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Transitions and Setbacks







A cool mist hovering over the surface of
Wounded Heart Creek whispered rumors of summer’s imminent demise.
Gentle wind fluttered the yellowing leaves high in the upper
branches of aspen trees. Waning light filtered along either bank of
the tumbling waters. Warm weather vanished on the fleeting heels of
shorter daylight hours as the Daystar retreated southward, leaving
lengthening shadows between the mountain ridges, fallen leaves on
the forest floor and a sense of urgency among all living creatures
to complete preparations for the long, cold season ahead.

The creek, now low in its bed, flowed through
a fold that separated two plateaus. To the south arose a broad,
densely populated formation where the walled city of Marvic and the
ancient Temple Elsbireth towered above a high altitude valley
drained by the Lost Maiden River. Stretching westward toward
distant, snow-clad ridge lines often obscured in a mantle of cloud,
this valley served as the main route to the coastal cities of the
Nordans and the Vatherii.

North of Wounded Heart Creek lay an upland
known locally as Superstition Mesa, a place where respectable
citizens feared to venture. Beneath the sheltering tree canopy a
palpable sense of autumnal chill kissed the sweating brow of Kira
Ravenwood as she labored along an overgrown path toward the humble
home she shared with her twin brother. They lived in precarious
isolation near the middle of this otherwise unpopulated,
anvil-shaped mesa.

As the track meandered near the creek, then
switched back and forth as it climbed the slope, the sounds of
water coursing over rocks and fallen timber in the stream bed
faded. Kira heard wind rattling through the aspen leaves, as if in
rhythm with her own breathing. The crunching of rubber tires
cycling over the dirt and gravel beneath her wheels slowed steadily
as she pedaled her otherwise silent, hydraulic bicycle uphill.

Though this shortcut from Marvic’s fortified
gate to Superstition Mesa cut the time required to make the journey
by a third, Algernon, Kira’s brother, had specifically warned
against taking this route. “You’re isolated on that path, and if
you get into trouble no one will hear you call for help.”

Kira had promised to return straight home,
but rather than simply completing her errands as planned, she’d
loitered in town, slowly riding by places that lured her soul
toward a very different lifestyle than the acetic existence she
sustained in her brother’s company. He wouldn’t ever understand how
she felt. Kira secretly tarried in a seedy neighborhood, and hoping
to avoid inspiring his anger, took the shortcut as a means of
making up for lost time.

“Miserable brother!” she muttered upon
reaching the old trail that led away from the main road up to the
hidden creek and toward an abandoned lookout on the mesa’s rim.
“You should know I’m not an invalid!”

The truth of her utterance belied a whole set
of contradictions characteristic of Kira’s experience. She and
Algernon spent three formative years as members of the Temple
Elsbireth’s Sacred Community, benefitting from extensive education
in arts, sciences, mathematics, physical fitness, martial training
and spiritual study. No one in the Temple’s storied history had
ever excelled as quickly as the Ravenwood twins. Few could match
their minds, and fewer still their fighting skills. This broad and
valuable education formed a foundation that should have set both
Algernon and Kira on a path toward greatness in Tamarian
society.

Yet Kira’s life had taken a very dark
turn.

The lingering impact of many poor decisions
and difficult behavior that eventually compelled the priesthood to
remove both Kira and Algernon remained fresh in her memory. Though
she wanted to transition into a life of service that harmonized
with her spiritual background, Kira experienced a host of physical
and emotional setbacks in her transition to full recovery.

She regretted much of what she’d done in her
recent past, often vacillating from debilitating guilt to sudden,
inexplicable anger. Now, as she drudged up the trail, Kira debased
herself for staying so long in the city. It had been stupid and
impulsive to linger near The Bloody Bucket. She shouldn’t have
ridden into a warren of back alleys, following the wicked aroma of
burning opium that seductively lured her soul.

Yet a powerful desire to overcome her
problems eventually turned Kira away from temptation. Wasting no
further time she raced through the city, pedaling hard toward home,
knowing that Algernon had been waiting for most of the day to hear
the news about her application to the National Land Office
Registry. Among the Tamarians land ownership required actual
possession of territory and filing a successful petition with the
local Land Office Registrar, a government office whose oversight
included compliance with zoning, safety, health and environmental
standards. Occupying vacant land without registration, though not
technically illegal, did not extend ownership over resources to
citizens. Because nearly every male in Tamarian society served and
risked his life in the army, property rights traditionally fell to
female family members. For this reason, Kira had registered the
property claim on behalf of herself and her twin brother.

Superstition Mesa had a well-earned
reputation. Its summit lay dotted with abandoned homesteads, the
evidence of dreams from decades ago shattered in the harsh
realities of thin soil, bitter winters and a lack of potable water.
Though lovely in appearance, graced with deeply-rooted trees, broad
meadows and hot springs, local people feared to venture there.
Legends of ghosts and rumors of giants stalking in the night
deterred all but the most brazen, so when Kira appeared at the Land
Office Registry with a completed application for a permanent
settlement on the summit of Superstition Mesa, the young clerk
working at the front desk called for a middle-aged supervisor, who
raised her eyebrows and subjected the girl to a host of questions
concerning her request for land title.

“Why would you leave the Sacred Enclosure to
live on Superstition Mesa with your brother?” the woman asked in
astonishment. “Have you sought counsel among the priesthood, or
perhaps, older family members?”

Kira tried, somewhat successfully, not to
roll her eyes. “My eldest brother is a lieutenant serving with the
Expeditionary Force in Kameron,” she replied, speaking truthfully,
but not stating that Garrick qualified as only marginally more
experienced than his younger siblings. “We’re building this project
with his knowledge and blessing.”

The girl deliberately neglected mentioning
the fact that Garrick, who’d attained his position by virtue of a
battlefield promotion, had never set foot on Superstition Mesa and
knew nothing of its reputation. Because all officers serving in the
Tamarian army completed formal schooling, extensive training and
acquired military experience before taking on the responsibilities
of rank, Kira’s testimony deceptively implied that her elder
brother was, in fact, considerably older than was actually the
case.

“We’ve already started building our new
house,” Kira continued. “My brother, Algernon, has been working on
the masonry heating stove for weeks now. We’ve got an elevated
cache completed that we’ve already begun filling with smoked fish.
We’ve dug a root cellar. I’ve collected berries; I’ve been shelling
nuts and canning fruit. Once we’re well established we’ll build a
mission up there. It’s all in the application!”

Kira carefully concealed the lurid details of
her life in a creatively constructed web of obfuscation, omission
and misdirection, constantly worried that somehow the civil
servants with whom she interacted might discover that she’d been
involved in the drug trade and prostitution, thereby obligating
them to deny her application for land she and her brother needed to
survive. Criminals in Tamaria could not own land for five years
subsequent to conviction, and though Kira had not even been accused
of a crime, her young mind needlessly and irrationally worried that
the bureaucrats would somehow find out about the many regrettable
deeds that lay within her past.

Part of this paranoia stemmed from Kira’s
youth, as she didn’t fully comprehend how little other people
actually cared about her, but she also harbored a more appropriate
fear that had any of them known of the love affair she sustained
with a young priestess named Astrid, back in her days at the Temple
Elsbireth, none of the goodwill automatically granted to members of
the Sacred Community would be extended to her. That fact alone
would not give the civil servants a legitimate reason to deny her
application, but the resulting scandal would be very difficult to
live down. Marvic, though it served as the national seat of
government and boasted a diverse, cosmopolitan populace by Tamarian
standards, remained small enough that reputations spread quickly
and persisted among a predominantly conservative citizenry.

Kira had imagined herself boldly telling the
tale of her enslavement in the hope of saving other girls from
falling for the lies told by drug dealing pimps; yet Astrid had
warned that straight-laced citizens living in Marvic would frown
upon the double chain helix branded into Kira’s left forearm, that
her opium tales would cast doubt on her credibility, and that
rumors of her serving as a strichmadchen might turn the noses of
even the most compassionate.

But Kira’s early childhood experiences honed
the skills of misrepresentation to a fine point. By not telling a
blatant falsehood she preserved what little self-esteem had been
building since her return from war-torn Kameron–where she’d become
a slave–and wove a story about her plans for mission service
without revealing much verifiable truth. Leaving her personal
history unspoken, Kira relied on wit and charm to navigate through
the shifting and unpredictable maze of human interactions necessary
to survive in Tamarian society. Being pretty helped–even among the
women who dominated Marvic’s civil service–but the impact of Kira’s
intelligence and charisma proved powerful enough to develop trust
and smooth every rough edge in the social milieu through which she
moved.

The supervisor at the Land Office Registry,
though she imagined that something about this particular
application didn’t seem right, uncovered no valid reason to deny
the petition. Having raised children herself, an unspoken maternal
instinct aroused suspicion that the Ravenwood girl’s story lacked
complete truthfulness. Genuinely concerned that such a young woman
would apply for the rights to land that nobody else had
successfully homesteaded, the supervisor insisted on conditions.
“I’ll send someone out to have a look at your project,” she said.
“We want to make sure that you two are safe.”

Kira smiled sweetly, covering her swelling
panic with the suave skill of an accomplished liar. “When might we
expect such an inspection?” she asked. “We’ve been fishing a lot
and gathering firewood lately. I’d want to make sure we’re
available to answer any questions your agent might ask.”

This request–though it sounded
practical–served a different purpose entirely, deflecting the
supervisor’s attention away from the fact that Kira had implied
substantial progress in establishing the homestead. A thorough
inspection would reveal serious deficiencies that undermined the
strength of their claim, so Kira wanted to establish some kind of
time frame in order to pace their progress in making up the
difference between what she’d inferred they’d done, and what had
actually been completed to date.

The reason she and Algernon had fallen behind
schedule had much to do with a supporting rationale behind her
choice to take the path along Wounded Heart Creek. Stated simply,
Kira had not been feeling very good since her return to Tamaria and
Algernon ended up doing far more work on his own than they’d
planned. Kira blamed this on her withdrawal from opium addiction,
but a semblance of honesty within her soul knew this wasn’t true
either. Something else tormented Kira’s body–something she worried
about constantly–but only in secret.

