room with the same resignation Brenna had long ago adopted. This area turned out to be a cozy, warm environment where hot bowls of soup, fresh bread and creamy, spiced tea, served by an indifferent, ageing waitress who couldn’t remember how to smile, made for a hearty, satisfying meal.
Mercenary Hill served as a switching point for rail traffic. The shortest distance between the regional capital of Burning Tree and Tamaria’s national capital, Marvic, cut through Traitor’s Pass, in between the towering Widow Glacier and the northernmost peaks of the Angelgate Mountains. The source of the Weeping Widow River lay at the apex of a steep valley where the Great Widow Icefield slumped from jagged arêtes into a series of lakes gouged into the rock by retreating glaciers and fed by a myriad of subterranean eskers and surface streams. Glacial melt overflowed from these features and poured into the swollen river, sweeping downslope in tandem with an ever-present wind. The combined sounds of wind and water gave the stream its name.
Walking slowly with hardly a word exchanged between them, the two friends passed through the Mercenary Hill train station to a small waiting area on its northern side. There, a cogwheel rail line led up the angular valley through Traitor’s Pass and down the Hangman River on the windward side of the Angelgate Mountains. The engines serving this line were purpose-built Model 12 E pusher locomotives, featuring cog drive wheels mounted on a vertical axis, with teeth engaging from the edges of the rack rail, rather than the top. Thus, the twin rotary steam engines were mounted upright on either side of the center rack rail. The locomotive cab “floated” on an adjustable air suspension to keep the boiler level as the grade increased to its maximum of nearly 50%, and the tender it pushed carried extra fuel and water for the trip.
Laughter echoed from the waiting area. An arrogant officer named Major Gretschel puffed a pipe while relating a story of his heroic logistical exploits. Nine other soldiers of various rank, most of whom remained too intent on a card game to listen, occupied benches near a window, while their comrades slumped along the outside wall reading novels, writing letters or sleeping. The twenty-odd civilians crowded into the room kept to the other side, as if repulsed by the vulgarity of their nation’s warriors.
Major Gretschel stopped abruptly when he saw Brenna walk into the room, her face and figure derailing all other trains of thought. “Nice rack!” he said, admiring her. This remark inspired laughter and approving whistles from the other men.
Brenna felt the fire of many eyes settle uncomfortably upon her and self-consciously slid behind Garrick for shelter. He, however, merely smiled, stiffened respectfully, and took a big risk by responding: “I know I’m handsome and though I appreciate your admiration sir, my preferences go the other way.”
Major Gretschel accepted the remark with laughter of his own. “Well said, son! Come over and join us.”
For the next several minutes, Brenna endured overt leering that made her feel uncomfortable. Two of the men tried unsuccessfully to engage her in conversation. Garrick handled the situation admirably, deflecting attention away from Brenna with great skill, but eventually resorting to holding the girl’s hand as a signal that she belonged to him. She feigned complete ignorance of the Tamarian language, never responding to a word spoken in her direction. Brenna fully understood that touching her in public crossed a certain social threshold she and Garrick had learned to approach with great reluctance.
The tactic proved effective. Every soldier who might have thought Garrick too young to command the Lithian girl’s affection witnessed her sentiments expressed in the lingering embrace and gentle caress of interlocked fingers, and ceased his thinly veiled lechery.
When the locomotive moved into position on the loading dock, a sense of anticipation rose within the assembled Tamarians. For many of them, this would be their first trip on the slow train ride up to the Traitor’s Pass station, an excursion renown for its breathtaking scenery. However, with only a few hours of daylight remaining, most of their nearly eight-hour journey would take place in the dark.
A portly conductor, his face reddened by the cold, opened the door leading out to the loading platform, allowing a blast of glacial wind entrance to the stuffy room. While fresh air brought relief from stale pipe smoke, the freezing wind warned of plummeting temperatures worsened by the twin dangers of approaching night and a rapid rise in altitude.
Thirty-two passengers boarded a pair of cars, separating according to the value of their tickets. Those with more expensive seats would experience an unhindered view of the upcoming ascent from a glass-domed car at the head of the train, while the economy class passengers filed into a basic model behind them.
The Tamarian army never paid for luxury transportation when moving its enlisted soldiers around the country. Garrick, Brenna and the ten warriors who’d waited in the lobby moved rearward, along with a farmer, a businessman working in the concrete industry and two mature, white-haired nurses. Finding a spot at the rear of the cabin, Garrick and Brenna hung their backpacks on the same kind of stylized, spearheaded shutter shaft ends found on all rail cars within the Tamarian Republic. Unlike the unheated second-class coaches common to most domestic rail lines, this particular car had been fitted with condensing coils in the floor, and comforting warmth rose from below.
A clattering sound, coupled with the rhythmic shudder characteristic of cogwheels locking onto the rack rail made all forward progress sound like the endless, uphill climb of some great roller coaster. The train crawled slowly along the precipitous grade, following a path blasted to create narrow ledges above the swiftly descending Weeping Widow River. A steady purr of rotary steam power, the whine of turbo fuel pumps and the dull, consonantal chatter of conversation mingled with the restless rush of glacial wind.
As the train crossed a magnificent, concrete and steel trestle high above the river, Brenna could see the valley floor widen as it dropped all the way to Broken Wing Lake and the snow-clad foothills on its western shore. Stunted pine trees clinging to cracks in the talus gradually gave way to low grasses, lichen, rock and ice. She turned toward Garrick, noting a shadow of stubble on his chin for the first time, and smiled. Brenna unsheathed her boot knife and with a mischievous grin, feigned a move to shave her friend with it. “I can take care of that facial hair for you!” she teased.
Knowing how effortlessly her custom-made, crystalline-edged blade trimmed hair or pared through flesh and armor, Garrick recoiled. “I’ll do my own shaving, Brenna. You can keep the business end of that blade far away from my face, thank you!”
Brenna pretended to pout, but a smile curling at the edges of her lovely mouth betrayed a different emotion. Sitting back on the padded bench, she pulled out a comb and began inspecting the ends of her long, dark locks as the comb’s ivory teeth parted through them. Any hair shaft end that did not meet her approval, she deftly slid across the boot knife’s edge, slicing off the offending split with frightening ease. “Those men don’t seem interested in talking to you,” she remarked.
The unconsciously adroit manner in which Brenna switched tools with a single hand unnerved Garrick initially. Though she did not flaunt her dexterity, the girl frequently performed complicated motor tasks with such agility Garrick found himself enchanted, watching. This time, when she stopped and made eye contact, as if waiting for a response he should have made already, the boy shrugged. “They’re logisticians. I’m a combat soldier. I guess we don’t have much in common.”
How much of that remark was actually true Garrick couldn’t accurately determine, but Lieutenant Kohler’s warning haunted him. He meditated on these thoughts as the hours passed and the train trudged uphill through the deepening gloom. While Brenna performed her personal grooming routine, he let his gaze linger on her face in the fading light, following the sweep of thick, dark hair down her ivory neck, noting the gentle pulse of life in a blue-green vein. He admired the manner in which her long locks fell and gently spread across the graceful curve of her bosom, only to tumble again to the girl’s slender waist and land in her lap.
Aware of his arousal, Garrick turned away, striving to contain a strong, physical desire for the girl he loved. Brenna privately admitted feeling distressed whenever she experienced a similar yearning for him, knowing that out of respect for her chastity, Garrick always restrained his ardor. With a glance she noticed his change of posture and wistfully dreamed of the day when they could share the full measure of their mutual passion. On this occasion, as was often the case, the two friends suppressed what they really wanted to say and remained silent.
Shortly after passing one of the ubiquitous, military firebases that guarded the valley against attack by mountain giants, the train slipped into heavy fog and all outdoor visibility vanished. After climbing several hundred additional feet, the train broke free of its concealing cloud cover and appeared underneath a cold, star lit sky.
Brenna’s Lithian eyes gleamed in response to the deep, ultraviolet glow filtering down from her world’s lofty, spangled heavens. Ablated glaciers, reflecting light invisible to her companions, glistened brightly, magically casting shadows across a bleak, stony landscape that ascended along narrow arêtes and thrust rocky horn peaks high against the dark blue sky.
Garrick, whose human vision caught none of this, noticed an orange glow several hundred yards distant on the track ahead. He stared at it, curiously, then nudged Brenna and pointed. “What do you suppose that’s all about?” he inquired, nervous tension evident in his voice.
Momentarily blinded by the orange light, Brenna squinted until her eyes adjusted and she could see flames. “It looks like a bonfire,” she responded.
“That’s what I thought, too.” Garrick felt his heart quicken. “Major Gretschel!” he called. “We have a serious problem, sir!”
The Tamarian officer, alarmed by the urgency in Garrick’s voice, stood from his seat and moved back to inquire about the cause of the young soldier’s anxiety. “So,” the officer replied, initially annoyed that he’d been disturbed. “It looks like a fire on the tracks. This is a problem for the engineer, not us.”
“Who would build a fire on a railroad track in the middle of nowhere?” Garrick inquired. “And, more importantly, why?”
“What’s your worry, soldier? Fire is a natural phenomenon.” The major backed away, his facial expression dismissing the blaze as irrelevant.
“Someone wants the train to stop, sir,” Garrick continued, rising out of his seat. “Someone wants us to stop in the middle of the mountains, in the dark.”
Major Gretschel thought for a moment, then his facial expression changed. “Giants,” he realized, arriving at the grim conclusion and comprehending the reason for Garrick’s concern.
The young warrior nodded nervously. “Nobody else lives here.”
That remark inspired a pause and a deep breath. “Do you have any weapons?” the major inquired, profound worry now evident in his voice and agitated body language.
“Brenna carries a bow and a boot knife,” the boy stated. “I turned my rifle in back at Burning Tree. What about your men?”
The major shook his head, completely rejecting any role the slender girl might play in an armed conflict. “We’re all unarmed. Can you use that bow?”
“Sir, she’s a far better shot than I am, and the arrows are measured to her draw length.” Garrick reached for his backpack, and then Brenna’s, placing them both on his seat. “Maybe we can pull these things off,” he said, referring to the shafts upon which the window shutters had been mounted. As he worked to disconnect them, other soldiers followed his lead.
Garrick’s warning stirred several nearby passengers. Soon, Brenna could hear many voices chattering with a tension clearly underscoring their rising sense of fear. She could have run away, knowing that her superior night vision and speed would serve well to preserve her own life. However, she loved Garrick and watching him prepare for a fight steeled her resolve. After helping him remove the window shutter and reassemble its shaft into a rudimentary spear, Brenna stood near the back wall and strung her bow.
The engineer, riding in the isolation of the locomotive cabin, noticed the fire on a flat section of the track ahead and began slowing in time to halt forward progress before his engine pushed the passenger cars into the blaze. As his train came to rest, the engineer disembarked with his fireman and walked forward to inspect the tracks.
A low whistle, followed by the crash of shattered glass and the shudder of the forward observation car deepened Garrick’s heartbeat to a strong pounding. Passengers screamed. Another impact rocked the train. All sense of social order disintegrated as men and women desperately sought escape through the doors and windows. The young couple found themselves pressed against the train’s rear wall, unable to move.
A rapid series of smaller impacts splintered west-facing windows and thudded against the train’s outer, aluminum skin. Flying shards of glass mingled with wind-driven dust and snow as sling-propelled ice bullets and atlatl darts the size of a strong man’s forearm slammed into the train cars. Wintry air flooded the passenger compartment as doors and windows opened, allowing people outside. Instantly, the temperature within the economy class car plummeted dangerously.
Brenna winced, flinching as something stung her cheek. Touching it, she felt warm, sticky liquid on her fingertips and removed a sharp shard of glass from her face. The Lithian girl kissed her left index and middle fingers, then pressed them into the injured flesh, believing that Allfather God would give her power to heal the wound.
Garrick controlled his own sense of panic, hearing Major Gretschel repeatedly call for a calm evacuation. Strict training and battle experience suppressed fear, until the familiar, pre-combat adrenaline rush the young soldier experienced inspired focused determination for the imminent fight. As sub-freezing air flooded the cabin, he thought of the gloves, scarf and headgear packed in his knapsack. While he waited for the cabin to clear, another pair of heavy impacts slammed into the forward train car, rocking it dangerously. Garrick began counting.
The cabin finally emptied. Garrick pulled Brenna toward the door but motioned for her to stay inside and keep low. While he counted, the young soldier slid Brenna’s backpack toward her and untied his own, reaching for winter gear to shield his skin from the extreme cold. Brenna followed suit, then grabbed Garrick’s binoculars.
When he reached 86, Garrick heard two more large projectiles coming and felt the train rock as they slammed into the forward car. Picking up his makeshift weapon, Garrick led Brenna outside and found Major Gretschel organizing the civilians near the locomotive.
The Tamarian officer sent half a dozen women and children inside the engineer’s cabin, where they would be sheltered from the cold and hidden during the upcoming battle. He arranged injured passengers, most of them suffering glass cuts or crush-related damage trying to get out of the train, into groups on the ground, allowing the two elderly nurses to perform triage. They began tending to wounds, but one of them vigorously shooed Brenna away when she offered to help.
Since the officer was busy, Garrick found a sergeant named Henkelmann while Brenna crept around the train and peered westward with Garrick’s binoculars.
“It’s a small group,” Garrick told the sergeant. “They’re firing two onagers, each of which needs a crew of four. The rate of small projectile fire suggests half a dozen others on foot. Brenna will scout them and let us know for sure.”
“Ever fought giants, boy?” Sergeant Henkelmann asked in a wistful tone.
Garrick shook his head. “Not yet. But that’s about to change, isn’t it?”
Sergeant Henkelmann clasped Garrick by the shoulder. “Let’s hope we live to fight another day. If the giants don’t kill us, the cold certainly will.”
Major Gretschel arrived and pulled the sergeant aside, conversing with him in low voices before he turned his attention to the soldiers and citizen volunteers waiting for his leadership. “Lightweight spear shafts are not ideal for engaging giants,” he began, “but they will have to do. The engineer has a rifle onboard with one magazine, so we have seven rounds to work with.” Major Gretschel pointed to a young soldier, then continued: “Private Hansen, I want your hands on that rifle. Make every shot count.”
“Yes sir!” the warrior replied.
Garrick felt mildly hurt that he, the only combat veteran among them, had not been given the gun to fire, but he said nothing. In the midst of his mental meandering, Major Gretschel barked out his name. “Yes, sir!” Garrick responded.
“You say that girl of yours can handle a bow. I want her on the left, opposite Hansen. Where is she?”
Brenna suddenly appeared, as if summoned. She spoke excitedly to Garrick in vulgate, though it turned out that Major Gretschel understood her. “There are fourteen of them. They’ve just come over an esker about a hundred yards away.”
“How do you know that?” the major inquired.
The Lithian maiden turned to face him, her bright eyes shining eerily in the deep blue, nocturnal light. “I can see them,” she replied. “We need to hurry!”
Major Gretschel gave his final instructions, then ordered the fourteen soldiers and civilian volunteers into a crouching position on the western side of the idling train. By staying low, they would minimize visual contact until the giants–who could see into the infrared spectrum–came close.
At a range of less than 50 yards, the giants stopped to fire another volley with their slings, hurling ice bullets the size of softballs and frozen to granite hardness, against the train. The metallic song of yielding aluminum and the crack of fracturing glass swept over the shivering soldiers.
Private Hansen squeezed off a round, its bright flash blinding, and the deafening discharge from his big rifle echoing across the smooth, glaciated rock, reverberating from the distant arêtes as if answered by other guns far away. Though startled and alarmed, every giant remained standing. Hansen had missed.
“Hold your fire!” Major Gretschel spat, his ears ringing.
The giants paused. Brenna could see them conversing, their flattened facial features disfigured by war paint. Suddenly, the immense humanoids raised a frightful battle cry, then broke into a dead run, their long strides powerful and purposeful, their iron spearheads black against the snowy landscape.