With Garrick far away in Kameron, Algernon
consumed with his construction project and Astrid living back
within the Sacred Enclosure, Kira endured friendless isolation and
faced her secret malaise alone. With the homestead progressing
slowly and winter descending from the mountains, Kira struggled
against depression as she tried to repair the frayed relationship
with her volatile twin brother. Thus, the girl lived an elaborate
lie, keeping her infirmity and her personal history as hidden as
the double helix brand concealed beneath the sleeve of her
gown.

Feigning ease among Marvic’s people, smiling
at them, blessing them in the manner of a priestess–though she had
not completed all of her sacred vows–Kira projected a serene
expression while veiling her problems and quietly longing for a dip
into a hot spring to soothe the cramping that plagued her.

Algernon had become unusually tolerant of her
malingering, restraining complaints he would have forcefully
expressed in the months before rescuing her from the brutal masters
who’d owned and abused her. That experience changed him, mostly for
the better, but also inspired an inflated belief in his personal
ability to overcome any obstacle, whereas Kira’s feminine wisdom
warned that such overweening confidence could lead to disaster.

Yet her knowledge of Algernon’s love tempered
criticism. He’d risked his life for her sake, and thus, she often
held her tongue and felt guilty for taking advantage of her brother
by leaving him to do most of the hard labor alone. Whenever the
pain rose above her ability to tolerate discomfort–and this
happened with increasing frequency–she always took some menial work
along with her to the spring, feeling that the small gestures of
pitting ripe fruit for canning, or shelling wild nuts while she sat
in the hot water helped him understand that she didn’t intend for
him to shoulder so much responsibility for their survival.

As she neared the first of two benches above
the creek bed, Kira felt a little dizzy from her exertion and
paused to catch her breath. Some foul aroma lingering in the air
inspired a spike of nausea that she quickly controlled while she
straddled her bike and leaned backwards to check the contents of
her rear bags and an attached, single-wheeled trailer. She’d
borrowed astronomy and math books from the library for her brother,
bought a pair of warm blankets from a thrift shop, some fabric to
make winter clothes and three spools of thread from money Algernon
had given her. For a moment she considered how his money pouch
never seemed to run out of coins, but then something very large
moved within the nearby shrubs and Kira froze, her heart pounding
intensely.

She heard huffing and snorting, like the
breathing of a huge animal, then watched in horror as a massive
cave bear stood on its haunches and sniffed the air, growling.
Unlike the common grizzly bears inhabiting lower elevations, this
fearsome creature had silvery-grey fur, a body twice the size of
its closest ursine relative, with claws and teeth to match. Poking
its head above the huckleberry bushes where it had been feeding,
the giant beast snapped its jaws and uttered terrifying, guttural
sounds.

Kira lowered her eyes immediately, not
wishing to appear a threat. She wondered if it could smell her
blood, for though this creature was reported to be an herbivore, it
might think her wounded and could easily kill her with a single
blow. Kira backed slowly downhill, looking for an escape route
should the bear decide to charge, knowing that if it did her only
possibility of escape lay in racing downslope at top speed. To do
so, she’d have to turn her bike and trailer around on a narrow,
rocky path littered with debris, a dangerous task under normal
circumstances, highly elevated in risk by the potential pursuit of
an aggressive bear.

The girl’s young heart fluttered fearfully.
Despite her years of study and devotion in the Temple, she did not
think to pray. Impulsive and often reckless, Kira did not live by
faith and usually depended on her own wit to solve immediate
problems. She was smart, and in this case good judgment saved
her.

The bear watched her careful retreat for what
felt like a very long time. As dusk settled on the mesa and the
gloom beneath the tree canopy deepened, Kira moved backward in
slow, deliberate steps until the cave bear lost interest in her,
dropped to its feet again and resumed feeding.

Once she felt confident that the bear wasn’t
following, Kira turned her bike around, stood on its pedals and
coasted down the path she’d just climbed. A few minutes later she
emerged near Marvic’s gate, attracting the attention of a Defender,
one of the elite palace guards who manned the ramparts surrounding
the city. He shouted something to her that mingled unintelligibly
with the waxing wind as Kira’s platinum hair followed her fleeting
form into the lingering twilight.
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Algernon worried about his sister’s delayed
return. Knowing that she hadn’t been feeling well, he imagined a
host of horrible happenings to explain her tardiness. The young
priest hoisted a bucket filled with mortar mix overhead using a
rope and pulley, tied it off, then lifted twelve handmade bricks
onto the scaffold he’d erected. Aching from long exertion, Algernon
climbed up to survey and carefully set the sixth set of inner air
channels into place.

He’d originally planned seven layers into his
masonry stove, but with autumn sweeping rapidly from the distant
heights, Algernon worried that he’d not be able to complete the
project, collect sufficient food and erect a small house for him
and his sister to occupy before the first snow fell upon the
mesa.

Six layers of air channels would do.
According to an authoritative book he’d read on the subject, cooled
exhaust gases within the flue would create a strong vacuum to draw
air through the intake baffles he’d built at the base of the stove.
Having cast nearly 2 000 bricks from clay that he’d dug and
carefully sifted, mixed with sand hauled from a nearby slide–along
with fine gravel hoisted out of a creek bed and brought to the
building site in his bike trailer–Algernon needed no other exercise
to remain fit and strong.

In truth, he felt exhausted by the effort and
despaired about the increasingly urgent need to erect a permanent
shelter. Time slipped away, yet in the lonely hours while his twin
sister traveled to and from Marvic, Algernon found his mind
wandering as he fretted over the sheer immensity of undone duties
that daunted him.

He didn’t want to abandon hope, though he
doubted Kira would criticize him too harshly if she returned and
found him idle. Beneath the veneer of self-confidence his sister
projected, Algernon knew she was really a terrified girl who’d been
badly abused and clung to him in hope that their future would be
brighter than the darkness of her previous experience. Though it
felt good to be needed, Algernon worried that his pursuit of
self-sufficiency provided her an empty promise no better than the
one that Marco, the son of a foreign drug dealer, had used to lure
Kira from the Temple and into slavery in Kameron.

Kira deserved a better life. Could he succeed
in building the dream he’d articulated to her and Astrid when
they’d been reunited in early summer? He’d imagined all the details
necessary to ensure their survival, but as the weeks passed the
list of tasks that needed completion diminished slowly, and the
transition to his dream of an independent existence proved vexing,
back-breaking and fraught with setbacks. With autumn breathing cool
winds that stirred his homemade, vertical axis turbine, with the
golden grasses dropping their seed heads for next year and the
migratory birds fleeing for warmer climes further south, Algernon
brooded that he and Kira might starve or freeze to death in the
months ahead unless something changed drastically, and something
changed soon.

Originally, he’d come to Superstition Mesa
seeking peace. He wanted to be left alone, but now, Algernon
seethed with frustration. Old doubts arising from the depth of his
soul simmered under the heat and pressure of missed deadlines and
the looming fear of facing a long, harsh winter with very little
communal support. He tried to pray. He tried to focus on his task,
while his aching hands protested every effort. Nothing worked. The
rage swelling within him only found release in an exploratory
journey at midmorning that allowed him to process his convoluted
thoughts while leading him to hidden places surrounding his new
home.

Having already explored most of the old,
barely navigable trails overgrown with aspen saplings, blackberry
vines and shrubbery, Algernon wandered, with a dowel he used as a
staff in hand, through a young evergreen forest that lay to the
northeast. The aroma of pine resin wafted on the breeze as the wind
skimmed above the forest, its whisper punctuated by chirping
cicadas. Creeping insects and small mammals diligently storing food
scurried for cover as he approached. Avoiding scat from wolves and
noting that a bear had left its claw marks on a tree trunk nearby,
Algernon climbed up an outcropping he called Hangman’s Hill, the
highest point on the mesa.

The boy regained his breath, meditated on the
view for a few moments, then swung the dowel around in mock combat
with invisible adversaries until he’d vanquished the imagined foes
and triumphed in their cowering submission. At that moment he
noticed something unusual in his domain: a gap in the tree cover
several hundred yards distant that lay hidden by the mesa’s
topography from every vantage point except this one.

His curiosity piqued, Algernon leaped down
from the rock face and trotted in a northerly direction, noting
that the landscape gradually descended as he did so. A dry,
seasonal stream bed soon crossed his path, then turned to follow
the gentle slope, and on its far bank Algernon found a trail that
had been packed hard, as if trodden by many feet.

That seemed strange. Algernon had been
sneaking out of the Temple Elsbireth and hiking up to explore
Superstition Mesa for years. He’d found several abandoned
settlements marked by their dilapidated buildings and overgrown
fields, he’d seen large ungulates, migratory macaques, and avoided
the tall, nasty-dispositioned glacier gulls who rode afternoon
thermal currents up from Fallen Moon Lake. He had even found
evidence of cave bears in the area, but never had he encountered a
single person, nor any hint of recent habitation.

Though people feared this area and stayed
away, Algernon thought its reputation was ill-deserved. Among the
old trees, between huge, weathered stones and crystalline mineral
pools brimming with soothingly warm water, a thousand secrets lay
awaiting discovery. Many creatures lived successfully on
Superstition Mesa, but the large ones used it as a transitional
bridge to and from some other place. Animal trails crisscrossed the
topography, but all of the paths made by humans had long since
fallen into disrepair. Of these, only the road leading up from the
Lost Maiden Valley and the old Army trail ascending from Wounded
Heart Creek remained clear enough to recognize.

With a quickening step and a pounding heart,
Algernon pressed onward. Soon the light penetrating the forest
canopy increased and he found himself approaching the edge of an
unnatural clearing. The smell of the forest changed as he entered a
recently logged area. Examining the marks on several trunks,
Algernon realized that each of these fifty-year-old trees had been
hewn with hand axes in only two or three blows, and in response he
raised his brow in wonder.

Algernon sniffed the air, his face wrinkled
in disgust. What was that stench?

Retreating back into the forest with his
senses on high alert, Algernon circled the clearing from the safety
of the trees and made his way along its fringes to where a larger
path led back uphill on the opposite side. The trampling of small
plants along the edge of the trail indicated recent, heavy traffic,
and as Algernon ascended the slope he encountered a sight that made
him stop short and hold his breath.

Giants!

A two level stockade surrounded an even
taller central lookout tower. Through the open gate Algernon saw a
single long house, a forge of some kind and a storage building all
arranged to create a courtyard in the center. A smoldering midden
beyond the eastern wall indicated that the fortress contained
living occupants, though giants didn’t run their forges, cooking or
trash fires during the day for fear of producing smoke and drawing
attention to themselves. Though the trash stank, a different, musky
stench wafting from within nearly made the young priest gag. This
had to be a male encampment, and for Algernon and his sister, such
a dwelling so close to their own meant deep trouble!

The dread of giants instilled from childhood
in most Tamarian citizens by virtue of nightmare-inducing bedtime
stories, coupled with a national history in which nearly all
Tamarian people had served as slaves to the heartless and savage
mountain giants would have compelled a wiser person to depart
quickly and quietly. In Algernon’s case, a strong belief in
personal invulnerability resulting from youthful inexperience,
bravado and genuine talent as a fighter motivated him to creep
forward for a closer look.

Though the encampment and its oversized
dimensions loomed large before his eyes, Algernon soon realized
that fewer than a dozen giants actually lived in this place, and
that to them, this must have been a very small fort. In giant
society the males and females maintained separate quarters, which
meant that a group of females and their offspring lived somewhere
nearby. The audacity this clan displayed in settling so close to
Tamaria’s capital city either demonstrated that the local
population had grown beyond the ability of the high, alpine
plateaus to sustain them, or that this family had been banished
from their lands for some social impropriety.

None of that mattered. Old enmities over
injustices and cruelties inflicted on both sides ensured that no
land could ever be shared. Giants killed or enslaved Tamarians,
while Tamarians mercilessly destroyed the giants. Neither
compromise, treaty, nor negotiation would ever suffice to heal this
ancient, ongoing conflict. Algernon shuddered and backed away from
the encampment, remembering how his brother Garrick and the platoon
he led had been ambushed by a giant clan’s war party while on a
training exercise several months earlier. During that encounter,
the marauding giants had nearly killed Garrick.

As Algernon scurried back toward his
homestead, he fretted over this unsettling news. While he felt
compelled to immediately notify the army, the presence of Tamarian
warriors would likely involve a forced evacuation of the mesa in
the interest of safety. With the homestead unfinished, Algernon and
Kira would be forced to seek shelter in Marvic for the entire
winter, depending on the charity and hospitality of their fellow
citizens for survival.

Though as a priest he merited such
treatment–and many of Marvic’s residents would have gratefully
taken in the twins–Algernon had grown up on a farm, where the
values of working hard and living frugally were steeped into his
soul. Except for long distance traveling, he didn’t take food
deliberately left by prosperous citizens for the needy from the
shrines, thinking that by doing so he might deprive sustenance to
others who were incapable of productive labor. Also, all the effort
he and Kira had exerted thus far would be for naught if they had to
move, for who could foresee the end of the army’s conflict with
mountain giants in this region?

Worse, their application to the National Land
Registry Office could now be denied or delayed because of this.
Algernon knew of no other large property within walking distance of
Marvic that he and his sister could legally occupy, and for Kira’s
long term service goals, proximity to the city remained
crucial.

Yet if he didn’t notify the army, how long
would the giants tolerate humans living so close by? They’d
attacked and tried to kill Garrick, who’d fought them with more
than twenty, well-trained men. How could he and Kira possibly
defend themselves against a war party like that? Or even if the
giants didn’t kill them, how could they prevent creatures twice his
height and four times his weight from stealing food from the
elevated cache, from taking his firewood, or knocking down his
dwelling in the midst of winter?

Either way, somebody would die, and Algernon
had no intention of giving up his claim to land on the mesa. The
giants had to go.

Could he keep it quiet and drive them out,
somehow? Could he and Kira frighten them away? Letting his
imagination toy with that scenario for a while, Algernon envisioned
burning down their fort, only to realize that any aggressive move
on his part would likely inspire retaliation by a much larger,
stronger and well-armed force.

Should he buy a gun? Algernon considered the
possibility, only to recall how Jawara, the tall and muscular
Abelscinnian warrior he’d befriended in Kameron, laughed at the
lack of skill Algernon displayed when trying to shoot a rifle.
Also, the guns designed to combat giants were huge bored,
ferociously loud and, according to Garrick’s experience, recoiled
like the kick of an irritated mule. Algernon didn’t trust something
that might go off accidentally, and though he could fight with a
blade or a stick, a gun didn’t suit his temperament.

Leaving rifles to the army seemed a better
solution. Besides, Algernon hadn’t settled here intending to fight.
He wanted peace. He wanted to live in blissful solitude. But he
also wanted a safe place for his sister to conduct her service
among Marvic’s wayward, hoping that his dream for a permanent home
could harmonize with Kira’s mission. The presence of giants on
Superstition Mesa ruined everything.

When he arrived at the knoll where his
heating stove lay, he called for Kira repeatedly, but she didn’t
answer. Her continued absence gave him more time to think, more
time to brood, more time to grow angry about facing another
setback. Algernon steeled his resolve, returning to his building
with renewed fervor. If he had to spend the winter in Marvic, he
wanted to make certain no one else could rightfully claim the
homestead as their own, and the only way to ensure that involved
making substantial progress.




***




Kira pushed her bike, leaning into its
handlebars for support as she crested the top of Superstition Mesa
and angled toward the open area where she believed her brother had
been working all day. She didn’t want to tell him about the bear,
but when she approached him in the failing light, the grim
expression etched onto his face inspired a reluctance to lie.

“What’s wrong?” she inquired, balancing her
bike on its kick stand.

Algernon sat on a straw bale within the
feeding shed they used as a temporary shelter. A pot of water
boiled above his tin can stove. He threw a couple of dry twigs into
the inferno beneath the pot and hastened their burning with a
stream of breath, then lifted and dropped his tea cozy several
times. The boy arose, embraced his sister and kissed her cheek. She
smelled sweaty, and her damp skin left a salty taste on his
lips.

Kira returned his greeting and looking into
his fearless eyes, repeated her question.

“You’re really late,” he replied. “I was
worried about you.”

The girl dropped her gaze to the ground,
nervous and uncertain of where to begin. “I brought books from the
library,” she said, ignoring his statement and trying to brighten
the mood with a smile. “One’s on new discoveries in astronomy and
the other’s a text book on calculus.” Kira knew that her brother
found these two topics fascinating, and she hoped that by diverting
his attention to the books she could escape his disappointment.

But he approached her again, gently lifting
her chin with a single finger. “I worried about you, Kira. At least
honor my concern with an explanation. The truth would be nice.”

Prior to rescuing her in Kameron, Algernon
often expressed disapproval with raging condemnation of his
sister’s dishonorable behavior. He’d been especially critical of
her relationship with Astrid, as well as the soiled reputation Kira
developed among the young men at the Temple for her promiscuity
among them. Now, however, he never raised his voice, critical words
seldom ventured from his lips, yet the defeat that appeared on his
face whenever Kira did something of which Algernon didn’t approve
hurt as much as any diatribe he’d shouted while they lived within
the Sacred Enclosure.

Kira sighed, uncomfortable with the pressure
for honesty Algernon had developed after he’d fallen in love with
Astrid. “The interview for our land grant went long and I was
late,” she began, telling a partial truth, “so I took the trail by
the creek. Just before I reached the top I met a cave bear. I
thought it was better to go back than to try to get around
him.”

Algernon remained silent, but she could see
his eyes moisten.

Kira couldn’t look at her brother. “I’m
sorry!” she insisted. “They approved our application and I wanted
you to hear the news right away!”

Algernon drew her into his embrace. He paused
for a moment, breathing in the mineral scent lingering on Kira’s
platinum hair from her habit of bathing in the hot spring. “My
heart will break if I lose you again,” he told her. “Please, Kira!
Your life is not your own. It’s mine as well.”

She held him until he pulled away. “But
there’s been a setback . . .”

When Kira told her brother of the impending
homestead inspection she expected he’d become angry. Algernon
angered easily. His quick temper and fighting skill terrified many
people acquainted with him, but Kira knew that he would never hurt
her physically. Besides, she could take care of herself, even
against someone as deadly as her twin brother. “We have until next
week,” she concluded. “So maybe we ought to focus on things like
filling the fish larder and getting the foundation finished.”

Algernon nodded, then lifted the boiling tea
off of his tin can cookstove and carefully poured its contents into
a large mug he would share with his sister. “That may be the least
of our problems,” he told her, offering the mug after he dumped a
previously cut cup full of vegetables into a pan for a stir-fry. He
left the cookstove running to benefit from its warmth and light as
darkness settled upon the landscape.

Kira washed her hands in a water basin, then
sat next to her brother, sipping tea in silence as he related his
discovery of the giant stronghold. She took a bowl of vegetables,
along with a bit of pan bread that followed, from her brother’s
skillet. Though she thought his cooking lacked flavor and
creativity, Kira could do no better under the circumstances and
made up her mind not to complain. Algernon dished the rest of the
food out for himself, then washed his hands. Both he and his sister
ate with their fingers.

“Do you think they know we’re here?” Kira
asked.

The young priest shrugged. “I couldn’t say.
Giants are clever in some ways and really stupid in others. Setting
up camp this close to Marvic shows that big heads don’t necessarily
indicate intelligence.”