“Steady! Steady!” Major Gretschel warned his nervous troops. “Set your weapons on my mark!”
At a distance of thirty yards, Brenna could see angry, savage facial features clearly. Menacing expressions of ill intent sprang from dark eyes widened in battle lust, while ritual scars displayed rank and skulls boasted of human warriors slain. “Allfather God,” she prayed, “deliver me!” Brenna took aim and fired into the open mouth of the leading giant. More than twenty years of archery experience that melded skill, faith and the multiplied power of Brenna’s recurve bow tipped the survival odds into the Tamarians’ favor. Her arrow slammed into the giant’s soft palate and pierced through the conduction pathway for all nervous activity.
She would have seen his eyes roll back as the giant’s legs buckled and he slid along the rocks, but the girl had already selected another target and fired her second shot. This time, her arrow struck her victim’s right upper shoulder, cut through the trachea, nicked the sixth cervical vertebra and lodged in his back. The giant, seared by unending spasms of intense pain, could not breathe. He slid to his knees, tugging on the arrow shaft, coughing, choking on blood and thrashing, only to be trampled by the giant running behind him.
“Fire!” screamed Major Gretschel, a little too late. Private Hansen, frightened and inexperienced, managed to get in a single, deadly shot that blew apart the chest of an attacking giant before ranks closed and firearms became useless.
In unison, on Major Gretschel’s command, the Tamarians rose from their crouch, planting their spear shafts to create a fearsome forest of angular steel. Left-handed Garrick, in the point position, let out a loud shout as he knocked the leading giant’s weapon head aside and circled into his enemy’s belly. The impact nearly forced him backward, but Garrick’s grave determination prevailed and the giant’s momentum didn’t stop until Garrick’s right shoulder slammed into his adversary’s breastbone. Hot, foul-smelling breath assailed the young soldier’s senses. The giant dropped his weapon and tore at Garrick’s right shoulder while the young warrior drove his enemy down. Garrick stepped on his opponent’s thigh and slammed the dying giant onto the rocky ground, retracting his spear and jamming it into his assailant’s torso repeatedly.
The Tamarians pressed forward, their second rank filling any gap in their triangular formation. However, their inadequate weapons, fear and inexperience put them at a serious disadvantage. Failure to fight in concert allowed the giants to wrap around the right flank and easily bat aside spearheads shifted to counter them.
With powerful, thrusting weapon strokes the giants tore through unarmored human flesh. Deep voices screamed triumphantly when the monsters pinned hapless men against the train car. In a matter of moments, the giants killed four soldiers, including Private Hansen. Victory seemed within their grasp, elevating their murderous rage into a terrifying frenzy.
Behind these combatants, three more giants emerged, carrying long, heavy poles that they pushed beneath the leading train car. Grasping the ends and heaving together, they began working to dislodge the heavy coach from the rack rail in an effort to push it over the canyon’s edge.
Brenna, on the opposite side of the formation, saw nothing of this. She circled to the left and fired two more lethal shots into the rear flank of the assembled giants, drawing the attention of one humanoid who stood taller than two of her put together. Unlike the others, this one drew a gleaming sword, leaped toward the young maiden–covering almost ten feet in a single bound–and hacked at her for all he was worth.
The Lithian girl shrieked as the giant’s weapon whisked past her ear, nearly slicing her in twain. Shouldering her bow, Brenna stepped toward the giant, grabbed his left boot and twirled her body to the right with well-trained grace and speed, knowing that she needed to get very close in order to stay safe. Now crouching behind her powerful enemy while he stupidly looked around his body to find her, Brenna drew her knife in one smooth motion and pulled his left leg toward her. She then jabbed her keen, ceramo-steel blade into the giant’s muscle, just above his boot and cut downward, to the right, easily slicing through his leather armor, severing both tendon and muscle.
The giant screamed in agony and rage, instantly lost control of his leg and spun to the left, fruitlessly flailing at his agile opponent. Losing balance, he tumbled to the ground, broke his left wrist in the fall, and cursed the Lithian girl savagely.
Now that the massive humanoid lay on the ground, Brenna pounced onto his back, pulled on his brow ridge with all of her strength and slashed her knife across his exposed throat. Dark, arterial blood spurted from the wound. Shuddering and wheezing pitifully, the giant dropped his sword and though he gasped and trembled, Brenna knew he could no longer threaten her. She wiped her knife on the giant’s back, sheathed it, then reached for the weapon he had wielded against her.
Garrick could tell that while three-man teamwork on the left side of the Tamarian formation kept the giants at bay, its right flank was falling apart. The giants shifted in that direction, and behind him he could hear screams of panic and pain. Trusting the soldier on his left, Garrick quickly reached for the sharper, heavier spear of the giant he’d slain, then arose to continue fighting.
Fueled by the strange, heightened sense of power and control he’d often felt in combat, Garrick lunged to the right, thrusting his spear beneath the scapula of a giant who’d been busy killing a different soldier. When, enraged, that giant circled his strong arm to the right and deflected Garrick’s blow, the young soldier passed his own spear head beneath the giant’s weapon and jammed its iron tip into his opponent’s jawbone, drawing blood clearly visible in the flicker of bonfire light.
The giant lashed back, thrashing his weapon to the left, nearly decapitating Garrick, who withdrew his spear and ducked beneath just in time to save his own life. Instead of killing Garrick, the heavy, iron warhead burst the skull of the man who’d been shielding the young warrior’s left side. Not satisfied, the giant slashed mightily back toward the right, the sound of his terrifying strength manifest in a low whoosh that passed ever so slightly above Garrick’s head. Having missed two times in a row, the savage creature growled in rage, then lifted his weapon high as if to throw it down.
Taking on this giant without any assistance on either side, Garrick shuffled his feet in a leftward arc, forcing his enemy to twist awkwardly. As the huge humanoid stepped to the right in order to square his powerful body against the young Tamarian, Garrick charged forward. His spearhead entered just below the giant’s belt, parting abdominal muscle, piercing the bladder and small intestine before stopping against the giant’s sacrum. Garrick thrust again, and again, and again, each time with a grunt that focused his strength on the grim task of killing a monster more than four times his weight.
With a gasp, the nine-foot humanoid managed a feeble, downward thrust that merely glanced off the parka covering Garrick’s left shoulder. The giant fell backward and slowly bled to death.
Brenna spent a moment admiring the lovely longsword she’d earned in battle. A two-handed, leather-wrapped gel grip and self-repairing, crystalline edge revealed its Lithian origin. Beyond its hand-width ricasso, runes etched within its wide, central fuller consisted of a script so ancient she struggled to comprehend the words until a scream returned her attention to the ongoing fight and she glanced upward.
Sergeant Henkelmann, who had lost support on both flanks when his comrades succumbed to injury, was now locked in a desperate struggle with an attacking giant. The sergeant had his left hand crushed when the powerful humanoid’s spear shaft collided with his metacarpal bones. Unable to fend off the giant’s relentless assault, he fell to the ground and would surely have perished, save for Brenna’s fearless intervention.
Even through her gloved hands, the blade’s handle instantly and comfortably conformed to the Lithian girl’s grip. It felt nearly weightless as she leaped forward and swung the sword in an overhead, right to left cross-body arc that cut through the giant’s spear shaft and sent its iron head flipping backward. As the blade swept downward, to her left, Brenna’s right foot followed and her back leg shuffled forward. Now facing the giant’s torso, Brenna lunged ahead and thrust her new weapon through the ligament above her adversary’s left leg, plunging the slender, sharp sword at a steep angle into his left kidney.
Once in this position, Brenna brought up her back foot, twisted to the right, slid her right boot to the rear and in so doing, retracted her longsword with a nimble, downward stroke that effectively disemboweled her opponent. As he fell toward her, Brenna again stepped forward with her right foot and swiftly swung the sharp sword in a front-handed arc that severed the giant’s head as easily as if she’d been cutting grain.
With her bloodstained blade held aloft and her feet in a perfect stance, Brenna breathed deeply and prepared for her next attack. However, after witnessing her deadly skill with the sword, two giants melted back, neither one daring to face her.
Garrick, panting in the thin mountain air, realized he could not sustain prolonged exertion, but caught a glimpse of a familiar and far more effective weapon. Discarding the heavy spear he’d wielded, the young soldier grabbed hold of the large caliber rifle that lay next to Private Hansen’s body, chambered a round and fired into the side of a giant’s head.
An explosion of blood, bone, brain and encephalic fluid erupted in the aftermath of a thunderous rifle discharge. Garrick momentarily lost his hearing, but worked the weapon’s bolt with well-practiced efficiency while he turned to the right and selected his next target. With only four shots remaining, each one had to be fatal.
Realizing that their attack had been swiftly and successfully defeated, the remaining giants called down curses as they dropped their weapons and leverage poles and fled back toward the esker.
Firing a big Tamarian rifle with accuracy required a degree of control that Garrick easily summoned from the depths of his consciousness. He knew the drill. Lining up his fleeing targets one by one Garrick calmly squeezed the rifle’s trigger, worked its bolt action to discharge and insert a new bullet, and in doing so, ruthlessly sent each giant tumbling to the rock and ice before any could cover two dozen strides.
Major Gretschel, panting from exertion and fear, watched Garrick fire the large caliber rifle in awe. Although every Tamarian soldier had to qualify on the target range, the serene, merciless demeanor he witnessed in Garrick’s shooting inspired regret that he’d not initially put that rifle into the young warrior’s hands.
Having done well to avoid death and actually injure a giant in the melee, Major Gretschel also noticed that Brenna, who crouched, cringed and covered her ears while her friend fired the rifle, deserved credit for killing six giants, one of them with nothing more than a boot knife! Astonished, the Tamarian officer shook his head and muttered a curse. “Who’d have thought a waify thing like her could fight?” he mused.
When his final, fatal shot brought down the last of the fleeing giants, Garrick emptied the rifle’s chamber of its spent cartridge, slung the weapon over his back and scanned the survivors for Brenna. He found her tending to Sergeant Henkelmann’s hand, but still deafened by the lingering roar of rifle fire ringing in his ears, could not hear the endearing words she spoke to him.
Her face, spattered in blood, yet showing no evidence that flying glass had cut her creamy complexion, expressed kindness and concern. Brenna’s bright eyes scanned Garrick’s strong body for injury, and finding none, she breathed a sigh of relief. Anticipating a return to her healing duties with the wounded, Brenna smiled in surprise when Garrick pulled her supple body close. He slowly, softly kissed her lips with a gentle passion that betrayed his secret love for the Lithian girl. She requited his affection in kind, lingering within his embrace, praying to Allfather in whispered gratitude, feeling the pulse of their mingled heartbeats.
Five uninjured battle survivors witnessed this display of tenderness, but not one of them thought Garrick a traitor for consorting with a foreigner. In recognition of the young couple’s bravery and combat skill, they began to applaud.
****
Above the Clouds
Gray, swirling fog obscured the deep chasm in which the Weeping Widow River flowed. In the freezing stillness and descending silence that followed a frenzy of combat exertion, Major Gretschel struggled to catch his breath and clear his mind. Everyone else seemed pensive, waiting on his decision, for his command to do something.
He saw that Brenna, the petite foreign mercenary, relinquished her lover’s grip and turned her attention to the injured. The girl removed her gloves, opened her backpack and administered a morphine inhalant to one of the suffering men after examining his wounds. She quickly bent her head to pray, then worked to stem his blood loss, strangely kissing her knuckles repeatedly and touching the area around his injury.
A chill flashed up the officer’s spine when he saw flesh instantly restored at her touch. Witnessing that inexplicable capability inspired a blend of dread and wonder, but he could not linger on the scene. Averting his eyes, Major Gretschel saw that Garrick, the young marksman, picked up a spear and systematically jammed it through the torso of every giant, grimly ensuring that none would never rise again.
Major Gretschel turned to Sergeant Henkelmann. “Take that lad and one other man. Scout the esker and make sure we don’t suffer any more surprises.”
After this, Major Gretschel asked the uninjured farmer and businessman to strip the giants of any valuables they carried into battle, knowing that giants considered trinkets, precious metals and gems as good luck talismans. Tamarian customs assured that anyone participating in battle should receive an equal share of all spoils. The fraction belonging to the five slain Tamarians would be sent to their respective families. This duty was considered a sacred responsibility, so Major Gretschel felt no need to monitor the distribution of booty. Each combatant, including Brenna, ended up with sixteen silver coins and a couple of poorly cut gems. The total value of this treasure exceeded that of Garrick’s pay for five months.
Next, the officer turned his attention to the engineer and fireman, inquiring about the health of the track and the prospect of continuing up to Traitor’s Pass.
The engineer removed his hat and swept his grimy, right hand over a sweaty, balding pate. “It doesn’t look like they’ve tried this before,” he said. “The rack is still intact, and on this slope that’s the most critical thing.”
Major Gretschel sighed, mildly annoyed. “What about the fire?”
“It’s burned some of the cross ties and the rails might be a bit soft,” the engineer responded. “We’ll have to get a repair crew up here right away.”
“Can the train get past the damage?” the officer asked, revealing his only concern.
“I don’t think it will be a problem, but I suggest we get everyone off loaded while I drive over the rails. That way, if anything goes wrong, nobody else will get hurt.” The engineer, having witnessed courage in saving his train, seemed willing to demonstrate that same spirit in risking its destruction.
“Get it done, then,” Major Gretschel replied.
Giving orders and having them obeyed cleared the major’s mind. He spoke to the elderly nurses and demanded that they let Brenna examine and treat civilian injuries. When one of them objected, the Tamarian officer flatly rejected her concern. “That girl is under my command,” he stated in a tone of voice underscoring his authority. “She will treat these injured, and you will not impede her. Give her the most serious cases first.”
The women complied, their fear of the officer’s wrath overcoming prejudice and resentment. Although they remained silent, contempt filtered every expression as they watched the girl subserviently heal wounds their lesser skills could not manage. Ironically, had they seen the young Lithian mete out vengeance on the attacking giants, both women would have held her in higher regard. Because neither one witnessed her combat skill, neither one considered that the blood all over Brenna’s clothing might not be her own.
Garrick followed Sergeant Henkelmann and a private named Jos Kindershields up to the esker. On its reverse slope, they found a pair of wooden onagers and a store of heavy ice balls. The sergeant sent Kindershields back to obtain a small quantity of ethanol from the drain valve of the train’s fuel tank and a firebrand from the conflagration on the track, while he and Garrick examined the surrounding snow for additional evidence. When Kindershields returned, he handed Sergeant Henkelmann the burning stick. The private dumped half the ethanol he carried in a water flask onto the spool of one onager, then emptied its contents in a like manner upon the other. Sergeant Henkelmann thought the alcohol would accelerate combustion, but the liquid didn’t vaporize well in the extreme cold. The sergeant held the firebrand steadily in place for several moments, until the fuel ignited and each war engine caught fire. Nearly invisible blue-colored flames turned bright orange and smoky as the dry wood and hemp caught fire. Once the onagers were fully engulfed, Sergeant Henkelmann discarded the burning stick and helped push the stash of ice balls close to the fire. After this, the three soldiers returned to the train.
By this time, the engineer had successfully piloted his locomotive beyond the damaged track section and most of the civilians were busy sweeping glass out of the economy class cabin. Major Gretschel ordered his soldiers to wrap their dead in blankets and load them onto the ruined, glass-domed car.
“We found at least two sets of boot prints leading west, away from the esker,” Sergeant Henkelmann reported between breaths. “I’d say the odds are good that reinforcements will soon be on their way.”
Major Gretschel nodded. “Then get everyone loaded up and let’s get out of here.”
Twenty-five survivors easily fit into the economy class car. Most of the windows had been shattered in the pre-melee ice bombardment, so the engineer turned up the heat circulating through the floor and the train trudged onward. The noise of human conversation rose above the sounds of machinery. Without windows to shield passengers from the cold, thin air, this part of the trip would prove very uncomfortable.