Kira chewed on her bread and pulled her legs
up to her breast as a renewed bout of cramping gripped her abdomen.
She voiced a concern she’d long suppressed out of worry that this
discussion would quickly lead to an argument. “Maybe moving here
wasn’t a smart idea. With giants around we’re not safe. Maybe we
ought to settle in town.”

Though he didn’t want to hurt her feelings
and subdued a surge of indignation that she’d think him too dense
to comprehend the danger, Algernon wasn’t as careful with his
response as he should have been. “What happens when word gets
around that you’re back? Will you have guys knocking on Mrs.
Bergen’s door in the middle of the night?”

“What a stupid thing to say!” Kira snapped,
dumping her bowl on the floor. She arose and stalked into the
deepening gloom, swearing shamelessly, disregarding repeated
apologies and the pleas of her twin brother to return.

Algernon worried about her wandering around
in the darkness alone. He put the lid on his cookstove and dashed
out of the shelter to find her. With the long summer twilights
fading into memory and the twin moons just beginning to rise in the
east, only the barest hint of light enabled Algernon to catch a
glimpse of Kira’s hair as she trotted down the path toward the hot
spring.

He followed, calling her name though she
continued to ignore him, until he saw her pull her gown overhead
and carefully step into the water. The young priest honored her
need for privacy and turned away, berating himself for uttering
such an ill-conceived remark. With Garrick deployed to Kameron the
only social support Kira and Algernon could count on was their
relationship with one another, and the marginally tolerant sister
of High Priest Volker Pfaff–a widow named Mrs. Bergen–who lived
alone in Marvic.

Living together again proved more difficult
than Algernon had expected. As children they’d been extremely
close, but the sibling bond had deteriorated during the time they
lived at the Temple, and their old habit of speaking and acting
impulsively often tore at the edges of their fragile
relationship.

Algernon fought back tears. He didn’t want to
live in Marvic, having dreamed for many years about building a home
on Superstition Mesa. Besides, there were too many temptations
lurking in the city, and Kira hadn’t had enough time to stabilize
her emotions. If anything, she’d become more volatile as autumn
transitioned toward winter.

Kira hadn’t been the same since he rescued
her from Kameron. She’d become a moody, irritable girl who whined
about pain as the work load on their homestead stretched the
diminishing days into the fringes of darkness. Algernon wavered
from acceptance, understanding and patience to irritation with her
slacking, only to wrestle with guilt whenever annoyance with his
sister’s infirmity rose to the forefront of his consciousness.

Cave bears and giants, bureaucrats and
looming deadlines left him with a feeling of paralysis that only
worsened their troubles. Snarling at Kira to vent frustration
solved nothing, bringing to mind a Gottslena proverb: “When a fool
utters the dark thoughts of his soul, he wounds the hearts of all
whom he loves.”

Algernon took a worn towel from a hook he’d
pounded into one of the shed’s posts, cleaned off Kira’s food bowl
and refilled it with half the contents of his own. He walked back
to the hot spring, feeling wounded that Kira wouldn’t respond when
he spoke to her. Suspicious that her physical pain exceeded what
she’d been willing to admit and worried that saying anything else
would hurt his sister more than he’d already done, Algernon set the
food and the towel on the edge of the spring, mumbled a “good
night” and trotted back to the feed shed.

The girl, immersed to her neck in
delightfully warm water, watched her brother depart with anger in
her eyes. He’d been wrong to say such a horrid thing! Kira’s
fragile self-esteem found solace in unspoken raging at her brother,
yet when she imagined herself speaking these things to his face a
surge of strong emotion erupted and she began to cry. During her
brief experience as a slave Kira often longed for death, yet when
she saw her twin brother standing in a dingy, Kamerese bar,
demanding her freedom with a ferocity that terrified her captors,
an old feeling of solidarity awakened.

Too long divided by thoughtless quarreling,
torn asunder by addiction and wounded by lies both real and
imagined, Algernon forgave Kira and offered her a chance to renew
her life. Yet even the purest love did not erase the consequences
of their actions, and the legacy of a dark past tainted their
reconciliation and restoration. Poor choices made in the safety of
the Sacred Enclosure thrust the young siblings into a dangerous
world where the only hope of survival lay in trusting one another
and working together. Kira couldn’t let their relationship continue
to suffer.

Bright stars splashed the black heavens,
their gradual movements declaring the advancing season. Gazing
upward, the Tamarian girl noticed their pinpointed lights
momentarily darkened by the soundless flight of an owl crossing
overhead. She arched her back and stretched, the fatigue of a long
day motivating sleepiness. Kira didn’t feel like eating the food
that Algernon had left for her, so she arose, dried herself off,
dressed and returned to the feeding shed, her warm body steaming in
the cool air as she walked.

Algernon lay asleep in his hammock. Kira
pulled the blankets she’d bought from the saddlebag of her bike,
lay one of them over her brother and kissed his forehead. “I love
you!” she whispered.

***

The twins arose early, their apologies
exchanged in knowing looks and an embrace shortened by the urgent
need to relieve themselves. Algernon had salvaged a multrum toilet
from an abandoned farmstead and set it up on the knoll where the
foundation of his planned home lay. Cold air caressed him, while
dew that bent the golden grass heads brushed his tunic and stained
its fabric as he strode through mist that diffused the pre-dawn
light.

They slapped hands, an affectionate gesture
they’d been doing for as long as either could remember, as Algernon
returned and Kira walked across the meadow to take her turn. Back
at the feeding shed he found that Kira had already started a fire
in the tin can cookstove and set out a pot of water for tea. After
he’d warmed his hands the young monk noticed that the towel Kira
used hadn’t made it back onto the hook where it belonged. When he
picked it up, Algernon noticed a watery bloodstain.

Glancing over his shoulder to ensure that his
sister couldn’t see what he was doing, he checked her hammock. A
small, dark blot lay in a place that made Algernon shudder. He
swore in a very unpriestly manner, collected a small tin of cold
water from the storage barrel and vigorously scrubbed the towel
clean. He finished doing the same to her hammock and quickly hung
up the towel as Kira reappeared.

“What are you doing?” she asked, puzzled.

“Just cleaning up,” he told her, omitting
what he’d seen. “You left the towel on the floor when you came in
last night.”

Though her raised eyebrows betrayed suspicion
lingering in her mind, the girl said nothing more of this to her
brother. They drank tea, ate breakfast, then held hands and chanted
the holy prayer for this particular day of the year in unison,
recalling it from hundreds of other prayers and sacred sayings long
ago committed to memory.

A formal stretching session followed. Within
weeks of her return to Tamaria strength and flexibility returned to
Kira’s athletic body. Had she not been hooked on opium, no
slave-trading thug could have so easily subdued her. Now, with the
drug out of her system, agility and focused aggression made her
formidable again.

Algernon stretched slowly and systematically,
exercising every muscle group in his lean physique. He didn’t look
strong, but Kira had seen Algernon bend a fighting bag the weight
of a full grown man in half with a single kick. The way he used his
entire body endowed her brother with fearsome power, and part of
his secret to such strength involved developing control over every
muscle group and learning how to mass their combined efforts in
delivering blows of devastating force.

Kira found him distant and distracted this
morning, as if he was daydreaming about Astrid again. He did that a
lot. Kira found it strange that a lesbian priestess with tiny
breasts and no interest in boys had so captivated her brother’s
attention. She didn’t want to think about Astrid, though. Once
freed from its opium-induced shackles, Kira’s libido returned with
a vengeance, and she found herself longing for a delight Astrid had
shared with her that the priestess could not bear to imagine with
Algernon. Kira struggled to assert self-control, confused about
feelings she didn’t want to have, wishing she could leave all
memory of her sexual relationship with Astrid behind.

The twins sparred together every day, having
agreed not to grapple–where Algernon’s greater strength gave him an
advantage over his smaller sister–and consenting not to aim for
body parts considered off-limits to siblings of opposite gender.
While he’d been careful during their first few weeks together, Kira
quickly reclaimed her natural aggression and Algernon soon found
himself taxed to fight her off.

The unspoken worry for his sister’s health
motivated a lackluster effort that Kira found strange. She’d slept
well, felt aroused and strong, yet he seemed reluctant to engage
her with the ferocity more typical of his fighting style. They
exchanged hand blows and parries like young acolytes during their
first few months of martial training, until Kira tired of this and
attacked with a series of quick jabs and short kicks that put
Algernon in retreat. She shuffle-stepped forward and launched a
left-footed double front kick that caught her brother’s belly, then
glanced off his left shoulder as he twisted in an effort to get out
of her way. The first contact felt solid. Kira ducked to avoid his
right-handed hook punch, and in doing so, torqued her torso around
and slapped a fast knife-edged side kick into her brother’s right
armpit.

He groaned and backed away, swearing.
Algernon held out his hand in a warning posture while he struggled
to control a wicked flash of temper that would have motivated an
overwhelming response, had he been sparring with anyone other than
Kira.

“What’s wrong, Algernon?” she inquired, her
pleading eyes and worried tone of voice revealing genuine concern.
“I’ve never been able to land that move on you before!”

The young priest breathed deeply, turning his
back to hide an expression of pain that twisted his face into a
grimace. That last kick had really hurt! “I just don’t feel like
doing this,” he said, annoyed and frustrated.

Kira placed her hand on his shoulder, pulling
him close. “It’s ok,” she soothed, kissing the back of his head.
“We can do something else.”

Algernon appreciated her affection enough to
forgive her. “I’m going to take a bath. I’ll be back.” They slapped
hands and he turned away.

Poverty and a total disregard for fashion
limited Algernon’s wardrobe. He reserved his simple priestly garb,
a gift from High Priest Volker, for excursions into town and
normally wore a pair of breeches and a long sleeved shirt Kira had
bought at a thrift shop for work around the homestead. Whenever
either of the twins took a cleansing bath, as opposed to a soak for
comfort, they washed their clothes, too.