Garrick waited impatiently for Brenna to finish her ministrations. Many passengers sustained injuries from flying glass or crowd crush, and some–particularly the men, he noticed–basked in the exotic warmth of her attention. An old feeling of insecurity crept into his consciousness while he watched her smile, touch other people and pray over them. He became so fixated on Brenna that he missed Major Gretschel’s approach.
The Tamarian officer sat in the seat to Garrick’s right. “Tell me,” Major Gretschel began. “Where did you ever find her?”
Garrick cleared his throat. “Last fall, on the first night of the war, my Junior Scout unit engaged the enemy just north of the border. After a brief firefight, I went to check our rear flank and found her nearly frozen to death at the bottom of a hill.”
Major Gretschel grunted, half- listening. “She fights well,” he said. “But what’s with the kissy fingers flesh healing thing? How does she do that?” As he watched her repeat the process, a look of incredulity crossed his face.
“She believes in God, and says he fills her with power,” Garrick replied. “She gives God credit for everything she does.”
“What god does this?” Major Gretschel remarked. “I have never, in all my years, even heard of such sorcery!”
Garrick smirked. “Sir, she’d get upset at you for saying that,” he replied. “She tells me it’s all for God’s glory.” The young Tamarian shifted nervously in his seat, partly because he felt cold, but mostly because he knew that discussing Brenna’s personal superstition did not put her into a favorable light.
“Do you believe her?” Major Gretschel inquired.
Garrick phrased his response with care. “You discern there are many natural forces in existence that even our scientists don’t fully understand,” he began. “Ice floats when it should sink. Ultraviolet light from the Great Eye Nebula should sterilize our world, yet it doesn’t. Brenna can see well in what you and I consider darkness.
“A power I can’t perceive flows through her. It fights from within her, sustains and nurtures her soul. Yet it’s kind and gentle, a spirit that loves beauty and laughter. I don’t understand what it is. She calls this inexplicable force Allfather God, and says that every healing act she performs is a manifestation of this one, true God.”
“Hmm,” the officer grunted, disapprovingly. “So why the kissing?”
Brenna had related her story to him once, so Garrick felt comfortable describing a bit of her personal history. “When you were a child and you skinned your knee, what did your mother do to offer comfort?”
Major Gretschel simpered, understanding where Garrick’s story led before he finished his tale. “She kissed it and told me it was all better!”
“Yes!” Garrick replied with a nervous smile. “I think that’s a universal mother response. When Brenna was a little girl, her mother did the same thing. Then one day when her mother wasn’t around, one of Brenna’s younger sisters fell and cut a nasty gash on her forehead. Since Brenna was the eldest child present, she wanted to comfort her little sister. So, she kissed the injury as her mother would have done and prayed that it would stop bleeding.” Garrick paused. “It worked. She’s been doing this ever since.
"In our unit,” he continued, “she began kissing the back of her fingers and then touching the injury because the guys were repulsed when she tried to put her lips on a wound.”
When he heard this, Major Gretschel raised his eyebrows and wrinkled his nose. “And she thinks that her god honors every childish request she makes?”
The major had a way of consistently belittling other people. Garrick didn’t like this, especially when Brenna became the subject of his ridicule. He’d learned, however, to temper his response in the presence of an officer, so he concealed his irritation. “The way she prays is hardly childish,” Garrick began. “There’s a strength in it I find hard to explain. She relates to God as if he’s deeply interested in her every concern. Her faith is not a toy; it’s not a crutch. Her faith is an army with heavy artillery!”
“But you don’t believe in this god of hers?” the major more stated than asked, his remark intended to underscore the irrational folly of Brenna’s conviction.
Garrick didn’t take the bait. “Do you, sir? Can you offer a more plausible explanation for her healing skill?”
Major Gretschel scoffed, as if he’d been asked a very stupid question. “I say she’s a demon. She gets her power from evil spirits.”
This time Garrick shook his head. “A demon who plays hymns on the chapel organ? A demon who bleeds, grows weary, grieves over her smallest character flaw and talks to God in her sleep? A demon who weeps at the beauty before daybreak, feels hurt for being hated without cause, and recites long passages of Lithian scripture from memory? In what demonic realm does such a frail and gentle creature exist?”
Major Gretschel thought for a moment. “Well, at the very least, I’d say she sounds like a fanatic.” He rolled his eyes and shook his head, daydreaming about her shapely figure, frustrated that such a girl would never fulfill his personal fantasies. “What a waste!”
“I would describe her as devout, sir. Brenna doesn’t impose her religion on other people. It’s a deeply personal matter for her.”
“And thus, you’re not swayed,” the officer continued. “You won’t admit having fallen under the spell of this god of hers.”
“That’s all the more reason to accept her explanation of the matter,” Garrick countered. “She says her God does not compel belief, but rather, reveals his presence through creation and the influence of those who trust in him.”
Major Gretschel raised his eyebrows. “So you do believe in this god nonsense!”
“I didn’t say that, nor did I imply such a thing,” Garrick replied, defensively. “I’m an atheist, but she believes, and we all stare in wonder at the power she exhibits. I feel nothing of that drive in me, nor do I desire its influence.”
“Why not?” the officer inquired. “Imagine our soldiers fighting with godlike skill! Imagine how our enemies would cower! Imagine our warriors healing their own wounds! We should seize that kind of force! Think of the good we could do in eradicating evil!”
Garrick shook his head again. “It won’t work to suit our own ends. That’s the paradox of it.”
Major Gretschel noticed that Brenna had completed her medical rounds and was returning to her seat. “Religion is all madness and confusion!” he exclaimed. “But I’m glad that you two were on my side tonight. That was some impressive shooting, soldier.”
“Thank you, sir. I was just doing my duty.”
“Not giving glory to your girl’s god?” Major Gretschel smirked. “How unfanatical of you!”
As the officer departed, resentment of such arrogance flashed across Garrick’s face. Brenna noticed the expression but elected not to pursue the matter, knowing that if Garrick believed she’d benefit from the conversation, he’d tell her about it. The fact that he remained silent suggested many possibilities to her mind, all of them negative.
Her smile and the brightness of her eyes revealed an overflow of excitement that further endeared her soul to his. “Garrick,” she whispered. “Look at my sword!”
Sitting down, Brenna unsheathed the weapon to a point just beyond the ricasso, displaying gold inlaid etching and the classic, crystalloid polymer edge that kept Lithian blades frighteningly keen. “This,” she began, pointing to letters on the ricasso itself, “is the name of the metallurgist, Illian Lael, and beneath is Lael Mirror Forge, the place where this blade was cast. I’ve been there once. It’s a light-powered factory in the deep south that hasn’t made weapons for more than a hundred years!”
Darkness aboard the rail car prevented Garrick from actually seeing the letters. In her enthusiasm, Brenna forgot that he couldn’t see in the deep blue light that bathed her world when the Daystar set. Further, Lithian script made absolutely no sense to Garrick. He gently reminded her of these two facts, momentarily interrupting her discourse.
“That’s right,” she replied, her zeal undeterred. “But let me tell you what I can see!” Brenna hurriedly described the script engraved within its finger-width fuller. “This says: ‘Allfather Triumphs’ in very ancient letters. Not even Woodwind’s sword has this type of work in the fuller. That means this is a very old blade!”
Brenna flipped the weapon over in her curiously dextrous manner. “On the back side of the ricasso, I found my mother’s family name engraved!” She reached for Garrick’s hand, pulled off his glove and ran his fingers over the letters. “It says ‘Ithael,’ which is my mother’s maiden name. That means that this particular weapon was forged for one of my ancestors!”
Garrick shuddered at the thought. “Isn’t that ironic?” he exclaimed in genuine astonishment. “I wonder how it wound up here?”
Brenna smiled and replied: “Allfather is good!”
In the months following the end of Tamaria’s war with the Azgaril force, details of that private army’s interactions with emissaries of giant clans remained undisclosed. Brenna didn’t know that the weapon she’d earned in battle had been among the museum treasures looted from her homeland when the Northern Liberation Army laid waste to her nation. An enemy embassador carried the blade northward, presenting it to a giant chieftain as a gift for his clan’s cooperation in disrupting Tamarian rail traffic during the Azgaril invasion.
News of the war’s end and Tamaria’s triumph had not yet reached inhabitants of the Great Widow Icefield, a little more than 400 miles north of the combat zone. With winter slowing his travel homeward, that particular giant chieftain could not fulfill his treaty obligations for nearly four months. At his earliest opportunity, he’d gathered his forces to attack Tamarian rail traffic, only to meet his demise at the hand of a Lithian warlord’s daughter descended from the very family that paid for his favored weapon’s forging.
Brenna sheathed her sword and laid it on the floor beneath her seat. “It’s getting cold,” she announced, suddenly changing the subject. “Why don’t you warm me up?”
The Tamarian standard issue military poncho consisted of a hooded, waterproof and insulated garment that could be unzipped and folded flat. Garrick and Brenna had learned that a pair of these garments, zipped together, effectively protected against wind and cold as long as the two of them sat very close. Since they remained in the darkness at the back of the rail car and no one else could observe them, they snuggled together to share warmth.
They sat quietly for several minutes before Brenna loosened her parka, took hold of Garrick’s hand and slid it to her breast. The boy felt her soft flesh compress beneath his fingers through the fabric of her uniform and undergarments, his heart pounding in breathless wonder as Brenna’s flesh responded to his touch. Their eyes met, lingering, until Garrick felt he would burst. He closed his eyes and gently moved his hand away. Garrick’s young body trembled as he willed himself into control, then looked again at Brenna with a rising sense of determination that she immediately misunderstood.
“Do you love me?” she inquired, quietly.
He nodded. “Yes, I do.”
“Then why did you move away?” Her voice sounded hurt.
Garrick struggled to express his thinking carefully. He let out a deep sigh, then returned his worried gaze to hers. “Because I want you, but love is not about what I want.”
He did not see the flush of affliction wash over Brenna’s fair complexion, believing that she accepted such self-control as further evidence of his integrity. Yet this thought did not enter her mind. Grief stricken for acting on her own desire, Brenna turned her head away. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
Her reaction surprised him, as her responses often did, leaving Garrick uncertain about what to say. He pulled his left arm out from under the poncho and very lightly turned her chin back toward him. “There’s no need for you to say that,” he told her, softly.
Brenna leaned her head against his shoulder, embraced him beneath the poncho and quietly began to sob. She gripped his upper arm with her right hand and circled his back with her left, holding him with surprising strength as she emptied her soul.
Garrick kissed Brenna’s head and let her cry. He felt bewildered by her behavior and feared he’d made a grievous mistake, thinking that she should have better understood his love for her having experienced restraint, at a moment when he really wanted to caress her body without restriction. He did not comprehend the extent of her desire to please him, nor did he appreciate how the fervor developing within his friend’s mind conflicted with her commitment to chastity.
Brenna found no words to articulate how weary she felt of the ongoing need to be spiritually strong. The social pressures projected upon her drained emotional energy, strained her awareness and left her experiencing intense isolation. She wanted to feel loved and accepted without conditions. Gentle and handsome Garrick stirred her longing in ways she couldn’t explain. He sought understanding and always regarded her respectfully.
While she appreciated and admired his consistent moderation, knowing from his obvious physical arousal that he desired intimate contact urgently and passionately, the fact that he moved away on his own recognizance smote her conscience. Her desire to share herself with him seemed utterly selfish in light of his restraint. Worse, though he did not believe in God, Garrick’s moral conduct rose above the cloudy mix of contesting motivations that influenced her own behavior.
Yet, consumed by her own desire, Brenna didn’t realize that Garrick struggled with the same problem. The strong, physical yearning he experienced from just looking at her or feeling her pliant body meld into his embrace, rose in ardent fervency with the memory of how pleasant her breast felt to his fingers. Pressure gave way to pain. He believed that denial of his healthy reproductive drive could not be sustained, and though he felt an incredibly strong temptation to simply have his way with the young woman, he loved her so desperately that he willingly sought a different path, one his perceptive mind warned would prove wiser in the end. Garrick thought about his words with great care while he waited patiently for his friend to settle down.
“Brenna,” he began. “Please trust me.”
She sniffed, but wouldn’t look at him. “I do.”
“I don’t want to hurt you,” he continued, “and I don’t want to be hurt either.”
Brenna nodded, fighting back tears. “I know.”
“So let’s be careful. Let’s not rush.” The boy paused, searching for words. “You’re beautiful, talented and smart. You fill my life with joy and soothe every ache in my soul.
“But I can only exert so much self-control. My desire feels like a rising flood, and I long for you in ways I can’t put into words. Are we ready for everything to change? Is our friendship strong and trusting enough to move beyond where we stand right now? For your own sake, think about this. For my sake, think about this.”
Brenna shut her eyes, slowly shaking her head from side to side. “Ok,” she said, meekly, sniffing again. “I’m really sorry.”
“Brenna,” he whispered, longing to look into her eyes. “Please look at me.”
Although Brenna found compassion there, she could not requite his gaze. “I don’t deserve you,” she replied, turning her head away.
“That’s not true,” Garrick responded, drawing her close again. “You don’t have to be perfect to meet my approval. You can be yourself, and you’ll be safe. I’m grateful that you trust me, delighted that you want to share yourself with me. But if you discard me over my respect for your virtue, I’ll be crushed beyond recovery.”
Brenna embraced him, vowing in her soul that she would never hurt this boy. She prayed a whispered blessing upon him, thanking Allfather God for love, even though she felt her prayer went no further than a listening ear might have heard her words.
Garrick, who did not pray nor understand much of the Lithian language, realized the purpose of Brenna’s murmuring, if not the intent of her thoughts. He relished the comforting yield of Brenna’s body, the texture of her fine hair against his skin, while the vigor of her grasp reassured his fearful heart that she loved him.
Despite his stated hesitancy something fundamental changed in their relationship from that moment forward, as if they’d arrived at steep, winding stairs that spiraled up above the clouds. Its apex lay shrouded in secret, but the mystery of discovery compelled them to climb with trepidation. They sat in silence, their proximity a comfort, their nearness a temptation.
A chance to end his relationship with Brenna teased at Garrick’s consciousness. His military career hinged, to a large degree, on the perception superior officers developed concerning his judgment and leadership capability. Major Gretschel’s disdain of Brenna’s religious belief and Lieutenant Kohler’s warning compelled a critical review.
Memories flooded Garrick’s mind. He thought of his cousin, Gudrun, giggling in the hayloft of Uncle Werner’s Saradon ranch. He remembered her responsive body writhing in delight at his touch, and his to hers, only to recall her ruthless, selfish betrayal. How easily and willingly she’d accepted his affection, then suddenly repudiated his devotion! Garrick would never forget that experience.
Brenna’s benevolent soul, her unending kindnesses and sweet companionship lifted his spirit. Her efforts to seek and support his welfare made him feel valued. Though his fellow citizens might forever project prejudice, though his career might suffer grievous harm, Garrick preferred an uncertain future with Brenna at his side.
As the train climbed steadily upward, reaching a point where the grade exceeded 45% for a long time, the machine slowed, laboring in the bitter, thinning air. All conversation died down as the passengers focused on breathing and staying warm, until Brenna heard only the growl of the steam engines, the purring of fuel pumps and the doubts raging within her mind.
Purity, for years a bright standard held aloft in Brenna’s soul, now lay trampled in the mud of her own desire. The experience left her feeling hollow. Brenna rested against Garrick’s strong shoulder, conflicted between her need for solitude, for meditation and prayer, and that strange, insistent urge to abandon all virtue for the sake of elusive intimacy with a young warrior who did not even acknowledge the existence of God.
Though she tried to pray, Brenna found her words empty, meaningless platitudes recited by rote. A solitary tear traced the curve of her cheek bone, lingered on her chin, then dropped silently onto the poncho’s fabric and quickly froze, a tiny mirror reflecting dark despair from which the Lithian girl saw no escape.
As the glaciers tumbled from lofty heights, compression and rapid ice flow created great ripples revealed in the night by subtle contrasts of dimly reflected light, whiter, somehow, at each strange crest, falling to deep blue in the troughs visible from the broken windows of the passing train. A nameless outlet glacier’s toe pushed its terminal moraine to the edge of a deep tarn, where lofty, gloom-shrouded mountain peaks cast their shadows on its still surface. This lifeless, yet strangely beautiful cryosphere filled the ample streams that cast their bountiful, mineral-laden waters into distant, fertile valleys long ago liberated from the glacial grip from whence they’d been carved.
Among the narrowing ridge lines, scarred and scoured in the ancient contest of ice and rock, lateral moraines climbed high toward sheer arêtes whose rock faces wore thinning blankets of snow. A slender, tear shaped drumlin rose above the valley floor between two horn peaks, commanding a view of the tarns, the eskers and blue-white streams dancing among the rocks below. Crossing a thin, concrete bridge that arched over the ablated remains of a glacial toe, the Tamarian locomotive turned into the lee of the drumlin and began its final ascent.
Traitor’s Pass lay on the stoss end of this particular drumlin. Its cordwood and concrete station house, along with a modest hotel facility, shared the drumlin crown overlooking the Angelgate Divide with a military firebase. On its lee side, the drumlin showed man-made contour marks where glacial till had been graded to provide clear fields of fire, but aside from this, the facility boasted no other defensive fortifications. The uppermost grade served as a level surface for long, off-axis heliostat troughs that heated water for residents and visitors. Their mirrored surfaces could blind human eyes during the day, but now a deep blue glare overwhelmed Brenna’s vision.
The Lithian girl shielded her eyes and pointed to the structure. “Why didn’t they build any walls here?” she asked.
Garrick had never seen her do this before, but reasoned that all the ultraviolet light reflecting off of the surrounding snow and ice and into the heliostat mirrors must have been overpowering. Having visited Traitor’s Pass on two previous occasions, he knew why the grounds lacked the formidable defenses common to most firebases. “We’re too high for giants now,” he replied, answering her question. “They can’t breathe at this altitude. Once you get out and start walking around, you’ll notice. Signs in the station warn passengers against physical exertion. You can easily get very sick, so take it easy when we stop.”
Gas-powered lights burned in tall fixtures neatly arranged on the loading area, where a slight wind wafted across the platform. Garrick and Brenna unzipped and packed their ponchos, shivering while they waited for the train car to empty. They were the last to stand and exit. Shouldering their heavy backpacks, carrying the treasure they’d won during their melee with the giants, the two friends followed the rest of the passengers across an arched footbridge and into the station’s air lock.
A sign welcoming visitors proudly proclaimed that Traitor’s Pass was the highest elevation, continuously occupied settlement in the world. In addition, as Garrick said, the sign warned about altitude sickness and gave directions to the infirmary. The station’s floors, tiled in light blue ceramic squares radiated warmth in a subtle, yet compelling way. Expensive hardwood furniture graced a lobby, behind which the ticket counter and main hotel desk had been set. Potted plants, set in clusters around the lobby perimeter, thrived indoors. Feminine statues representing liberty and equality stood on either side of the counter. A portrait of Queen Tamar mounted on a beautiful jade slab occupied a position of honor on the wall behind a raised dias, flanked by a pair of national flags.
Garrick felt lightheaded from the small exertion of walking over the footbridge with his backpack, and noticed that Brenna was breathing hard. She dropped her pack to the tiled floor near a wall and rested her hands on her knees with her head down. “Don’t do that,” he warned. “You’ll get a nasty headache!”
Brenna straightened. “I feel weak,” she said.
“Just sit here. It takes time for your body to adjust,” Garrick responded, gently guiding her into a padded couch near the wall. “I’ll get us a drink.”
The Lithian girl sat, feeling her world spinning, finding her ability to recover breath strangely slow. She noticed that people had begun shedding their parkas, hats, scarves and gloves, then took hers off as well, observing bloodstains that had dried into her hair. After several minutes, the gaslights, the warm floor and the consonantal chatter of people milling about the station making further travel and lodging arrangements inspired a dull throbbing above her sinuses.
When Garrick returned, bearing a large mug with a steaming liquid, he noticed that Brenna looked pale. He sat down close to her, but without touching, and offered her a drink. “Drink this. It will help you feel better,” he promised.
Brenna sipped the pungent, peppery tea. “What is it?” she questioned.
“You’re not pregnant or nursing, are you?” he teased. “It’s a blend of analgesic herbs used for altitude sickness that’s not recommended for pregnant women and nursing mothers.”
“Hmm,” she mused. “You seem quite intent on preserving my virginity, so I think I’m safe.”
Garrick nodded. “It also stimulates appetite. You’ll need to rest, drink a lot and eat up here to avoid getting sick.”
Brenna smiled weakly. She examined Garrick in the light, noting the dirt and blood crusted into his blonde hair. “A bath and clean clothes are in order,” she added. “You shouldn’t go to meet your new commander looking like this.”
Although each of them carried training sweats and a clean dress uniform in their backpacks, their destination lay across the Fallen Moon Valley on the western side of the Angelgate Ridge. Garrick expected more than a full day of travel ahead and didn’t want to soil or wrinkle his parade uniform. In addition, the extreme cold they’d experienced at high elevation made the use of their dress apparel impractical.
Once Brenna finished her tea, Garrick led her toward the pharmacy where he returned the mug, thanked the man on duty and searched for the spiral, bluestone staircase leading up to the hotel and military base. After ascending a single flight, the young couple found they both needed to rest in the hotel’s common area before recovering enough strength and stamina to climb further.
Every building at Traitor’s Pass owed its warmth to the previous summer’s insolation, where very long days and a location above the clouds maximized exposure to the Daystar’s energy. Chimneys of wood-framed glass over copper sheathing passively forced rising hot attic air through ducts that led down into an insulated foundation, where the thermal lag of warmed, glacial till gradually rose into the buildings as the weather turned cold. Thick, cordwood walls and shuttered windows effectively enclosed the rising warmth, creating a remarkably comfortable environment during the fall, winter and early spring. The system had been engineered so that very little fuel had to be imported. Given that no trees survived at this lofty elevation, a single train car laden with charcoal made the uphill trek during the summer. A large gas retort supplied extra winter heat as it produced gas for lighting, while its combustion exhaust warmed metal coils beneath a greenhouse where the staff raised fresh vegetables throughout the year. The outdoor heliostat arrays ensured an ample supply of hot water and also supplemented building and greenhouse heat during the coldest winter months.
For this reason, as Garrick and Brenna labored up the long, stone stairs toward the military base, the two of them soon broke into a sweat. They stopped to rest several times at lookout platforms built for this purpose, unable to do much more than gasp for air until their bodies slowly recovered.
By the time Brenna made it up to the women’s bath area, her headache had blossomed, she complained of dizziness, and Garrick genuinely worried about leaving her alone. A lovely, red-haired female soldier in training sweats who introduced herself as Mariel Hougen, offered to look after the Lithian girl so that Garrick could go and wash without worry. A different woman brought Brenna’s clothing out for the laundry a few minutes later.
After a thorough scrubbing, Garrick put on his own flannel sweatshirt and pants, then visited the laundry, where he paid to have two sets of dirty uniforms, undergarments and battle parkas washed. The clerk raised her eyebrows as she separated a small female halter from male undergarments, but didn’t say anything. Garrick merely smiled, leaving a clever remark unspoken. After nearly an hour transpired, he waited for Brenna on a bench in the foyer that divided the male and female washing facilities.
Mariel Hougen came out wearing a uniform that displayed her rank as a 1st lieutenant. Garrick rose and stood at attention, but she seemed embarrassed by his deference. “You’re waiting for Brenna?” she inquired.
“Yes ma’am,” responded Garrick. “How do you know her name?”
The lieutenant shrugged. “I’m a linguist. I translate documents all day, so to hear Brenna speak in her native tongue is a real treat.”
Garrick wondered why the Tamarian army would be interested in translating anything written in Lithian, as he’d gained the impression from Brenna that nearly all their published material had been religious in nature. He didn’t broach the subject, and his clear discomfort in this area led Lieutenant Hougen to excuse herself and wish him well. “Brenna is just getting dressed,” she said. “I’m sure she’ll be out momentarily.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” the young warrior said. “I appreciate you looking after her.”
Brenna emerged a few minutes later with uncombed hair, wearing her baggy training sweats and walking unsteadily. Her face seemed a little swollen, her fair complexion flushed and she was still having trouble breathing. When Garrick inquired about her headache, Brenna told him she felt better.
“We have to eat,” he said.
“I’m not hungry,” she replied.
“Maybe so, but you need to eat.”
Brenna denied any desire for food. “I think I ought to know when I need food,” she stated, growing a little annoyed at his insistence.
Garrick steadied her by holding her hands. “We haven’t eaten anything for better than nine hours, you battled a band of giants and healed half the passengers during the trip up here, yet you don’t think you should eat something? I know you don’t feel hungry, but that’s an altitude effect. Trust me. I’ve gone through what you’re feeling right now.”
She looked longingly over her shoulder, back at the bathroom.
“You need to relieve yourself?”
Brenna smiled, embarrassed. “For the third time in the last twenty minutes.”
“Me too,” he admitted. “That’s why we have to keep drinking. Meet me back here when you’re done.”
Afterward, he talked Brenna into visiting the cafeteria. They’d long since missed the hot food service, so they contented themselves with cold sandwiches, shared three apples and slowly drank herbal tea in the otherwise empty mess hall. Though she tried to sustain a conversation, Brenna often found her speech drifting into her native tongue, which Garrick could not understand very well, only to realize this too late to remember what she’d said. “I’m sorry,” she repeated. “I think I need to sleep.”
In any place where gender divided sleeping quarters were provided by the military they normally separated for the night. Even when their unit had been engaged in battle they did not sleep together, but Brenna’s unusual behavior worried Garrick to the extent that he insisted they rest in the hotel’s common area, where he could observe her closely. He carried their backpacks downstairs while she clung to the handrail, navigating the stairs with a peculiar uncertainty.
The hotel’s common area, a place reserved for those too poor to afford a room, lay adjacent to the stairwell and contained many flourishing, potted plants, whose foliage provided some privacy. As a courtesy, the hotel offered blankets, pillows and mats for its nonpaying guests. Armed with these amenities, Garrick set up a sleeping area near a south-facing window, a quiet place in which they found themselves completely alone.
While Brenna lay down to rest, he rummaged through her backpack to find a comb, but when he tried to unravel her hair, Brenna ordered him to stop with a degree of irritation he felt he’d not deserved. She simply didn’t want to be touched. Garrick knew that Brenna always engaged in fastidious hair grooming, so her lack of interest in the combing and braiding ritual seemed out of character. By the time he’d but her comb away, the Lithian girl had fallen asleep, her long locks tangled and matted across her face, spread loosely over her shoulders and down her slender back like the under surface of a blind weaver’s rug.
She stopped breathing many times as the hours passed, only to rapidly resume again within fifteen seconds, then drift back into a shallow, normal pattern. Garrick watched her with great concern, unable to sleep. As the night passed on, Brenna awakened with an urge to empty her bladder. Whenever this happened, Garrick steadied her steps to the bathroom and visited the toilet himself.
An hour or two before dawn, Brenna began talking in her sleep, using the vowel-dominated language of her childhood in a worrisome tone of voice that stirred Garrick in every instance. When the girl awakened again, she complained of being haunted by strange, vivid dreams. On their way to the bathroom Brenna seemed frightened and confused. He heard her retching the remains of last evening’s dinner and knew that she either needed medical attention, or had to get back down to lower elevation soon. Garrick plodded up to where he thought the infirmary lay, only to find a closed and locked door. By the time he came back downstairs, Brenna had fallen asleep again.
This restlessness both indicated and compounded their altitude-related sickness. By the time daybreak beckoned on the eastern horizon, Garrick had finally drifted into a deep slumber and Brenna rose for her morning prayer suffering a splitting headache. She knelt below the window and prayed through her misery, imploring God to forgive and bestow comfort. Brenna’s headache grew in its intensity until it seemed she could feel the nerves in her head burning, then pain followed some obscure pathway to ignite her ethmoid sinus and raced into her right ear as if the inferno craved the dry tinder of her tender hearing.
The Great Eye Nebula, a bright and distinctive astronomical feature that graced spring and summer skies, made its first appearance of the season, just creeping over the horizon before the Daystar rose above the ice field. When Brenna saw the beautiful, blue-green disk wash away in the glare of morning light, she wept until every tear welling from within spilled from her eyes.
Lieutenant Hougen, passing near the stairwell on her way to breakfast, heard Brenna’s sobbing. Mariel approached and offered her assistance, wondering whether the handsome Tamarian soldier sleeping nearby played a role in the Lithian girl’s obvious misery. Brenna seemed inconsolable, so Lieutenant Hougen approached Garrick and roused him from his slumber. He didn’t awaken easily.
When Garrick saw Brenna’s distress, he staggered over to her. “What’s wrong?” he inquired.
Brenna embraced him tightly and wouldn’t let go. She spoke between episodes of rapid, shallow breathing, but Garrick couldn’t understand what she was saying. He looked at Lieutenant Hougen, whose dark brown eyes expressed worry.
“She says she’s forsaken and beyond hope. Other than that, she’s not making any sense,” the lieutenant stated.
Garrick nodded. “It’s altitude sickness. I tried the infirmary earlier, but it’s closed.”
“Nonsense!” the Tamarian officer spat. “It’s open all night long. People get sick up here all the time!”
Garrick looked at her with incredulity. “I swear, ma’am. Last time we were awake, I went upstairs but the door was shut and locked!”
“Let’s get her up there,” Mariel ordered in a manner more suggestive than authoritative. “It’s clear she needs a doctor.”
Under normal circumstances, Garrick could have carried Brenna up the stairs with ease. When she stood, Garrick could rest his chin on the top of Brenna’s head, and she possessed a far more slender build than he. However, Garrick found his strength sapped in the thin air. He could not lift Brenna for fear of either falling or dropping her, and struggled to complete the ascent under his own power.
Lieutenant Hougen put Brenna’s left arm around her own shoulder, while Garrick did the same on the right side, and together, the three of them attempted the climb. They needed better than five minutes to scale a single flight of stairs, and when they arrived, Garrick discovered, to his astonishment that the infirmary entrance didn’t even have a door!
After Brenna had been admitted, the Tamarians went to the outside waiting area. “I think the thin air has affected your judgment, soldier,” Lieutenant Hougen teased, grasping his shoulder and letting her hand linger there a little longer than was necessary.
Garrick sat down, shaking his head. “I got sick last time I was up here, too, but I felt worse than this. I must have gone to the wrong place last night.”
They chatted about how high altitude effects human physiology, sharing anecdotes from their experiences, learning a little about each other’s respective backgrounds. In the midst of this pleasant conversation, a tired physician appeared. “The foreign girl is very ill,” he began, speaking directly to Garrick. “I’m not entirely certain that her internal physiology is identical to yours and mine, but her symptoms lead me to believe she’s exhibiting early signs of cerebral edema. We need to get her downhill right away.”
“But the train doesn’t leave until this afternoon. What do we do until then?”
The doctor shook his head. “I meant right away,” he clarified. “She’ll go down on the emergency tram. It leaves in fifteen minutes.”
Because of its extreme elevation, the Traitor’s Pass facility maintained a tiny cable tram leading down the Hangman River cataract to the Lonely Meadow Valley, far below. The sole purpose of this service involved transporting people with severe altitude sickness to safety. It carried a maximum of four passengers and a single nurse.
“I can’t let her go alone,” Garrick stated, his worry cutting an edge into his voice. “I need to get her things.”