Rather than permitting her brother to wear
wet garments he’d just washed, Kira splurged for a second pair of
pants and made Algernon a shirt from heavy fabric that had once
adorned the windows of a wealthy household in Marvic, only to be
discarded at one of Marvic’s “Neighborhood Pride” re-use centers.
Kira cut a dress for herself out of the rest of the cloth, but
after wearing it in town once and enduring the laughing scorn of
girls who recognized its origin, on her more recent excursions to
Marvic Kira wore the white linen gown Brenna’s mother, Alexina, had
given her in Kameron.

“I know we’ve got a lot of work to do,” Kira
began after her brother returned, “but you really need to talk to
the army people about the giants today.” Her determined expression
indicated an intent to pester him about this and not back down
until he complied with her demand.

Algernon glanced at the Daystar, whose
smudged light peered weakly through the mist. “We’ll go this
afternoon,” he said reassuringly. “But let’s get some fishing done,
first. We can stop at Mrs. Vandegraff’s on the way.”

Algernon wanted to ask Kira how she was
feeling, but he didn’t wish to start another conflict and the
strength of her kick indicated she could vigorously defend herself
should the need arise. Nonetheless, he thought that with giants in
the area, it would be best for them to stay together.

Through the cool, morning mist the twins rode
their bicycles down the bumpy trail leading to a road that
connected Marvic to many market garden farms. The area lay within a
narrowing, heavily-treed, northwest-leading valley between the
heights of the Superstition Range to the west and the high bluffs
overlooking the broad, gentle slopes rising from the northern shore
of Fallen Moon Lake. They laughed as they raced downhill, the cold
morning air numbing their skin and dancing through Kira’s
lengthening hair. For a moment they felt like children again; a
sense of being carefree and emotionally close enveloped them in a
warmth that belied the chill of approaching autumn.

Merging onto the junction of the farm service
road, Kira and Algernon pedaled steadily and silently uphill. Sweat
soon replaced the dull discomfort of cold on their flesh. Rich soil
thinned as the elevation rose, until dairy farming became the major
occupation along the western fringes of the road.

Since they’d returned from Kameron, Algernon
and Kira had been regularly helping a widow named Mrs. Vandegraff.
The slender, wispy-haired woman, who had lost her husband during
Tamaria’s recent war with the Azgaril, had three young boys and
struggled to manage her family’s small herd of spotted cows on her
own.

Neighbors pitched in to keep the operation
running until her boys were old enough to pick up the slack.
Algernon cleaned out her barns every other day, while Kira looked
after the children. This permitted the widow Vandegraff to complete
household chores, and also connected the Ravenwood twins to the
larger community. The siblings quickly established a reputation as
decent, hard working young people, earning the respect of residents
who expressed worry about the location of their planned
homestead.

An hour later, Algernon and Kira bade the
widow Vandegraff farewell and headed north along the gravel road.
Mixed forest descended from the heights of Superstition Mesa on
their right, and as the path turned to approach the current of
Augury Creek, the distance between Algernon and his sister
widened.

While he paused to let her catch up, the
young priest greeted and blessed an old farmer named Ernst Fischer,
who drove an electric truck owned by the local market garden Co-op.
Over the summer, the twins had met most of the local people and
knew them by name. Mr. Fischer was on his way into town, delivering
produce, eggs and milk. To satisfy the old man’s curiosity,
Algernon explained the odd contraption he’d secured to his bike
frame with rope. “I use it for fishing,” he said.

Both siblings brought six foot dowels they
used to extend their reach into the depths of favored fishing
holes. Kira had fashioned nets using the rims of old cans and torn
window screen mesh, that when tied to the ends of their dowels,
enabled them to dip into a series of deep depressions in the rock
face formed by a waterfall descending from the mountain heights.
Using these hand-crafted tools they’d been catching andromonous
fish returning from the ocean to spawn.

Silver-backed sea trout rested in these pools
before leaping against the current to the next set, and thus the
depressions served as a natural fish ladder. This feature also
attracted other predators, like glacier gulls, whose long legs,
sharp eyesight and deadly quickness made them exceptionally
effective at plucking the migrating fish out of the water. And,
though this region lay above the elevation of their typical range,
grizzly bears also frequented the site.

Mr. Fischer warned Algernon to be careful,
then beeped his horn and waved to Kira as she approached. Field
hands nearby paused to watch the twins vanish up a trail that led
into the forest as it followed Augury Creek to the waterfall. The
farm workers returned to their tasks, unaware of the danger the
siblings soon confronted.

Gloom prevailed within the forest canopy, and
in the damp stillness of early morning yellowed leaves, dripping
dew and hanging limply from mossy branches, bade a cold welcome to
the young monk and his sister. The trail broke up where erosion
from heavy rain left ruts in dark soil, baring roots that dangled
in the midst of the track and forced the twins to leave their bikes
behind.

Overwhelmed by the roar of falling water,
neither Algernon nor Kira sensed any threat until they climbed the
steepest part of the trail, turned a bend and entered a clearing.
The sounds of a large, angry animal mingled with distressed cries
uttered in a language similar to their own. From across the bank
they heard young trees snap and saw thickets of riparian shrubs
that fringed ranks of dying sedges shake as if tossed by a fierce
wind.

Out of the mist-enshrouded foliage a giantess
emerged, striding in terror to escape a gravid and infuriated cave
bear that plunged into the water in hot pursuit. The giantess
leaped out of the creek bed and onto the large boulders that lined
its near edge, but the pregnant she-bear swatted the giant’s legs
and knocked her face down in a singular blow. With quickness and
agility that belied her tremendous size, the sow scrambled upon her
quarry, pinning her down. She clamped the giant’s head within her
brawny jaws and tore into humanoid flesh with broad, powerful and
trenchant claws.

The giantess screamed! A pitiful, horrible
cry erupted from her lips that spoke to a sisterhood residing
within Kira’s soul, and had the Tamarian girl not responded in that
moment, the cave bear would have quickly torn the giant’s head from
her shoulders.

Disregarding the obvious danger, Kira charged
toward the mauling monster with the rage of a warrior belting from
her lungs. Her martial skill, honed from many years of impatient
practice, instantly turned the wooden dowel she used for fishing
into a deadly weapon.

“Kira!” Algernon cried. “What are you
doing?!”

The girl didn’t even hear her brother. Kira
planted her feet firmly and twisted her torso. The staff whisked
overhead as she slammed the hardwood dowel down on the cave bear’s
snout. With tremendous speed Kira twirled the weapon around and
caught the bear’s lower jaw as the great beast turned to vent its
rage on a new target.

Algernon raced forward, shouting to distract
the creature and draw the sow’s attention away from his sister.
“Up! Up!” he yelled. “Get it up on its hind legs!”

For all her agility and fighting skill, Kira
could not match the cave bear’s quickness. When the beast caught
her right thigh with a mammoth swipe, the girl’s body flew
backwards from the tremendous force of the blow. Instinctively,
Kira turned her momentum into a spinning kick that struck its snout
hard as she rolled away and recovered. Fighting a terror that urged
her to flee, the girl extended her staff so that as the bear
charged it met the hardened end first. Searing affliction stabbed
at her right leg, but Kira knew pain like an old nemesis and stared
it down with the force of sheer will.

Because it couldn’t see very well to begin
with, the charging bear felt the butt of Kira’s dowel jam deeply
into its throat. The creature skidded to a stop and scuttled
backward, thrashing its great head side to side while pawing at the
shaft.

Algernon attacked, twisting his staff into
the bear’s jaw with a mighty grunt. He slid his right foot forward
and struck the exact same spot with the other end of his weapon. As
the bear turned toward him, she snapped Kira’s dowel with a single
swipe of her paw and spat out its butt end. The brute power of this
blow twirled Kira to the right, where she sprawled helplessly into
the embrace of a giant fern.

The bear turned its full fury toward her
brother. Responding to the deadly threat out of sheer instinct, the
priest retreated using a mirror image of his motion and savagely
attacked again, striking the same place with such force the great
bear’s jaw shattered.

With a mighty and terrifying roar the ursine
monster reared onto its hind legs. In that moment Kira managed to
fight off a swell of vertigo, stand up and reset for the fight of
her life. Algernon yelled back in full-throated fury, trying to
keep the creature’s attention focused on him, rather than his
sister.

It worked. The bear dropped to its feet and
charged, slapping down Algernon’s dowel with such force he felt it
jerk out of his hands involuntarily. Weaponless and terrified, the
boy spun behind a young tree. When the bear’s shoulder stuck the
cedar and the tree held firm, he snapped a solid front kick
directly into its nose.

The bear snarled, retreated a step and
charged again. Algernon stepped to the right and slid behind a
different tree, his movement fixating the creature’s fury. As the
myopic animal struck a larger, unyielding cottonwood, Algernon
kicked its nose a second time. Flailing in a frightening rage, the
monster clawed around the tree, reaching for its attacker first
from the right, then from the left. Algernon shielded himself with
the cottonwood, then at the perfect moment, launched a third kick
that so infuriated the beast, it simply lunged forward with
crushing power and knocked down the tree behind which he’d been
hiding.

Kira recovered her brother’s dowel and
hobbled to his rescue, adding her voice to the fray. As the bear
scrambled over the tree and lashed toward Algernon with its right
paw, she whipped her staff downward and smashed the ursine claws
into the tree it had just felled. That momentary reprieve allowed
her terrified brother to kick the bear in the nose for the fourth
time. Algernon’s blow landed so ferociously that blood erupted from
the great creature’s snout like the hot burst of a great
volcano.

Confused by so many attacks coming in
different directions and pained by repeated strikes to her tender
muzzle, the cave bear rose up on her haunches again. This time,
however, its enraged bellow met with another as the giantess, who’d
picked up Kira’s shattered dowel, charged forward and plunged the
sharp, broken shaft directly into the cave bear’s chest. Grunting
with all of her great strength, the giantess shoved the splintered
dowel like a stake into the monster’s heart.