When he began to rise, the doctor stopped him with an outstretched hand. “No, son. You have to take the train. The tram will be full with your girl, a medic and two other patients. You can meet her at the Lonely Meadow Sanitarium. If she survives the trip down, I expect she’ll be fully recovered in a day or two.”
Stunned, Garrick slumped into his seat and rubbed his hands over his face. He thought for a moment and looked up at the doctor. “Isn’t there anything else you can do?”
“She’s sleeping and we have her on oxygen right now. You should’ve brought her to me hours ago.”
The boy let out a deep sigh and shook his head. “I know,” he muttered. “Can I see her?”
The doctor shook his head. “No. I want her to rest. In my judgment your presence agitates her. She settled down once you left the room.”
This news hit Garrick hard. He’d developed a subconscious belief in Brenna’s physical invulnerability that lay shattered in the gravity of her current condition. Initially, he wanted to deny the obvious truth, but as doctor’s diagnosis sank into his mind, Garrick felt angry, blaming himself for exposing her to this kind of danger. “We should have gone the long way,” he grumbled.
Wishing to distract the young solider from this line of thinking, Lieutenant Hougen offered to share breakfast. Garrick innocently agreed, under the condition that he could gather Brenna’s belongings and send them downhill on the tram with her. “She’ll need her cold weather gear at least,” the boy said. “Otherwise she’ll freeze to death.”
At the laundry, the two soldiers picked up freshly washed clothes. Lieutenant Hougen carried winter gear in for Brenna and helped her put on her parka and gloves, while Garrick changed in the men’s room. The two Tamarians watched as Brenna and the other sick passengers were loaded into the aerial tram. Garrick lingered at the window until the cable car vanished downslope, fighting tears, feeling angry and impotent.
“Come on, soldier,” the lieutenant called. “Let’s eat breakfast.”
Mariel Hougen had freckled skin and a remarkably slim figure for a Tamarian woman. In general, the daughters of the High Land appeared sturdy, strong, tall and round-faced with blonde hair and light-colored eyes. The lieutenant’s hair, tied up in a bun behind her beret, reflected reddish light that glinted in her dark, smoky quartz-colored eyes. She looked exotic when contrasted with her citizen sisters.
Though Mariel, like Brenna, was much older than the young soldier, Garrick found her intelligent and interesting. But unlike Brenna–whom people frequently mistook for a teenager–Mariel looked her age. He learned that her mother came from eastern desert region south of the Saradon, where dark eyes and red hair frequently graced the features of people native to that area. Mariel’s family owned land on Sharp Talon Ridge, a place famous for its apples and a location significant to him because during the war he’d battled a deathwolf in an orchard a few miles from the Hougen property.
The cafeteria bustled at the height of breakfast service. Due to their unusual mountaintop posting, the garrison stationed at Traitor’s Pass ate their meals together. Officers mingled with enlisted men, their laughter and discussion growing as the food service progressed. Hot food smelled delicious and though eating felt deeply satisfying, Garrick restrained his zeal for the sake of good manners.
While eating, Garrick learned that Mariel joined the army to help pay for her education. An interest in language, particularly her mother’s native dialect, availed no advantage to a farmer’s daughter, even a wealthy one, but the army maintained a large corps of linguists in its espionage department. Lieutenant Hougan, who’d learned seven languages, translated documents written in Azgaril Vulgate or Parsinnian, the obscure, desert-derived tongue of her mother that was often used for message traffic, two languages of Kameron and that of the Vatherii, a people living to the north. In exchange for this service, she claimed the Tamarian army subsidized her ongoing studies. At present, she said she was traveling to the university in Marvic to work on a doctorate in linguistics, and on the way, had stopped at Traitor’s Pass to relax for a few days. Her last statement raised suspicion in Garrick’s mind, but he said nothing, letting her talk.
“Most of what I do is boring,” she admitted. “I translate newspapers and government publications, but the army wants to know what it all really means, and that’s the job of an analyst familiar with the culture.
“But enough about me,” she concluded. “Tell me about you.”
Garrick shrugged. “There’s nothing interesting about me.”
“Ah, but there is!” she countered. “You’re romantically involved with an alien mercenary. In my line of work that makes you interesting.”
“So, lieutenant, you’re a spy now?” he queried.
She dismissed the remark. “Don’t be silly. At first I wondered why a good-looking Tamarian boy would bother with some foreigner who speaks the enemy’s language, but then I took a good look at her while we got her into her clothes and I know why you like her!” Mariel smiled lecherously. “Let’s just say I noticed how she fills out those little running sweats of hers.”
“You think that’s all I care about?” he asked, blushing, desperate to change the subject. “If I took an interest in you because of your red hair, how long do you think that would sustain my attention?”
“I think that would depend on which red hair you were looking at,” she replied, lowering her head, crossing her legs and provocatively leaning forward.
Garrick felt he was being outmaneuvered and needed to think fast, but he stammered uncharacteristically with his words. “Lieutenant, I know that Brenna’s beautiful,” he began. “But don’t patronize me with that kind of simplistic talk.”
Lieutenant Hougen laughed. “Yeah, right! Convince me that when she moves around, or rubs her soft parts on you that you’re thinking about her goodness and character. Come on, soldier, do you think I was born yesterday?”
Although Garrick knew it was risky to reveal his irritation with an officer, he’d grown impatient with this kind of accusation. “Lieutenant, I don’t appreciate you talking about her like that. What do you know about Brenna, anyway? How can you disconnect her intellect and focus on her body like she’s some rack of meat in the market? I’ve just watched her leave here on a cart with a tube in her nose, I don’t know if I’ll ever see her alive again and you think my primary concern centers on how she looks when she’s wearing her running sweats? Are you out of your mind?
“I’ve fought with this girl at my side for months. I’ve watched her risk her life for the guys in my unit, dragging their broken bodies to safety while the enemy shot at her. Together we’ve been tired, cold, hungry and terrified. I’ve heard her laugh; I’ve watched her cry. I’ve listened when she vents frustration because people hate her without reason.
“She prays over me, lieutenant, though I don’t even believe in her God. Brenna accepts me just as I am. In the past few hours I’ve seen what she’s like when she’s deathly sick, and I don’t know if I’ll ever see any of those other things again.” Garrick’s eyes brimmed with tears, but he restrained his anger, holding back his fear and sorrow. “Don’t tell me what I love about her, “ he concluded. “That’s for her and me alone to know.”
Lieutenant Hougan felt a tide of remorse rising within her, having utterly miscalculated the depth of Garrick’s dedication. She looked away, regretting her attitude, regretting her words. The linguist shook her pretty head. “Well, Mister Ravenwood, I’ve been out of line.” She paused, searching for the right thing to say, as if words well spoken could mend her mistake. “I hope you can forgive me for misjudging you and misjudging her. She’s clearly put her name on your heart, and I can honestly say she’s honored to have won your devotion.”
When Mariel met his gaze, she saw the eyes of a killer gradually soften. “I can forgive you, lieutenant,” he said. “I can forgive you.”
***
Brenna drifted into consciousness, vaguely aware of a pulsing sensation, a vertigo-inspired nausea wrenching at her belly. Cold and disoriented, she didn’t recognize any of her surroundings, but the irresistible siren song of sleep lulled her into darkness again.
Voices faded in and out of her memory. Light and shadow flashed across her lovely face. Time drifted like the current of a languid river rolling into a serene sea. Pain swelled in her temples, remorse flooded her mind. Brenna rolled her head to the side, opened her eyes and saw a benign smile spread across the countenance of a heavyset woman.
A ravenous thirst soon gripped her throat. Brenna tried to get up, only to find that she’d been strapped to a gurney. “Water,” she whispered, speaking the Tamarian word in the hope she’d pronounced it well enough to be understood.
The nurse gently lifted the back of Brenna’s head and held a cup to her lips, watching carefully to see that the foreign girl did not choke. A moment later she removed the tube that had been taped to Brenna’s nose, shut off the oxygen supply, then turned to care for someone else. Brenna remembered nothing more.
A long time later she felt a jolt and heard voices speaking Tamarian words too rapidly for her to understand. The aroma of thick, sweet, forest-scented air teased her senses. When Brenna inhaled, she felt her lungs fill, realizing that her headache had faded into memory. People moved about, three other patients vanished and Brenna was left alone until she began napping again. Suddenly, someone swirled her hospital gurney around, she felt its wheels rumble over something metallic, then glide on a hard, smooth surface.
A raindrop fell on her face from the clouds above. She saw trees bursting with the foliage of a new spring, and the glorious sensation of a pleasant, cool breeze caressing her skin. An unfamiliar landscape, dotted with blooming aspen, alder and cottonwood trees, covered in grasses sprouting delicate pink, yellow and violet blossoms, flashed across Brenna’s field of vision.
The idyllic scene passed as she traveled beneath a low overhang, set with electric lights. Brenna felt the cart stop, saw a male figure wearing white open a set of double doors, then return to pulling her bed into a building that smelled of detergent and overcooked food. He led her through a long hallway then stopped at several rooms. In each instance, Brenna heard female voices protesting the sight of her, and by this time in her Tamarian experience, the Lithian girl didn’t need the words translated to comprehend their intent. The attendant dutifully moved onward until finally, he stopped at a quiet room, lowered the gurney and loosened the straps across Brenna’s body.
He spoke to her with a respectful tone, though she did not understand what he’d said. Brenna sat up, took off her gloves and parka, straightened her rumpled running sweats, then dropped to the warm floor while holding on to the hospital cart for support. The man silently beckoned her inside with a universally understood gesture, pointing to a bed near a window in which he apparently wished her to rest. After this, he unloaded Brenna’s belongings, then disappeared with the gurney down the hall.
The tiny room contained little in the way of furnishings. A neatly made bed equipped with white sheets and a yellow blanket lay next to a small wooden stand upon which a pitcher of water and a drinking glass awaited her attention. Next to the pitcher lay a writing pad and pen. Along the wall adjacent to the bed stood a clothing rack with wire hangers, and beside it, a simple, two-drawer bureau. A toilet, a washbasin and an elevated, freestanding shower stall with a starkly white cloth curtain completed the room furnishings.
While Brenna grew accustomed to the antiseptic odor, she rummaged through her backpack for a comb, desperate to restore her matted and disheveled hair to its normal, glistening glory. She began working the comb through her tangled locks with care, irritated with herself for neglecting this task, not remembering why she had.
Just as she completed her grooming ritual, a middle-aged woman wearing glasses and holding a clipboard strode into the room without bothering to knock. “Specialist Velez,” she called in vulgate with a throaty, Tamarian accent. The woman held out a wristband. “This is your identification bracelet. You will wear it at all times and use it to pay for meals served at this facility.”
“Where am I?” Brenna inquired. “What am I doing here?”
The woman put her chin down, peering over her glasses. “This is the Lonely Meadow Sanitarium,” she responded in a condescending voice. “Your illness at Traitor’s Pass compelled the army to transport and admit you here at great expense, one compounded by the fact that none of the other guests are willing to share a room with you. The doctor will be in for his examination shortly. I expect your stay will be brief, perhaps no more than a day, and we’ll send you off to wherever people of your kind go.”
Brenna overlooked the insult. “Where’s Garrick?”
“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” the woman said as she turned on her heel and headed out the door.
“What about the train?” Brenna cried. “Where do I go to meet the train?” Her words met the woman’s back, but had no further impact.
Brenna shut and locked her door, drew the curtains across the window, drank a glass of water, then knelt on the hard, tile floor and prayed for nearly thirty minutes. She talked to God about the direction of her life, asked for strength, remembered her family members by name and prayed a blessing upon Garrick, who remained somewhere above the clouds. She missed him. Though she felt lonely for his companionship, after praying Brenna felt better.
A knock interrupted her meditations. Brenna opened the door to find the heavyset nurse and a tall, thin man wearing wire framed glasses waiting together in the hallway.
“Why missy! You’re up!” the nurse said in vulgate. “That’s good news!” Without asking to enter, the woman walked into the room and introduced Dr. Schultz to Brenna, as if she’d been a friend of the Lithian girl for a long time.
The physician, speaking through the Tamarian woman, asked Brenna a series of well-being related questions, listened to her heart and lungs through a stethoscope, then grunted and muttered a few sentences to the nurse. He walked out of the room without a farewell.
“He says that for somebody knocking at death’s door a few hours ago, you’ve come up strong as a fish thrown back in water,” the blonde-haired nurse began. “But he wants you to rest before you move on.”
Brenna shook her head. “I can’t. I need to be in Marvic soon.”
The nurse wrinkled her face and shrugged. “Doctor’s orders. You ought to relax. Put your feet up and rest a spell. Fetch some dinner if you fancy. They got someone working the grill right now. The cafeteria’s just behind the lobby.”
Worried that her separation from Garrick would lengthen, but not wanting to trouble this kindly woman further, Brenna sighed. “Thank you. I appreciate your help.”
The nurse patted Brenna on the knee as if she were a small child. “I take care of people,” she said. “That’s what I do. And I don’t much care what folk say about you being a foreigner and all. I pay no never mind to that sort of thing, ‘specially since they told me what you done for my people. You take care, missy. I’ll see you ‘round.”
When the nurse left, Brenna began feeling hemmed in by the small room, confined as if she’d been imprisoned. Eating seemed like a good idea, given that she’d had neither breakfast, nor lunch, and that last night’s meal ended up in the multrum toilet. The girl found her cleaned halter–using the unique, Lithian garment as underwear–pulled on her boots, hid her valuables beneath the mattress and took the note pad and pen from her bedside table. Then peering out of her door, Brenna waited until the hallway lay empty before venturing out of her private space.
Originally developed as a resort for wealthy patrons, the Lonely Meadow complex retained its distinctive luxury when sold to an investor who converted the facility into a health spa. Its rich carpet, patterned in roses, the inlaid floorboards, intricately designed crown moldings and expensive, electric lights attested to a fading, former glory.
The main building, constructed in a V shape, segregated men and women on opposite sides, with a blossoming garden and an overgrown lawn that functioned as a common area between them. Directly behind the lobby, located at the building’s vertex, its renovated restaurant served as a cafeteria. Hoping to avoid the dinner crowd, Brenna headed there, sat in a chair and watched a handful of guests select food and show their wristbands at the cashier’s table.
Her inability to speak more than a few Tamarian words compounded the girl’s natural reticence. Brenna felt anxious enough, however, to attempt some form of communication. On the paper she’d brought, Brenna drew a mountain whose peak ascended above the clouds, a train with an arrow pointing downhill, and a V shaped building representing the sanitarium. She knew the interrogative words for “where” and “when” in the local language, having heard them spoken many times, and did her best to spell them correctly on the paper.
Selecting a tray and moving through the cafeteria line, she picked some fruit, dinner rolls, smoked fish, raw vegetables and salad, avoiding the jolly man at the grill entirely. At the cashier, she presented her wristband, then gave the elderly woman the slip of paper on which she had diagramed her questions.
The white-haired woman looked at Brenna, smiled without showing any teeth, nodded, and flipped the paper over. She drew the V shaped building, the Hangman River and a long rectangle upstream of their current location with a railroad track going into and out of the figure. The woman pointed to the word “where,” then directed Brenna’s attention toward the northeast. Next, the woman drew two mountains and a circle with rays that clearly represented the Daystar. She drew arrows showing the Daystar’s path across the sky, with it setting behind the far mountain. She circled the setting star, then pointed to the word “when.”
Brenna thanked her. The woman regarded her with an expression of sympathy, and Brenna prayed a blessing on the elderly matron when she sat down to thank Allfather for her food. She felt grateful that at least some Tamarians, though they might be strangers, extended civility to her.
Hours later, Brenna decided to defy the doctor’s orders, gather her belongings and head for the train. Knowing that Garrick liked the way she looked in her form-fitting parade uniform, she washed, changed and made herself as attractive as modesty allowed. She slipped her backpack and weapons out of the window and hid them behind a shrub, then simply walked out of the entrance and around the building to the window. The Lithian girl put on her backpack, slithered into her waterproof poncho, grabbed her weapons and scurried away. No one noticed her departure.