The sow roared until her voice trembled
leaves from nearby branches. The great bear embraced her killer in
a crushing vise, trying vainly to bite with a broken jaw, while the
giantess used all of her considerable strength to push the great
beast backward. They struggled for a terrible, frightening moment,
until the bear’s greater mass overcame the giant’s might, and both
crashed to the forest floor with a force that shook ground.

Birds fluttered through the trees, their
warning cries waning as they fled. Over the sound of the waterfall
Kira could feel her heart pounding as she peered over her brother’s
shoulder to evaluate the lethal aftermath of their conflict.

Algernon panted, wide-eyed. He held Kira back
with his left hand, evaluating the ebbing breath of the cave bear.
Once he felt certain it wouldn’t get up again he turned to his
sister and berated her folly in an angry whisper, taking this
precaution so that the groaning giantess pinned beneath the dead
bear couldn’t understand.

He wanted to curse her profoundly, but when
Kira dropped to the ground holding her bleeding thigh, Algernon’s
fury faded. Once he realized she’d been hurt, he felt ashamed and
overwhelmed by rising worry. “I’m sorry, Kira,” he soothed. “Are
you ok?”

The girl trembled from waning terror and
exertion as she shook her head. “It hurts, but it’s not deep. I’ll
be fine.”

How much of that was true Algernon couldn’t
be certain, but the injury seemed responsive to pressure and the
hemorrhage did not appear serious. Torn between venting the
remnants of his rage, his love for Kira and despair that she’d done
something really stupid, Algernon held her and wept.

Kira felt his tears on her neck, and because
he felt emotional, she did too. Yet in the midst of their clinging,
Kira heard the stricken giantess calling for help. The history
between the Tamarian people and their traditional enemies served to
blend much of their language, so when the giantess gasped for
assistance beneath the crushing weight of the dead cave bear, Kira
understood what the humanoid female wanted.

“Help her!” Kira implored. “She’s
trapped!”

Algernon let his sister go, but as he looked
at the giantess he returned his tearful gaze to Kira. “Why?” he
asked, angrily. “Why should I?”

Kira softened his heart with overflowing love
in her eyes. “Because it’s right to preserve life,” she said.
“Because you’re sworn to serve the Great God.”

High Priest Volker had warned Algernon about
moral dilemmas, and now the old man’s words returned to the boy’s
memory. “You will find the path of peace when you act out of
compassion.”

Though he thought it wiser to simply let the
giantess die, Algernon assented to his sister’s wishes. He
repeatedly tried to push the cave bear’s carcass off the giantess.
The pregnant bear, at more than ten times his own mass, proved so
heavy he could only move the loose skin and fat on its body. No
amount of levering worked either, and with the giantess gasping and
bleeding beneath the huge creature, Algernon steeled himself for
what he knew he needed to do.

“I’m going to get help,” he told Kira. “If
I’m not back before midday, get on your bike and go to Marvic. Do
what we were planning on doing this morning, but stay with Mrs.
Bergen and don’t come back to the mesa. If I survive, I’ll return
soon enough.”

“Where are you going?” Kira asked,
alarmed.

Algernon sniffled, embraced his sister then
stood up again. “Only the giants are strong enough to get that bear
off of her,” he said.

“They’ll kill you!” she implored, warning of
a danger he well understood.

“I can defend myself!” he retorted, his
annoyance tempered by the knowledge that Kira spoke out of sisterly
love for him. “I’ll just have to convince them I’m telling the
truth. Promise me you’ll go to Mrs. Bergen’s if I’m not back by
noon!”

Kira nodded as he turned back toward the
trail. She watched him run downhill, her heart filled with worry.
“Go with God, brother!” she cried, not prayerfully, but
sincerely.

With her three fingered hand, the giantess
reached for Kira, weakly calling: “Come, my brave little one.”

Though she didn’t know it at the time, being
called “little one” by a giant comprised a great honor. Kira
approached fearfully, but with surprising gentleness, the giantess
clasped those massive fingers around Kira’s hand. Though calloused
and dirty, the giant’s flesh felt warm and the strength of her
grasp reassuring.

Thus, Kira endeared herself to the enemy of
her people. Understanding the irony of her situation, she turned to
watch the empty path after her brother disappeared, wondering if
this unusual encounter represented a transition or a setback.







****




Pull the Trigger







Tiny raindrops fell intermittently from a
slate-grey sky, spattering on the red dust of Northeastern Kameron
until a thin crust formed on the dirt paths where the footfalls of
Tamarian warriors and hundreds of Kamerese refugees had trodden.
For many weeks that dust settled along the seams of every tent
erected to form temporary shelter for civilian refugees, until
their fabric sides transformed from eggshell white to a pastel
cerise in random patterns determined by wind and gravity. Now the
light rain streaked the canvas wherever rivulets ran toward the
ground, and the resulting mud on the walkways clung to boots and
bare feet, leaving patches of lighter, dry dirt in the wake of
every stride.

Throughout the long, hot days of late summer
and early autumn, harried survivors of the civil war sought relief
as they straggled into several fortified encampments operated by
the Tamarian Expeditionary Force. These haggard and often sickly
people consisted mostly of women with their children and extended
families, as nearly every able-bodied man or boy strong enough to
wield a rifle found forced conscription waiting at various
checkpoints manned by either rebel factions or the Kamerese
National Army.

Though deployed in Northeastern Kameron to
prevent the civil war in that country from spreading northward, the
Tamarian Expeditionary Force focused most of its effort on
humanitarian concerns. While various rebel factions and the
Kamerese National Army fruitlessly chased one another to the west,
Tamarian engineers and construction crews erected housing,
hospital, recreation and sanitation facilities intended to stave
off large scale starvation and death among displaced people fleeing
a senseless and brutal conflict. The industrial and logistical
expertise of the Tamarians prevented the anticipated crisis from
taking root in the northeastern frontier of Kameron, while the
well-trained and lavishly equipped Tamarian Expeditionary Force
deterred massacres motivated by religious and ethnic intolerance.
Incidents of mass murder and lesser atrocities had characterized
much of the Kamerese Civil War.

Among these professional warriors, Lieutenant
Garrick Ravenwood appraised himself as he waited outside Alpha
Company’s command bunker. The combat fatigues he’d worn when first
deployed to Kameron now felt tight, and his trousers had recently
become a little too short. Although his combat boots, well-worn
from extended marching, remained serviceable, Garrick now had to
cram his feet into them. He felt somewhat embarrassed about his
ill-fitting attire, but with the burgeoning refugee camps scattered
across the northeastern region demanding vast quantities of food,
building material, sanitation supplies, clothing and blankets, the
situation provided a believable excuse for why his request for new
combat clothing supposedly remained unfulfilled. Everyone
understood that the logistical capabilities of the Tamarian
Expeditionary Force, though efficient and fast, staggered beneath
the heavy burden of their charges, and Garrick simply used this
fact as a means to avoid buying a new uniform.

Thus, Garrick endured the good-natured
ribbing of fellow officers and the sergeants under his command, who
teased him for wearing a shirt whose buttons strained under the
stress of holding it closed. But four soldiers who transferred into
Alpha Company’s Third Platoon as replacements for warriors slain in
combat met their new officer in stunned disbelief. As Garrick
underwent his latest growth spurt, the new soldiers–all of whom
were older than their commander–rolled their eyes and groaned until
the cadre of men who’d served in combat under Garrick’s leadership
effectively shut them up.

That is, all but one, who knew a thing or two
about Garrick’s past . . .

Private Eckhard Jaeger, a recruit who’d come
from a family of distinguished warriors, had grown up near the town
of Deception Creek. He’d attended the same school as Garrick, and
knew the Ravenwood clan quite well. Eckhard spun unflattering tales
of Garrick’s childhood among the men of Alpha Company. He recalled
that young Garrick developed a deserved and widespread reputation
as a liar. He reported that Garrick’s father drank so heavily no
one could recall seeing him sober in public, and that his mother’s
marital indiscretions called the patronage of Garrick’s younger,
twin siblings into question.

While Tamarian soldiers enjoyed a measure of
independence and were expected by their commanders to speak
honestly, Sergeant Vidders warned Eckhard that his poor attitude
stank of insubordination and would not be tolerated. Jaeger asked
to be transferred, grumbling incessantly about being assigned to
Third Platoon, which, he murmured to anyone willing to listen,
happened to fall under the command of a “whore’s spawn.” Lacking
any substantive reason for his request, Jaeger’s transfer petition
was subsequently denied by Captain Engels.

Garrick tolerated the whispered insults, the
snickering and the low level defiance for weeks, allowing his
older, experienced sergeants to handle the situation. But as the
tales told by Eckhard spread among the company, its junior officers
began inquiring about the rumors directly to Garrick, and soon he
found himself dealing with negative stories repeated among officers
from other units. Everyone knew that Garrick didn’t drink, but no
one really understood why until Eckhard’s unsavory explanations
circulated through the officer’s mess. On one occasion, after a
lieutenant from a Delta Company platoon jokingly bought Garrick a
beer and put it on his tray, Talon Waldheim, who commanded Alpha
Company’s Second Platoon, warned Garrick that he needed to shut up
the person responsible for spreading these unfavorable
accounts.

Garrick intended to talk to Sergeant Vidders
about the issue, but when the young lieutenant returned to Third
Platoon’s barracks, he learned that Sergeant Vidders had been
summoned for a meeting with Sergeant Major Dylan Seller, the
battalion’s senior non-commissioned officer. A few minutes later,
when Eckhard Jaeger saw Garrick inspecting the cleanliness of the
lockers, the recruit called him a “whore’s spawn,” just above the
threshold of hearing. Astonished at Jaeger’s audacity and fed up
with having his family name repeatedly insulted, Garrick went after
the offending soldier with bare-fisted fury.

It hadn’t been a fair fight. Eckhard, for all
his bravado, lacked the killer instinct that Garrick possessed.
Further, no sane enlisted man in the Tamarian army would ever lay a
hand on an officer for fear of very serious consequences. After
Garrick had beaten, bloodied and humiliated the older warrior, he
refused to report the incident.

“I don’t want to make a big deal out of it,”
Garrick told Sergeant Vidders.

But when Captain Engels heard what Garrick
had done, the commander called his young lieutenant aside and gave
him a serious tongue lashing. “This is not a bar for brawling!” the
captain warned. “That soldier should have been put on report and
dealt with according to the Uniform Code of Conduct. Your impulsive
response calls your judgment into question and will likely cast a
negative pall upon your otherwise impressive record.

“I expect my officers to behave like
gentlemen, and I warn you this one time that I will not tolerate
another breech of discipline.”

Captain Engels, whom Garrick had only known
as a calm presence in the midst of chaos, remained steel-eyed and
angry in order to underscore his resolve. Garrick felt frightened
by his commanding officer’s change in demeanor, but later, when
confiding to Sergeant Vidders about the problem, the veteran
non-com reiterated the warning.

“What you did is behavior unbecoming of an
officer,” the curly-haired, middle-aged sergeant replied. “Even
your combat success won’t save you from that charge.”

“And what’s even more stupid about your brawl
with Jaeger is that his mouth had already put him into a bad light
with the other men. He had no support among the vets, and even the
new guys were starting to shun him. Then you wailed on him when
everybody knows he can’t hit you back, and because you did this
you’ve heaped a whole pile of sympathy on his plate.

“Now all he has to do is formally complain to
the captain that you attacked him without cause and he’ll
effectively end your career. Did you think about that?”

Garrick considered his trusted sergeant’s
words carefully, shook his head in personal disgust and wished he’d
handled Jaeger differently. “No, I didn’t” he replied, knowing that
Captain Engels had likely asked Sergeant Vidders to explain the
scuttlebutt concerning the fight before he’d confronted Garrick.
“You were right. I should have put him on report, but I didn’t want
to be seen as a whiner. Now what?”

Sergeant Vidders clapped him on the back in
solidarity. “You’re lucky that Fritz Moller heard the whole thing.
I told Eckhard that if he breathes a word of your fight to anyone,
I’ll put him on report for insubordination so fast he won’t be able
to pick his itchy behind!”

Garrick looked away. “I’m sorry you have to
cover my back like that, sergeant,” he said, regretting that the
sergeant and the captain needed to protect him, but grateful that
both men cared enough about his career to do so.

Sergeant Vidders encouraged his young
lieutenant with sound advice. “Just remember,” he continued,
pointing across the open field beyond the Tamarian trenches, the
tethered observation dirigibles, rockets and artillery. “The real
enemy is out there. Don’t let your past and an idiot like Jaeger
dictate what happens in your platoon. You’ve got a promising career
ahead of you, lieutenant. Keep your record clean!”

While he waited outside the command bunker,
making patterns in the mud with his toe, Garrick fretted that the
Jaeger incident would reflect badly on his leadership. Every
officer serving in the Tamarian Defense and Expeditionary Forces
underwent quarterly leadership reviews, where combat and
operational performance faced the scrutiny of peers and senior
staff. Recommendations from this procedure refined the capabilities
of every Tamarian combat leader, and those who responded best to
this process tended to rise fastest in rank. In this manner, the
commissioned ranks molded a flexible and very effective senior
officer corps.

Garrick hated reviews. Recalling the
blistering criticisms of TAC Vogel during officer training nearly
inspired nausea, and now that he’d done a foolish thing in
attacking Private Jaeger, Garrick felt certain his peers would
highlight this misdeed and refuse a pay grade raise.

When called into the stuffy bunker’s
conference room to face the panel of officers assembled to review
his file, Garrick discovered he’d been partially correct. The panel
formally reprimanded him for “failure to maintain unit discipline,”
which kept the punitive response to Garrick’s conduct at the
company level, rather than allowing it to go higher up the chain of
command. However, the panel also leveled a complaint against his
chronic inability to complete the rather minimal load of reports
and the minor paperwork burden required of a junior officer in a
timely manner.

“This panel finds Lieutenant Ravenwood
consistently delinquent in matters pertaining to the day-to-day
operations of his unit,” Captain Kendall Wolf read in conclusion.
“We recommend an administrative assistant be temporarily assigned
to Third Platoon as a means of training the lieutenant in clerical
procedures, so that this issue will not impede his career
advancement.”

In less formal terms, that meant a nanny.

Other report outcomes focused on routine
matters, commending Garrick for his combat success, expressing
appreciation for his hard work in directing the construction of
trenches and defensive revetments, and other minor issues. As
Garrick suspected, the panel recommended no increase in pay, nor
any raise in rank. He’d wanted the raise because he worried about
his brother and sister and wanted to send them more money to ensure
they’d survive the winter.

Though his spirit burned at the reprimand,
Garrick knew the truth of the panel’s findings and understood that
they were encouraging him toward greater effectiveness, so he said
nothing. Even when Talon Waldheim sat with him in the officer’s
mess that evening and joked about the “hot, young thing” the panel
had recommended to assist Garrick with his clerical duties, he
chose his words with care.

“You know better than to talk like that,”
Garrick said.

Talon feigned innocence, as he often did. “I
didn’t say you should jump the poor girl’s bones, but if you did,
who’d blame you?” Talon chewed on a piece of bread and washed it
down with grape juice, wishing he had a rich, full-bodied ale to
drink instead.

Garrick, who rather liked the local grape
juice, let out an impatient sigh. “You wouldn’t talk that way in
front of Brenna.”

Talon made a show of looking around. “No
heavy breathing in the vicinity,” he reported in a teasing tone.
“No enlisted men passing out in awe. In fact, I haven’t seen her in
quite awhile. Everything still ok with you two? Is the wedding
still on?”

Garrick nodded, swirling his food around on
his plate disinterestedly. “She’s busy, that’s all. The camp is
full of sick people and the infirmary’s overflowing.”

“Well, busy is good,” Talon offered. “I know
your men would love to see more of her.” He patted Garrick on the
knee, honestly unconcerned that his words carried more than one
meaning. “She’s good luck.”

Normally, any talk from Talon’s lips
concerning a woman dripped with innuendo, but the way he phrased
the words about Brenna conveyed pure appreciation. Although every
woman warrior serving in the Tamarian armed forces–even those who
were not pretty–could expect more attention from her fellow
soldiers just by virtue of being female, the warriors of Alpha
Company also esteemed Brenna for courage and the uncanny ability
she possessed to heal wounds. While serving as a medic in Third
Platoon, Brenna earned the admiration of Garrick’s men, and her
reputation spread throughout the entire company.

Garrick didn’t want to admit how much he
missed her, that memories of her warmth and comforting physical
contact floated on the fringes of his consciousness and drifted
into his dreams. He’d learned to say very little about Brenna
because her Lithian heritage remained profoundly misunderstood by
xenophobic Tamarians. The shy young woman struggled to overcome
this kind of prejudice among strangers, but in the presence of
veteran soldiers who’d witnessed her valor and benefitted from her
compassion, Brenna’s race, religion, language and culture mattered
not a whit.

Thinking about her inspired arousal, so
Garrick changed the subject to cool his ardor. “You hear anything
new about El Caudillo?” he asked, referring to the greatly feared
and notorious commander whose army had set up defensive positions a
short distance south of the Tamarian lines.

Talon shrugged. “Colonel Innsmann said it’s
only a matter of time before the bullets fly. That rebel commander
wants all foreigners out of Kameron, his followers are fanatics,
and even the other rebel commanders are afraid of him. I’m sure
your lovely, auburn-haired spook friend can shed more light on this
than I know . . .” Talon shook his head, astonished that Garrick
would not take advantage of the beautiful Tamarian woman’s
interest, despite his engagement to Brenna.

Unattached women–especially attractive,
unattached women–remained rare in the Tamarian armed services, and
Talon concluded that Lieutenant Mariel Hougen must have been either
supremely nasty, a lesbian, or both, in order to remain single at
her age. That topic, however, remained unmentioned. Talon deferred
all suspicion of his envy by referring to the linguist’s insight
into the mind set of their hosts. “She respects them, but I just
can’t wrap my mind around the way these Kamerese think!”

Many Tamarians found local land ownership
traditions incomprehensible. Integral to Kamerese religious
practice, a belief that the spirits of venerated ancestors
maintained a legal claim to family lands created a rigid system of
social classification that perpetuated wealth within certain blood
lines, while relegating millions of poor Kamerese to serfdom and
poverty. All of the agricultural and industrial production in
Kameron remained within the tight grip of landed families, who
often controlled extensive holdings in the northeastern frontier,
far from their personal estates. While the need for reform lay at
the root of Kameron’s civil war, ironically the rebel leadership
arose from the elite group largely responsible for perpetuating the
nation’s problems.

The warlord who referred to himself as El
Caudillo laid claim to a vast swath of territory that extended from
the Virgin River in the east to the bluffs known as Cantos
Brillante, which lay several miles south of the Tualitin River.
Without fully understanding regional customs, the Tamarian
Expeditionary Force had set up its refugee camps in the midst of
this previously uninhabited land.

Lieutenant Hougen, the friend to whom Talon
referred, served as an intelligence analyst for Colonel Adler.
Anyone working for the colonel had to be smart and ruthlessly
competent, as he did not tolerate ineptitude. Mariel fit into both
categories, two traits that often overshadowed her lovely face and
figure, and significantly narrowed her social prospects. Most men
found her completely intimidating and spoke badly about her behind
her back. Mariel’s undeserved reputation created constant tension
in the circle of officers with whom Garrick associated, because she
liked him, he respected her, and they spent a significant amount of
time in each other’s company.

Weeks before the Expeditionary Force moved
across the Virgin River, she’d explained to Garrick that building
refugee camps on this abandoned property risked the wrath of
whoever owned that territory. “We’ll likely end up fighting over
this,” she’d warned.