A light rain fell. Tall grasses painted Brenna’s boots and skirt with moisture as she walked through the meadow. Mist clung to the tree-clad mountainsides, moving slowly in the cool, gentle breeze, first enshrouding, then revealing, tall spruce and fir trees. Brenna felt alive and free, purposeful in her escape, rejoicing to breathe deeply and feel a familiar, youthful vigor pulsing through her veins.
The train station lay several hundred yards away, along the banks of the Hangman River. A simple, wood framed structure with an elevated platform served the modest transport and mail delivery needs of the Lonely Meadow Sanitarium and local residents. Its siding and large timbers, painted yellow and trimmed in white, showed the tender care of regular maintenance, as the date on the station’s marquee boasted that it had been standing for better than one hundred years.
Brenna found a seat on the platform, glanced at the clock and waited. Nearly an hour later, she heard the distinctive growl of a Tamarian locomotive descending from above the clouds. She removed her poncho and stood on the platform, waiting.
Lieutenant Mariel Hougen noticed Brenna through the mist as the train slowed to enter the Lonely Meadow station. She turned around to rouse Garrick, who’d been sleeping in the seat behind her. “Wake up, soldier! Your damsel awaits!”
Garrick found his heart pounding. When his eyes met Brenna’s longing gaze he thought he’d never seen her as beautiful as she appeared at that moment. Before the train came to a complete stop, he leaped through the opening door, ran toward Brenna’s smiling face and into her outstretched arms.
****
Anger
High Priest Volker Pfaff rubbed his forehead, wishing the young men under his care could skip adolescence altogether and move directly from the sweet cooperation of childhood into the maturity of an adult mind set. The ageing priest often complained to his wife that hair loss resulted from raising other people’s children; he cared for the spiritual welfare of boys whose problems often originated in family dynamics imprinted long before he and the Temple community had any opportunity to exert significant influence.
He’d found not a single more compelling case during his entire career than could be ascribed to the sullen young man sitting before him. Dressed in the dark grey robe that proclaimed his rank just one tier below that of Initiate Priest, this boy moved through his studies with astonishing alacrity. He demonstrated a gift for learning quickly, along with an independent spirit unafraid to question orthodoxy. Intense, and driven by smoldering rage often manifest in an ill temper and an acrid wit, this boy possessed an alarming tendency to raise nearly every conflict with anyone he did not respect beyond the threshold of violence. As had been the case several times over the past three months, the petulant acolyte waited for Volker Pfaff to administer the appointed wrath of the Supreme Council. This responsibility, the priest often complained to his wife, put him in an adversarial relationship with a boy whom he genuinely liked. The strain showed on the priest’s worried face, his tired, green eyes and the tone of a voice that preferred gentle counsel to the reprimand this boy deserved. Calloused hands ran through thinning hair as the old priest searched his soul for words he wished could remain undelivered.
The boy broke the silence. “Are you going to sit there all day?”
Volker looked at the acolyte and sighed deeply. “You do yourself harm with that tone,” he said, gently. “There is no need for insolence.”
Those angry, grey eyes, that piercing stare so often employed against the other priests in the classroom, other students on the practice mat, other citizens living near the Temple compound, swept across the bright, white painted walls and simple wooden furnishings that lay arranged in Volker’s office. “The Council can’t control me. You can’t control me. Give me my punishment, I’ll do my stinking penance and you can put this sorry exercise behind you again.”
“Until next time,” Volker replied, “and the time after that. How long must this go on?”
“It’ll go on until I’m ranked high enough to leave this pathetic place.”
Volker pointed to the door, his gentle voice steady, despite the tension projected by his favored student. “You are always free to go.”
The boy rolled his eyes and shook his head. “So you say,” he replied. “But if I leave now I’ll have no future and there’s always a mountain of work waiting for me when I come back. Nobody else around here lifts a finger to help.”
Volker Pfaff held up his hand to silence the diatribe. “Work takes no vacation. Why do you believe that when you disappear for days on end another must shoulder your burden? Would you appreciate a brother who did such a thing to you?”
“This is about control, not responsibility. I always get my work done, no matter how high you pile it on!”
“You have no more toil here than does anyone else your age,” the high priest interrupted. “But that isn’t the cause for this meeting, and of this, I am sure you are well aware.”
The boy slumped in his high-backed chair, crossing his arms, staring at the religious books neatly arranged on Volker’s study shelf. “Yeah, I hurt the fat kid,” he muttered.
“The practice mat is no place to vent your anger,” Volker continued. “We work together on skill, balance, speed, power and agility. We sharpen our combat skills. We do not seek harm to our brethren.”
“Oh, come on!” the boy countered. “Dietrich flops around like a lame gerbil and cries like a waterfall. How can you expect me to avoid knocking him down?”
Volker remained unruffled. “I expect self control. That is the essence of our being in the spiritual community. We serve others because we keep our own desires in check.”
Now the boy scoffed. “Oh, that’s why you permit my slutty sister to go around giving blow jobs to everyone in the dorm!”
This type of exchange occurred with great frequency whenever Volker had to mete out punishment for some kind of misbehavior. Acolyte Algernon Ravenwood always tried to avoid accountability by deflecting attention onto someone else’s miscreance, and though clearly disgusted by his twin sister’s conduct, the boy felt no compunction about openly discussing her impropriety if doing so meant he could use her malfeasance to effectively obviate the Council’s wrath.
But Volker didn’t follow that path. “Kira is not under my care, nor is she the subject of our discussion. However, since you insist on addressing licentiousness, I must also elucidate that your habit of snooping on the women’s bath and the self-stimulating behavior that follows will, from this moment, forever cease.”
If Algernon felt shock over this revelation, he recovered quickly enough that Volker barely noticed a change in the acolyte’s expression. “You can prove nothing,” he replied.
“I have witnessed what you do,” Volker admitted, his tone devoid of the emotion rising in his student’s voice. “Priestess Sommer has repaired the orifice you drilled into the wall and set a tapestry on the other side. Regular inspections of the bath have begun to ensure that the privacy of our women remains sacrosanct.”
Algernon seethed, his lips tightening. “So what’s the verdict?”
“All outcomes depend upon you,” Volker responded. “Neither I, nor the Council, wish to impose a punitive sanction upon you. However, as leaders in this community we assent to the incumbent responsibility of maintaining peaceful relations, not only within the walls of the Sacred Enclosure, but also beyond them.”
“And you pull that off with punishment!” Algernon sneered. “How noble!”
The boy lacked courtesy, but he fully understood the tenets of Gottslena, the sacred set of Tamarian writings to which the Great Temple Elsbireth had been devoted. In this philosophy, an unnamed deity–a spirit humans could not comprehend–set forth the process of creation with love and great piety, then observed it from afar. The Great God, the chief of all spirits, left to humankind the responsibility of safeguarding life, maintaining justice and defending liberty. Within the context of many local spirits competing for worshipers and exerting control over limited spheres of influence, this mysterious deity encouraged all creatures to live in harmony with their appointed purpose, that it might vicariously learn the lessons experienced by every living thing. Only within a mutually edifying community that practiced self-control and meditation–so the monks believed–could they attain the nobility of mind for which they’d been destined and ordained.
Algernon used this ideology against his teachers at every opportunity, twisting the precepts presented to him as truth in a manner that exposed their folly. The need to impose order by force, in his particular case and from his view, utterly contravened a critical concept in the Gottslena philosophy. An individual, whose unique perspective offered lessons for the great deity, simply should not require any measure of restraint to assimilate into the community for which that person had been destined. While it would have been easy for an outsider to attribute base deviancy to Algernon’s behavior, an idea promoted within Gottslena to explain criminality, Algernon sustained the highest academic achievement ever attained by any acolyte, and only in the past few weeks had his concupiscent sister, Kira, begun falling behind. This prevented any serious discussion of their dismissal, for the extreme self-discipline demanded of Gottslena study, which included mathematics, sciences, martial arts, languages, economics, history and philosophy, should have naturally overwhelmed an unsuitable candidate at an early stage.
Therefore, the Ravenwood children presented an enigma to the experienced priests, who for over three years watched them with a blend of dismay and wonder. While many Supreme Council members agonized over the mounting evidence of Algernon’s violent temper, they could not prevent him from learning the combat skills intrinsic to his program of mental, spiritual and physical development. Nor could they arrive at a suitable means of restraining Kira’s libido, as the girl continually exploited her considerable sensuality to shame, embarrass and control her teachers and fellow students, male and female alike.
Typically, the Council encouraged the priests who oversaw the Ravenwood siblings to up the ante with additional study and more physical work in response to the rising tide of transgression. Limiting the free time in which the two Ravenwoods could get into mischief didn’t really work, as Algernon seemed to attract trouble wherever he went, and Kira found that the shameless, semi-public performance of fellatio or cunnilingus often increased the intensity of her selected lover’s response.
Volker Pfaff suppressed a deep sigh, saddened that so much potential for excellence lay within a boy for whom that nobility seemed an anathema. Algernon did not know how stridently his mentor advocated for him at the Supreme Council meetings, nor did he appreciate that Volker’s position eroded with each accumulated incident set before the increasingly impatient priesthood.
“Discipline can be unpleasant,” Volker stated. Then, using the weapon he’d been reluctant to wield, the priest began outlining the scope of Algernon’s penance. “Though you may leave here any time you wish, as of this hour when the doors close behind you, they will forever remain closed. You will not be permitted re-entrance within the Sacred Gate. And should you elect to depart from our care, where will you go? Can you return home to your drunken father? Will the mother who forcefully evicted you draw her wayward son back into her bosom with a gentle embrace?”
Algernon’s face began to pale. He slumped in his chair, eyes widened.
“This is your home now. You are my son now, and if I did not love you I would not wish to restrain your self-destructive impulses. So these are the conditions upon which your stay in this hallowed place may continue: First, you will always show deference and respect to senior priests. You will remain silent in your classes. All questions directed to your teacher must be written down and submitted with respect at the conclusion of each lesson. Second, you shall not leave these premises without my direct permission.”
Volker paused, noting that Algernon’s icy expression melted rapidly. When the boy said nothing in response, the High Priest continued. “Third, you will not engage in any undisciplined social behavior, which includes, but is not limited to, all physical contact with and clandestine observation of acolyte priestesses, whom you are to regard as sisters with absolute purity; unrestrained force on the practice mat and any use of secret martial knowledge against civilians within or beyond these walls. In addition, you will treat these venerated grounds with the greatest respect and refrain from inflicting damage herein. This includes mischief such as putting flour in the organ pipes, urinating in the consecrated wine and blending opiates into the meditation incense.
“You must conduct yourself in a manner worthy of the calling to which you aspire. Your labor shall always be done in a timely manner, with excellence and without lament. If you do not agree to these conditions, I must remove you from the Sacred Enclosure.”
Stunned, Algernon said nothing for a long time. He straightened, swallowed and licked his dry lips. “So, that’s it, then?” he asked. “I do what you say, or you kick me out.”
High Priest Volker Pfaff made a steeple of his fingers and nodded, sadly. “To my dismay, it has come to this.”
Algernon paused, thoughtfully. “Then we have nothing more to discuss,” he said, rising from his seat.
“There is one more thing,” Volker stated. When the boy turned around, he continued. “Your elder brother has contacted us, looking for you and your sister.”
“Garrick is here?” Algernon inquired, astonished. “He made it through the war?”
Volker knew the esteem in which both of the Ravenwood twins regarded their older sibling, and he’d hoped that Garrick’s arrival in Marvic would inspire a higher degree of self-control. Yet the High Priest had been disappointed so many times in the past, he could not sustain confidence that Garrick’s presence in town would have a lasting impact.
“He’s attending Officer’s Training School and will study in the city for a period of twelve weeks.”
Algernon approached Volker’s desk and put his hands on its lacquered surface. “Can I see him?” the boy inquired. “Please?”
Volker understood this need for connection with family, but Garrick had not come in person, he’d sent a letter from the big military base on the northern edge of town, near the wall. “He writes that his course work, training and an upcoming court appearance will preclude visiting here for several days.” The High Priest removed a neatly folded letter from a right-hand drawer and offered it to Algernon.
The meek tone of Algernon’s previous question vaporized like mist on a summer day. “You read my brother’s letter?” the boy inquired, accusingly. “You opened something addressed to me?”
Volker shook his head serenely. “I have done no such thing, nor would I.”
Algernon saw that the letter had been written to the Supreme Council, and that Garrick implied in his opening statement that he knew something of the trouble his younger siblings were capable of creating. In actual fact, Garrick asked permission to come to the Temple, in fear that his surprise arrival might be disruptive.
“Well, that’s my brother,” Algernon muttered. “Still sucking the tit of authority.”
Volker raised his eyebrows. “Yet you respect him,” he stated, somewhat surprised.
Algernon folded the letter and slid it back across the desktop. “He’s my brother. No one loves me like he does. He’s my blood, the beat of my heart and the breath of my soul.”
“Your devotion is well placed,” Volker replied. “I will let you know when he comes to see you. That is all for now.”
Algernon left Volker’s office, shutting the heavy oaken door with more force than was necessary. He ignored the stern glare of Priest Willem and turned down the long, wooden-floored hallway, past the chapel nave where sacred services were underway and into the classroom annex, where remedial mathematics teaching awaited his attention.
Some nameless architect of long ago had drawn plans for the Temple building and several of its lesser structures. The Elsbireth complex, unlike most Tamarian architecture, reflected the philosophy of simple function. Therefore, its high ceilings did not feature colorful frescoes, its doors and alcoves remained unadorned, and the only nod to beauty within its hallowed space lay in seasonal tapestries hung from its walls. These often consisted of theological lessons, depicted with a great flourish in pictorial form, for the benefit of illiterates and children.
The landscaping that lay around the Temple, however, thrived in the cool, high altitude climate. Ferns and flowers arranged in flowing borders, carefully trimmed evergreen shrubbery and terraced gardens graced ornamental grasslands, permitting quiet introspection near blue and green groves of tall spruce and fir trees. Bamboo clumps, cedar lattices graced with dark delphinium, and fruit trees spreading their blossoming arms into the mist contrasted color and texture to please every lingering eye.
Near gurgling pools formed by hot mineral springs, where the River Honeywater began its descent toward the distant sea, carved lanterns stood among the mosses, guarding narrow stone bridges leading toward tiny, secluded islands that lay amidst the falling water. Iris and azalea adorned dark rock formations. Even in winter, the warmth of the Honeywater preserved plant life that could not long survive at this altitude, and provided respite for a troupe of visiting macaques that spent the coldest months in these gardens before moving back into the upland forest during the spring.
These intelligent and sociable creatures chattered incessantly in their rudimentary language, beyond the tall, multi-pane classroom windows where Algernon led a group of orphaned children in the study of basic mathematics. He liked teaching. The quick wit that inspired chagrin among the older monks served him well when fielding questions, or finding a unique way of explaining a given operation to a struggling student.
At the end of the lesson Algernon dismissed his charges and headed to the men’s serving room to eat a meal of soup and bread. Prayer and meditation hour in the chapel followed this. Afterward, a science and history review at a library table occupied the evening until his candle waxed low. Later, he spent some time working through quadratic formulas until he could barely keep his eyes open.
Algernon slept in a large room on the upper floor with fifteen other candidate priests. Often his devotion to study made him the last to retire for the night, so no one found his late arrival unusual. Although he felt very tired, the distractions and trouble of the day made it hard for him to relax. Eventually, the rhythmic breathing of the other young men lulled him into sleep.
It seemed that he hadn’t been in dreamland long when a soft hand and a whispered, female voice roused him. “Wake up,” she urged. “Come on, wake up!”
The tall and slender young woman at his bedside sniffed, then wiped her nose on the right sleeve of her thin gown. Algernon recognized her as his mind labored into consciousness, and he hid no contempt from his tone of voice. “Astrid! What are you doing here?”
“I need to talk to you. It’s important.”
“Blow off, you slut! I’m sleeping!”
“Algernon,” she pleaded. “I need your help! Your sister’s gone!”
Something in the urgency of Astrid’s voice stirred an old emotion within Algernon’s soul. He didn’t like Kira’s proclivities, especially as they related to Astrid, who was widely rumored to be her favorite partner, but he did love his sister. The young acolyte sat up in his cot and reached for his robe and pleated overcoat. “We can’t talk in here,” he whispered. “Follow me.”
Algernon enjoyed solitude and knew of several secret hiding places within the Temple compound. Although spring flushed the afternoon air with the lukewarm promise of coming summer, nights in Marvic still remained uncomfortably cool. His feet felt cold as he stole a stealthy, barefooted path down from the men’s dormitory, through the back of the dark and silent chancel nave, and up an old, narrow staircase that spiraled into the Temple’s bell tower.
This area remained deserted at night, and because it ranked low on his list of hiding places, Algernon did not hesitate to lead Astrid up the dim stairwell. In fact, he felt surprised that she trusted him enough to follow, for he could have overpowered her easily on a stair landing and no one would have heard her cries for help.
Astrid knew that Algernon didn’t like her, and was wise enough in a worldly sense to feel uncomfortable in any isolated place with a boy well known for his violent temper. Fighting back tears, emotional vulnerable and frightened by an unexpected turn of events, her proximity to Kira’s brother inspired a swelling storm of contradictory feelings that felt ready to burst from within her soul like rain from dark, heavily laden clouds. She climbed the stairs in trepidation, ready to flee if she felt threatened.
Sensing this, Algernon sat down across the landing, just below the final approach to the bell chamber. Cool air drifted down from the open shutters of the tower. The stairwell smelled of old wood, rain, incense and candle wax. “I won’t hurt you,” he began. “Tell me what happened to Kira.”
Astrid leaned against the wall, crossing her arms in a defensive posture. “They caught her with one of your friends, you know,” she said, somewhat tentatively.
“I have no friends,” Algernon replied. “I can’t trust anyone around here.”
The young woman shivered as cold air swept through her thin, flannel gown. “Gunnar thinks you’re his friend,” she continued. “He made Kira swear she would never tell you about them.”
Algernon shook his head. “Well next time I see her I’ll tell her to bite!” he snapped, his emotions roiling angrily as he imagined Gunnar enjoying Kira’s intimate pleasures. A cold stare hardened on his face.
“You don’t understand her,” Astrid said in Kira’s defense. “It’s the only way she has any control in her life. It’s her way of getting back at everyone. It’s her way of feeling good when everyone else in the world, including you, makes her feel bad. You have the same problem, but your methods are different.”
“Don’t lecture me!” he warned. “You’re a lesbian slut wearing a saintly mask, crying because you have to please yourself tonight. Don’t sermonize me about good behavior.”
Astrid began to weep with her head in her hands, shaking and sobbing. “I love Kira!” she said. “You don’t understand. You’ll never understand!”
“No!” Algernon replied. “You diddle her. She diddles you. That’s not love!”
“What do you know about how I feel? Why am I even talking to you?” Astrid cried aloud, turning and heading down the stairs.
Realizing that his attitude was driving Astrid away, Algernon responded angrily. He leaped toward her, his strong hands forcefully grasping the soft flesh of her upper arms, and pinned the slim girl against the wall to prevent her escape. She struggled, but he quickly overpowered her resistance. “Astrid, listen to me,” he commanded. “I admit that was a dumb thing to say, and I’m sorry. But you dragged me out of bed for this and I want to know what’s going on.”
Astrid’s wrinkled brow expressed pain. “You’re hurting me!” she exclaimed. “You promised you wouldn’t hurt me!”
Algernon hadn’t even thought that his grip might inflict discomfort, and the shock of Astrid’s lament coursed through his mind like a high voltage current. He dropped his hands and backed away, as if they’d acted by a will of their own. “Ok,” he said, cautiously. “I’m sorry. I really didn’t mean to hurt you.” Algernon slowly retreated to the stair across the landing, watching Astrid carefully, cursing himself for reacting rather than thinking. “I love my sister,” he said, “even if I don’t like what she does.”
Astrid rubbed her aching arms, staring skeptically, fearful of this boy whom she had to trust, and astonished at the strength of his grasp. She waited for what seemed like a long time before speaking. “Don’t ever touch me again!” she warned.
Though she waited for Algernon to respond, he held his tongue and glared at her with a dangerous, predatory look. In the quietude of that moment, he could hear the breath quivering from her lips. Algernon knew how to inspire fear.
“Priestess Dorothea called her into the office again,” Astrid continued, her voice trembling. “Kira told me that if she did another thing wrong, the Council would kick her out of the Temple forever.”
Algernon gave the Supreme Council credit for its evenhanded treatment of his twin sister, but didn’t appreciate their ultimatum to her any more than he did the one he’d received. “They won’t do it,” he muttered. “Too many of them benefit from her skills . . .”
“Stop it! Damn you!” Astrid exclaimed. “I don’t care if you don’t like me, but she’s your sister. How can you talk about her like that?”
“Yeah, she’s my sister,” he replied. “But she’s a cheap slut.”
“And you’re a violent sociopath who can’t deal with authority. You come from the same sick, demented family. You’re two sides of a single coin.”
Astrid’s angry words slapped Algernon in his most vulnerable spot and they hurt him badly. He sat in stunned silence, and though he wanted to lash out and retaliate, the truth of her accusation wounded him so deeply he could not prevent his head from falling into his hands. Shame swelled within his mind. Algernon struggled to reassert control. The stairwell remained too dark for her to see tears flooding his vision, so he let them fall, irritated that she’d found his weakness. It took him a moment to regain command over his voice, but even then, it trembled with more emotion than he wished to reveal. “Don’t talk about my family like that,” he said. “You have no idea what we’ve been through.” Algernon paused, inhaled slowly, then returned to his inquiry. “What happened to Kira?”
Sniffing, Astrid slid her back down the wall and curled up on a stair. “She told me she’d been seeing this guy named Marco,” the young woman began. “Kira gets a new guy every week, it seems, so I didn’t pay it much mind at first. They’d meet in the garden house during prayer time. She’d do her thing for Marco, and he started paying her with opium.”
Algernon grunted in disgust and let out a long, low sigh. “That’s why she’s been losing weight,” he said. “That’s why her grades have been slipping.”
“It hasn’t been that long,” Astrid replied, defensively. “There’s a lot of other stuff going on with her that you don’t know about.”
“So what makes you think she’s run away?” Algernon inquired.
Astrid remained quiet for a moment. “Normally, she comes to me at night,” the girl admitted, “when it’s quiet and everyone else has fallen asleep. I was expecting her, and when she didn’t come I went to her room. I found her bed made, but her stuff is gone.”
Because there were fewer female students aspiring to the priesthood, and because Gottslena acknowledged the need for a greater degree of privacy among young women beyond menarche, every young woman living in the monastery slept in a tiny, private room. This enabled the clandestine visits between Astrid and Kira, so long as they kept quiet. However, small rooms and thin walls made it very difficult for the two girls to keep their secret for very long. Hence, Algernon heard widespread whispering about the alleged relationship between Astrid and his sister, though no one offered any substantive proof of their murmured accusations.
Astrid’s affirmation of this physical relationship presented Algernon with a hard truth he did not want to hear. Idle talk exchanged between third parties did not carry the same weight as an outright confession. Thus, he felt confronted with the awful choice of whether or not his love for Kira, the person with whom he’d shared their mother’s womb, should diminish in light of this revelation. He simply couldn’t make that choice, yet he struggled to distinguish her being from behavior of which he did not approve. Further, he knew that repudiating his sister altogether would not motivate any change on her part. Their relationship, already suffering from many strains, might be irrevocably harmed if Algernon made a another mistake, and the boy worried that without his protection, Kira might experience serious mistreatment.
In reality, High Priest Volker Pfaff faced the same problem. Algernon knew the old man loved him like a son, and though the boy hid behind the facade of an uncaring disposition, Algernon understood that his misdeeds hurt the compassionate priest. On a personal level the young acolyte felt guilty about this, but the momentum of reckless behavior he’d established prevented any real remonstrance and subsequent repentance.
At this point, Astrid began to cry again. She wept uncontrollably for a long time, unrestrained in her sorrow, until she felt Algernon’s hand rest gently upon her shoulder. The girl stiffened. “I said don’t touch me!” the girl shrieked, shrinking back, expecting pain. When she looked at him, however, Astrid realized that Algernon’s eyes expressed a glint of pity, his reaching fingers intended comfort rather than repudiation, and in his right hand, Algernon offered his overcoat for her to wear. Astrid had never seen Kira’s brother exhibit any kindness before, but the words that spilled from her lips underscored the reason for her trust in him.
“There’s goodness inside of you,” she said, sniffing, looking at the male reflection of her lover. She accepted his coat and slid it over her shoulders. “I knew it. You’re just like Kira. There’s goodness deep inside.”
Algernon nodded. “I know,” he whispered, sighing in meek admission. “I know.”
Astrid composed herself, embarrassed and a little afraid that Algernon would use her vulnerability for public humiliation. “Swear to me you won’t tell anyone about me and Kira,” she demanded.
Algernon bowed his head. “Do you really think anyone believes a word I say? My whole life is a lie! Besides, everybody knows what kind of girl you are.”
“Kira told me all about you,” Astrid said with an accusing tone. “Don’t think that you have any secrets I don’t know about.”
Algernon wondered what that meant. At one time, he and Kira had been close. They were the best of friends and shared every childhood joy, their greatest hopes and deepest fears; however, the sibling bond between the twins began eroding when they were first separated at the Temple. Algernon watched his sister blossom physically, witnessed a change in Kira’s demeanor and heard ill talk spread within the sacred community. In revulsion he distanced himself from her, though he never felt good about doing so.
Astrid knew why Kira had changed when forced to live apart from her beloved brother. She knew many dark secrets of the female orphanage to which Algernon was not privy; horrible happenings behind closed doors in the deep, winter gloom that forever altered the perspective of girls too young and too weak to fight back. Kira turned physical victimhood into triumph in the same manner that Algernon resisted conformity, and thus the tall priestess extended pity toward the Ravenwood twins, knowing intimate mysteries that motivated their behavior.
“You weren’t there to protect her from predatory people,” Astrid continued, referring to a selected group of adults rumored to favor certain children. “But you judge Kira without knowing that a girl in her position is powerless without the weapon of her sex.”
“Pedophiles are an abomination!” Algernon snapped, his rage rising again with frightening speed. “If you knew about this, why didn’t you go to the Supreme Council?”
Astrid shook her head, this time without fear. “I did, and that’s why they dismissed Priestess Alba. But think for a minute about who else is on that Council, Algernon? Why do you think Priestess Dorothea and High Priest Volker are constantly being outmaneuvered?”
The essence of many conflicts Algernon experienced with authority distilled down to control. He felt powerless to do anything, knowing that the Supreme Council’s edicts carried the force of law within the Sacred Enclosure. He thought about this, then realized he felt too tired to develop a plan for locating his missing sister. “What do you want me to do?” he asked at length.
Astrid’s face brightened. She turned toward Algernon and knelt down on the worn stair landing. “Help me find her,” the girl said. “We can bring her back where she belongs.”
Doing this, however, would violate the terms High Priest Volker outlined earlier. “I can’t do that,” Algernon admitted. “If I walk out of the Sacred Enclosure, the Council won’t let me back in. I’m sure they’ve extended the same threat to Kira.”
Astrid sank back against the wall, pulled her bony knees up to her breast and slowly shook her head. The priestess looked away, sadly. “We can’t just leave her alone out there. We have to do something!”
“We do, and we will,” he agreed. “But it’s late now and I can’t think. Go back to bed and we’ll talk about this tomorrow.” Algernon arose and offered Astrid his hand.
She looked at him with uncertainty, then allowed him to pull her into a standing position. “So, you’ll help me?” she queried, looking at him eye to eye, an expression of hope lingering in her countenance that Algernon had not seen there before.
“I’ll think of something,” he promised. “We’ll find Kira, somehow.”
***
Yet as he arose in the predawn darkness for prayers, Algernon felt empty and exhausted. No creative resolution sprang into his mind as he ate breakfast in solitude. Though his eyes and imagination often wandered during the long, formal recitations led by senior priests in the chapel, Algernon drifted listlessly into the vaulted, rectangular nave without raising his eyes to the ceiling. He could not focus on the haunting, minor-keyed melody sung by a choir in honor of the Great God. Algernon knelt on the hard, wooden floor, his hands raised on the back of the scratched and worn bench directly before him as if praying, though he paid little heed to the ministrations and long memorized worship responses uttered by the young men around him. Rather than dreaming up some new prank to play, Algernon worried about finding Kira.
Later, in the exercise room, where the lingering smell of sweat and the musty odor of old, padded mats used for sparring practice usually inspired daydreams of physical domination and the fearful respect of every enemy, Algernon experienced a strange mix of guilt and impotence. Flecks of dust, illuminated in the strong, early morning light, drifted in the air like long forgotten memories. He loved Kira. He couldn’t abandon her.
Algernon focused mental energy on stretching, gaining control over individual muscles and deliberately relaxing them as his hands reached forward and his chest leaned precariously over his right knee. Then, with his palms held flat as if pressing on a wall, the young Tamarian slowly moved his arms outward, breathed deeply and felt the sinews within his arms protest the transition. Where he found this tension, he stopped, holding the position until the sensation faded, then roused his aching arms again until that familiar strain returned. He repeated this process until his entire range of motion felt free of all resistance. When his right leg finally wobbled from long supporting his entire weight, Algernon switched and leaned forward on his left knee, drawing stale, sweaty air deeply into his lungs while he worked the muscles in his back and shoulders.
Despite the familiar discipline of bodily awareness, Algernon consistently found his mind drifting in search of a solution to his sister’s disappearance. Tamarian law considered the Ravenwood twins old enough to be responsible for their own decisions. Kira’s departure from the Temple would not concern the police, unless they received evidence that she’d been taken against her will. Given Astrid’s description of Kira’s quarters, convincing the police that she’d been abducted seemed unlikely.
Algernon considered asking High Priest Volker to send an adult priest or priestess to search for Kira. This option required the approval of the Supreme Council, which also seemed implausible, given their recent ultimatum. Worse, doing this also might inspire the evil machinations of someone who’d already exploited Kira. Algernon envisaged an unprincipled pedophile legally apprehending his sister beyond the Temple walls, only to drag her back for further mistreatment. In thinking this, the boy felt his teeth clench and his hands wrap tightly around an imaginary neck.
Though he didn’t wish to consider the option, Algernon also deliberated the concept of simply letting Kira go. She was, after all, an intelligent girl with a strong will of her own. However, Astrid’s revelation of opium use inspired rejection of that idea altogether. Kira could not exercise control and good judgment if she’d become an addict. Algernon feared that Marco, the foreign lover to whom Astrid referred, could supply or withhold opium as a means to subvert Kira’s free will and control her behavior.
Algernon snapped upright, strode to a 150-pound practice bag suspended from a stout ceiling beam and slapped it forcefully with a right-footed roundhouse kick. He drove his body forward as the bag quivered from impact, beat and snatched a handful of leather with his left hand, then with breathtaking speed, retracted, then rotated his elbow out and rammed it into the yielding leather, followed by a shuffle step, and a hard left knee into the tough sand at the bag’s base. Next, as his left arm extended and his thumb faced down, Algernon again smacked the bag with the palm of his left hand, grabbed another handful of leather and spun the bag around while stepping forward to generate the fury of a right-handed uppercut punch. The twisting force of his back and shoulders multiplied into a thundering blow that shuddered through the ceiling.
From this position, Algernon lifted his right foot and quickly torqued his body to the left, so that as his right foot planted on the ground its toes faced the wall behind him. In this well practiced circular move, Algernon brought his left hand up to shield his face, his right hand firmly down to protect his crotch, while his left foot rose in a blur until his entire leg was perfectly horizontal. He snapped a kick outward and grunted loudly. The sidekick’s impact resonated all the way up Algernon’s spine and bent the heavy bag in half. All the force of his well-focused rage lifted the chain upon which the bag had been suspended. As it swung outward and snapped taut, the bolt holding it to the ceiling beam broke under the strain and the practice bag sailed several feet before it landed with a great crash on the floor, then rolled and bounced against the far wall. Plaster and bits of broken beam rained from the roof.
No, he couldn’t let Kira go.
“Take it easy,” a fellow acolyte warned. “Get yourself under control.”
Algernon glared at him. “Shut up!” he retorted. “Just be glad that wasn’t you!” Then, he stalked away toward the shower to cool down, leaving the mess for later clean-up as several other monks raced toward the practice room to investigate.
Algernon ignored their commands to return and stormed through halls flooded with bright morning light, his imagination dark as an abyss. Sandaled footfalls fell on floor beams swept clean by the tireless hands, young and old. He ran his fingers along the wall tapestries, touching priceless, ancient thread out of habit that exasperated the curators of this treasure, but no thought of intentionally inflicting damage entered his mind.
Instead, Algernon’s mentation meandered toward his older brother, as it often did whenever he faced a bigger problem than he alone could handle. The young acolyte concluded that his brother’s devotion to the army would preclude any direct assistance. Garrick couldn’t leave officer’s training without destroying his own career, and thus, Algernon could not seriously consider asking for his brother’s help.
He had to rescue Kira alone.
Strangely, the thought of permanently leaving the monastery inspired a twinge of brooding sadness. Algernon knew that High Priest Volker loved him, and the thought of bringing further remorse to the old man inspired tears Algernon fought fiercely not to shed. He’d gone too far with his belligerent attitude to repent of it now. No one would believe him. He had to leave.
But how?
Fear of Algernon’s temper kept the other monks at a distance while he showered. After washing, the boy felt calm enough to return to the practice area with a broom, dustpan and a bin for garbage. He shouldered past a group of young men who stood around a pair of senior priests as they examined the damage.
Priest Abelard and Priest Lambret stopped their discussion when Algernon appeared. They said nothing as the boy labored to move the bag away from the mess and begin sweeping the floor.
“This is your doing?” Priest Lambret inquired, his abrasive tone flooded with contempt.
Algernon didn’t stop working.
“Acolyte Ravenwood!” he called sternly. “Address me when I address you!”
Slowly, Algernon stood. “You were speaking to me? I don’t recall being invited into your conversation,” Algernon retorted.
“Enough insolence!” the priest demanded. “I am weary . . .”
“You were speaking to Abelard when I walked in!” Algernon interrupted in a far more commanding tone of voice than the middle-aged priest could muster. “You did not use my name, you spoke to me in an accusing tone of voice, yet you expect my deference. You will get the respect you think you deserve when you begin acting in a manner worthy of it!” Then Algernon turned his back and continued sweeping.
All sound, other than the scraping of straw against the floor, drained from the room in an instant. Algernon listened while he labored, aware of the many astonished eyes lingering on his shoulders, waiting to hear a retreat that didn’t come. He would not find victory on this battlefield, and feared that swift and certain retribution would follow.
Algernon’s long excursions beyond the Temple walls gave him a measure of confidence that escaping the Council’s wrath was feasible. He made a mental list of everything he would need. Aside from the clothing on his back and the sandals on his feet, Algernon’s personal belongings consisted of a simple bed roll, grooming tools, one set of winter clothes that included gloves, boots and a warm overcoat, and a small amount of money he’d been saving. These funds wouldn’t last very long.
Food, shelter, warmth and water would comprise basic necessities. One of his favorite hiding places, a dilapidated feeding stall on a long abandoned farm, lay within a twenty-minute walk of the city walls. It would be cold during the winter, but would provide shelter from the wind and rain before next autumn arrived. As long as he wore his priestly robe, Algernon could travel on Marvic’s public trolley cars without paying a fare. In the event he couldn’t find work to support himself, he was entitled to take food offerings from the many shrines located along the roads leading into town. While this might not give him a great variety from which to plan his menu, at least he could avoid starvation.
In the midst of his brainstorming Algernon finished his cleaning and noticed, quite suddenly, that he stood alone in the room. Pausing at the door, he heard the sound of many footfalls approaching and his name uttered in an angry tone of voice. Algernon raced for a casement window, opened it, slithered outside, then shut it behind him.
He crouched along the wall beneath the windows and scurried to the back of the building, where a flight of stairs led from the exercise area down to the greenhouses. Here, the sacred community grew fish in tanks along with vegetables to supplement their diets, and flowers to sell as a fund-raising project for building maintenance and expansion.
Algernon moved through the glass enclosures, finding them very warm already. He nodded to Dmitri, the quiet, scaly-skinned monk whose highly refined combat skills set him above every other member of the Elsbireth community. Dmitri picked a strawberry from a vertical growing tube and tossed it to Algernon. “Enjoy,” the older man offered.
The fruit tasted sweet. Algernon offered a smile, as Dmitri was one priest whom the boy held in honor. Then, trying not to be obvious about what he was doing, Algernon walked to the back of the greenhouse airlock, exited and scampered toward the men’s dormitory.
Dmitri watched him leave. He’d long seen leadership potential in that boy, and genuinely liked him. When an agitated group of monks came into the greenhouse looking for Algernon, he tended to his plants and said nothing to them.
Although the men’s dorm remained largely deserted at this time of morning, the news of Algernon’s exercise room exploit had already echoed through its halls. As Algernon arrived at his room, Gunnar Vinkholdt called to him from the stairwell.
“Wait!” Gunnar said. “I need to talk to you.”
Algernon barely restrained his contempt. “You have nothing to say that I need to hear.”
“They’re looking for you, and it sounds very serious” Gunnar replied, catching up. “You’ve got to get out of here.”
Algernon stuffed his personal belongings into his bed roll and tied them with an old belt while looking for his overcoat. “What’s it to you?” he inquired.
“I heard about Kira,” the other boy admitted. “I’m really sorry.”
This time Algernon muttered a curse under his breath. “Sorry that you got caught, or sorry that you exploited my sister?”
“It’s not what you think, Algernon. Kira’s special. She means a lot to me.”
“Gunnar, if she’d meant anything you’d have kept your pants on. Your contrition is worth as much to me as Kira really means to you.” Frustrated that he couldn’t find his overcoat, Algernon overturned his bed.
“I’m sorry if you feel offended. I didn’t mean to hurt either one of you and I feel bad that she got into so much trouble. What can I do to make it up to you?”
Algernon slammed his bed back down. “In my eyes you’ve worked yourself into the bottom of a deep hole. You want to help? Stop digging!”
Gunnar felt genuinely hurt by Algernon’s repudiation. “So what are you going to do? They’re going to take your robe away.”
This was precisely the action Algernon intended to avoid. His robe would make survival beyond the Temple walls much easier. “They have to catch me, first!” Then, exasperated and throwing up his hands, he inquired, to no one in particular: “Where is my blasted overcoat?”
“They found Astrid with it,” Gunnar replied. “That’s one of the reasons why they’re looking for you.”
“What?” Algernon asked, astonished. Then he remembered giving it to her the previous evening. “Ugh!” he muttered, clenching his fist and shutting his eyes. “It’s not what they think!”
Gunnar’s green eyes widened at Algernon’s admission he’d been with Astrid. “I thought you didn’t like her,” he said. “But I guess that doesn’t matter anymore. You’re in big trouble and you really need to get out of here!”
At that moment, Algernon heard footfalls coming up the stairs. He cursed. “How did I ever muck this up?” Then, slipping the strap holding his belongings through the belt around his waist, Algernon dashed for a window, carefully maneuvered outside, then deftly climbed up a drainpipe to the slate roof above.
The hardest part of this escape route consisted of the transition from the roof back down to an open window above the women’s cloister. He found one leading into a storage room, dried his hands as best he could, then very carefully lowered himself onto the window ledge. The storage area contained boxes and crates that looked like they hadn’t been moved in decades. It smelled vaguely of mice, but nothing moved within. Algernon listened carefully at the door before opening it and peering into the hallway.
Empty and quiet, the hallway and nearby stairs provided a route for Algernon to transition unobserved. When he descended the stairs, however, he found himself on a dormitory floor where a startled priestess candidate named Gretchen confronted him.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, simultaneously surprised and annoyed.
Algernon had no time to explain, especially to a girl who likely wouldn’t listen. “Help me find Astrid!” he commanded.
Gretchen, who was three years older than Algernon, recalled the day when the Ravenwood twins arrived and knew enough of the Temple community’s social milieu to recognize that Algernon did not like Astrid. “Get out of here!” she responded. “I’m not helping you!”
Algernon grew angry and panicked. He pinned her to the wall with his left knee, clutching her throat with one hand and covering her mouth with the other. “Don’t play smug with me!” he warned. “I will kill you without thinking twice. Where is she?”
Gretchen’s blue eyes grew wide in horror, her face reddened as she realized that Algernon fully intended to take her life if she didn’t help. She nodded, desperate for air.
“If you scream,” Algernon threatened. “It will be the last time you ever do so.” Then he lifted his hand and loosened his grip on the girl’s throat.
“Downstairs,” Gretchen said, gasping, “in her room. She’s in number 23.”
Algernon grabbed a braid of Gretchen’s hair and led her, whimpering, back up to the storage room. He took off her belt and tied her hands behind her head with her elbows pointing forward and the fabric between her teeth, shoved her into the room and shut the door, ignoring the muffled sound of her pleading.
He ran down two flights of stairs, through an empty hallway and opened the door to room 23 without knocking. Astrid sat on her bed with a pencil drawing in her lap, a mixture of fear and surprise flashing onto her face. “Where’s my overcoat?” he inquired.
She pointed to a peg on the wall. “They were waiting for me,” she told him. “They wanted to catch me with Kira, so they know I was with you last night.”
Algernon picked up his overcoat. “Are you coming?” he inquired, wrongly assuming that she knew of his plans.
“Where?” she asked. “I’m under Discipline. I’ve been confined to my room for the day.”
“Make up your mind,” he said. “Are you coming with me to look for Kira, or are you staying here?”
Astrid needed no prodding. “I’m coming,” she replied, arising. “Let me get my things.”
“I don’t have time,” he told her. “Meet me at the garden house fifteen minutes after prayer time begins. They won’t miss you.”
Algernon closed the door and raced back upstairs. He returned to the storage room and felt guilt swarm over his soul when he saw Gretchen weeping on the floor. Gently, he knelt down to speak to her, his grey-eyed glare piercing her fearful gaze. “I’ve never hurt you before,” he said, wiping away her tears. “And I don’t intend to, ever again. Please forgive me!”
Gretchen trembled, terrified as Algernon gently reached behind her head, untied her belt and pulled it out of her mouth. Her skin, reddened by contact with the fabric, felt tender. He helped her up, gave her the belt, then opened the door.
Though Gretchen’s expression morphed from terror into anger, she didn’t lash out at him. Algernon’s violent reputation inspired so much fear among the young Temple community members, no one dared cross him. She looked into his grey eyes as the door closed, then ran downstairs to find help.
Wasting no time, Algernon raced to the window as he heard Gretchen flee and climbed back onto the roof. Retracing his steps, the acolyte squeezed himself into the attic, quietly shut the grate and waited. Threatening Gretchen had been a stupid, impulsive act and he cursed himself for endangering his mission. He couldn’t let anyone find him now. Though he could hear voices searching for him in the garden around the corner, no one thought to look up.
The boy crept along the attic beams, moving toward the bell tower. Vent pipes for the multrum toilets in the inner sanctum followed a narrow service shaft at the back of the chapel nave. Once the organ began playing its morning call to worship, no one would hear him climb down the shaft, all the way to the basement where the big, rotating drums that processed human waste were located. From there, a tunnel lead out to the composting bins on the far side of the gardens.
Algernon waited, sweating in the sweltering attic, until the bells rang calling the Temple community downstairs into the sanctuary for formal worship. Once the organ prelude began, he opened the ventilation passage and worked his way down to the cool basement while music resonated powerfully through the building, dislodging dust and vibrating the multrum vent pipes. He leaped behind the rotating drums, wiped away his sweat and rested until well after the prelude’s conclusion. Algernon felt vulnerable and afraid for hurting Gretchen, but he suppressed his anxiety and scurried down the tunnel.
Once in the garden, Algernon slipped into a grove of trees and climbed high into an oak. From this perch he could view the approach to the garden house, an octahedronal, wooden-framed structure with glass windows. Its white pillars supported a roof overhang that covered a wraparound porch. From its elevated vantage point, anyone seeking solace could view the hot mineral pools, mossy islands, and tranquil flower plantings.
Algernon observed the garden house carefully, making sure it was empty, and that no one followed Astrid when she came. From this hiding place he also traced a mental path through the research plots, hidden from view of the garden house by a low stone wall, to the compost and manure piles. Through blueberry bushes and raspberry canes he knew of a path that led to a thorny blackberry thicket near the monastery wall. This was one of two main escape routes he’d used many times in the past.
He waited for what seemed like a long time, then noticed the tall, slender, blonde-haired girl scurrying alone along the gravel path. She kept glancing over her shoulder, worried that she might get caught violating the terms of her punishment, but the girl pressed onward, entered the garden house and came out a few moments later with an expression of fear and panic on her face.
Algernon climbed down and quietly called her from a juniper hedge.
Astrid approached fearfully. “Promise you won’t hurt me,” she demanded.
“What do you want me to say?” he replied. “I could have left without you, and I’d be in less trouble right now as a result.”
When Astrid saw his face, flushed with exertion and sweat, she stopped. “Gretchen didn’t deserve the brunt of your anger,” she accused. “That was completely uncalled-for.”
“I know,” he replied, wishing he could re-live that confrontation and handle it differently. “But what do you want me to do about it now?”
The priestess followed him fearfully, asking a myriad of questions. Clearly, she hadn’t given the prospect of leaving the Temple a great deal of thought, but she worried about it now. Algernon explained that he’d been preparing secret places beyond the Temple walls for many months, in the event that he needed to leave. That kind of foresight would serve him well now, but Astrid reasoned that the extensive planning she heard from Algernon indicated his longstanding intention to depart. She concluded that this explained some of his extreme behavior and boldness in dealing with adults in authority.
The boy led her along a narrow, winding maze between berry hedges toward a place along the eastern wall of the Sacred Enclosure. Here, where untrimmed blackberry thickets presented an unpleasant barrier, a section of the Honeywater flowed through a grate beneath the wall.
“If you don’t want to get your things wet, you’ll have to roll them up and carry them overhead to keep everything dry,” he told her.
“Isn’t there another way out?” she inquired, fearfully. The water swirled in languid spirals, inspiring visions of drowning as she watched.
“Only if you want to risk the front gate,” he replied, lying. “I’d appreciate it if you’d not look.”
Astrid complied, her heart pounding in trepidation. “It’s not like you’ve got anything I’d be interested in seeing,” she muttered under her breath.
Algernon stripped to his underwear, then waded into the warm water holding his belongings overhead. “Make sure when you come in that you keep your sandals on,” he warned. “The rocks are sharp. Stay to the right when you pass under the grate. I’ll keep my back to you until you’re ready.”
Astrid didn’t know how to swim, but she found the water pleasantly warm when she entered. Because she’d grown tall and lacked Algernon’s muscular control, she had to bend awkwardly in order to get beneath the grate. Astrid lost her balance in the current, slipped and ended up completely submerged. She broke through the water’s surface on the outside of the grate with a sputter and a gasp, her personal items drifting downstream, totally soaked.
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