Garrick, appraising empty, overgrown fields,
untrimmed and withered orchards, shuttered buildings barely
supporting their sagging rooftops and no human habitation save for
the refugee squatters fleeing from the civil war, couldn’t imagine
why anyone would battle over semi-arid land that remained so
obviously unsuited for traditional agriculture. But Mariel had
proven keenly perceptive when it came to military analysis. She
spoke the local language fluently–along with six others–and had
actually lived in Kameron several years earlier. Although she
didn’t like to talk about that experience, Mariel well understood
the cultural mind set of the Kamerese people in a way that other
Tamarians did not fully appreciate.

As the weeks passed and the Expeditionary
Force worked to prevent a humanitarian crisis, El Caudillo drew his
army near and threatened attack on several occasions. The Kamerese
warlord expressed no sympathy for the refugees, whom he described
as “lazy, ill-bred and diseased illiterates.” Though he frequently
issued proclamations–dutifully read by multi-lingual functionaries
in full hearing of the foreign warriors–critical of the Tamarians
and their Lithian allies east of the Virgin River, El Caudillo
carefully kept the bulk of his army just beyond range of Tamarian
artillery, behind a distant rise whose name translated to The Trees
of Weeping Ridge.

Within an hour of Third Platoon’s return to
defensive positions on the front lines, agitation hummed through
the demeanor of his men. Their flesh glistened in the stifling heat
that settled into the primary defensive trench, its command bunker,
the foxholes, mortar and machine cannon nests on the firebase
perimeter. Rings of sweat stained their fatigues, and while the
squad members not on active watch normally ducked into the shadows
at the bottom of their trenches and foxholes, every man stood in
combat position, red-skinned and perspiring in the late afternoon
daylight.

Ammunition boxes, their lids open in
readiness, awaited silently while the off-watch platoon members
stared sullenly across the view ports with card games, lurid novels
and magazines unattended. Their comrades watched through binoculars
or the sights of their rifles, clutching bolt levers that could
chamber a high velocity round and quickly end the life of a
stranger standing as far as 300 yards away with near automatic
accuracy.

Garrick approached Martin Weiss, who leaned
against the sandbagged barricade that topped the primary trench
along its entire length. “They’re at it again, lieutenant,” Martin
muttered, a disgusted look burned upon his face. He handed Garrick
a pair of binoculars. “Have a look.”

Across an open field about a hundred yards
away, the young Tamarian saw several of El Caudillo’s prisoners
kneeling down in a line with armed men standing behind them.
Typically, rebel soldiers stripped their captives to shame and
control them, but these remained in their underwear. Several men
and women already lay on the ground writhing and screaming while
three of the rebel soldiers grabbed a new victim and dragged him
forward. Two of the soldiers held the struggling man down while a
third beat on his forearm with a large rock as the prisoner cried
out in pain and begged for mercy. The rock wielding soldier smashed
his prisoner’s right arm first, then shifting to the other side,
completed the job on the other arm.

Garrick put the binoculars down and cursed.
He’d seen that many of the refugees now protected behind Tamarian
lines had suffered this way and been left for dead. The lucky ones
were later recovered by relatives who brought the stricken to the
camp hospital for medical care. Breaking bones with a rock revealed
the inhumane brutality of the rebel leader, and Garrick knew that
this public display of cruelty was intended to provoke the
Tamarians. El Caudillo wanted a fight, but he didn’t want to start
one.

“Say the word, lieutenant!” Luther Sondheim
pleaded, chambering a round. “Just say the word!”

Axel Jung looked at his commander
expectantly. Everywhere Garrick’s eyes glanced, his men affirmed
Luther’s spoken desire to stop the torture, and the moral
predicament he faced tore at Garrick’s heart.

“Obey the ROE,” the young lieutenant replied,
reminding his men that Rules of Engagement prevented the Tamarian
forces from initiating hostilities. Though he dutifully followed
orders in saying this, Garrick felt his words ring hollow. “Luther,
don’t pull the trigger!”

Muttered curses rippled through the warrior
ranks. Karsten Bachman shook his head, slid to the back of the
trench and picked up the book he’d been reading. Oswin Schiffer,
the slender soldier whose sagging uniform indicated he’d actually
lost weight during the Kamerese deployment, shut the ammunition box
lids. Luther Sondheim, breathing hard to control the emotion rising
from within his soul, opened his rifle’s bolt with his thumb,
caught the bullet as it ejected from its chamber under spring
tension and backed away from the firing platform.

Though he said nothing, Eckhard Jaeger glared
at Garrick. “You’re a coward!” he thought. “A real man would put an
end to that nonsense, but you hide behind your rank, you baby-faced
punk! Whose backside did you kiss to get that gold lion embroidered
on your collar? If you weren’t wearing that yellow tag on your
sleeves I’d piss in your nursing mouth!”

Fritz Moller, who’d witnessed the earlier
fight between Eckhard and Garrick, noticed that venomous expression
and smacked Jaeger in the shoulder. “Respect!” he whispered.

When Jaeger spit in the dirt Fritz came
close, with menace in his eyes. “You’re on thin ice, rookie!” he
warned quietly. “Don’t make enemies in your own trench!”

Eckhard turned away, looking for affirmation
elsewhere. He saw anger in the eyes of the other men and wondered
what that slutty Ravenwood wench’s brat had done to merit such
loyalty from grown men.




***




Talon Waldheim had been wrong about the
administrative assistant. Chief Warrant Officer Uma Vogt looked
neither young, pretty, nor did she project willingness in the
carnal sense that Talon so often described. She’d attained Grade 4
pay rank, which meant she had served for many years and rose to a
level of competency that landed her the crucial job of Colonel
Adler’s personal assistant. From the moment she met Garrick, her
nimble wit asserted itself. When he stepped into Alpha Company’s
command bunker the following morning, Bernald Walter, aide to
Captain Engels, introduced the young lieutenant to a short, slender
and prim woman whose unremarkable features had never elevated her
into the ranks of the attractive, even in military circles.

Uma’s pale eyes appraised the young
lieutenant and her small lips contracted into a tight circle. “This
will not do!” she said, tugging at Garrick’s ill-fitting sleeve in
displeasure. She had far more important tasks to concern herself
with than dealing with an inept lieutenant who couldn’t dress
himself properly. “As an officer in service to the Queen, you need
to look after your own appearance.”

“I’ve ordered a new uniform,” Garrick
replied, lying. ‘It just hasn’t arrived yet.”

The middle-aged woman shook her narrow head,
and the perfectly aligned military cap pinned to her severely
pulled-back hair moved in perfect concert. ‘I am not here to work
on your behalf. I have been ordered to help you learn, but that
does not preclude effort on your part.” She strode over to a filing
cabinet, opened a drawer and removed a folder. From within this she
produced a requisition, which she placed on her desk along with a
pen. Staring expectantly at Garrick, she stood, waiting for him to
respond.

‘I’ve already filled one of those out,” he
claimed.

“Then you will do so again,” she replied. “I
will see to it that the requisition is honored, but I am not your
mother, and I will not fill out your paperwork for you.”

Garrick sighed and sat down to fill out the
form, the rumbling in his belly reminding him that he’d promised to
meet Brenna for breakfast. He’d be late now and hated making her
wait for him. “I have a lot of things to do today,” he
grumbled.

“Have you written a list?” Uma inquired,
annoyed that he would utter such a vapid complaint when she had a
mountain of paperwork awaiting her attention in the colonel’s
office. Her suggestion seemed painfully obvious. Was the boy
dull-witted?

“No,” Garrick responded, looking puzzled.
“Why would I do that?”

Uma shook her head and let her eyes
contemplate the reinforced ceiling for a moment. “Once you have
finished filling out that requisition, you will use a small note
pad and compile a list with two columns. The list on the left will
consist of your duties for the day, the one on the right for items
needing attention in the long term.

“You will then prioritize your daily and long
term responsibilities by number, attend to them in order, and when
these tasks have been completed, cross them off. You will do this
daily. In this manner you will improve your time management.”

At that moment the door opened and a young,
dark-haired woman wearing a regulation long-sleeved button-down
shirt and a knee-length skirt slipped quietly into the bunker.
Petite as Uma, but far more pleasing to the eye in face and form, a
worried expression on her brow persisted until she noticed Garrick
sitting at a desk. A broad smile followed as the girl scurried
toward him, acknowledging the polite greetings extended toward her
with a nod. Among the staff of Alpha Company’s headquarters, this
girl commanded an endearment that seemed particularly ironic
because the shape of her face, the slant of her dark eyes and the
peculiar accent of her awkward phrasing when speaking Garrick’s
language loudly proclaimed her Lithian ancestry.

Uma Vogt’s first impression was not
favorable. Aside from the familiar annoyance that arose whenever a
prettier female entered her sphere of influence, the Tamarian woman
instantly recognized the bond that linked Garrick to this
attractive little thing. The Lithian girl looked no older than
about 15, at the peak of that fascinating stage preceding adulthood
among some female adolescents where womanly curves contrast starkly
with the more delicate frame of childhood.

In reality, however, this day happened to be
the young woman’s twenty-eighth birthday. Uma presumed that
Garrick’s interest in this foreign maiden distracted his diligence
from more important matters. Uma noticed that the eyes of several
men locked in wonder upon this winsome mercenary, and in response,
an involuntary flush of pink invidia rose in the older woman’s
cheeks.

As the foreign girl nervously struggled to
form a cursory greeting in the Tamarian language, Uma’s regard for
her deteriorated further. If she couldn’t talk properly she
couldn’t be very bright, which meant that Garrick’s interest
obviously centered upon something other than her mind. “The
lieutenant has important matters that require his attention,” Uma
interrupted. “Socializing will have to wait.”

Garrick stood, ignoring the comment entirely.
“Allow me to introduce you,” he said. “This is my fiancee,
Specialist Brenna Velez. She’s the eldest daughter of our allies,
Lord Lynden and Lady Alexina Velez, who live across the Virgin
River.” Then, turning to Brenna, whose averted eyes underscored her
embarrassment and desperation to disappear, he continued. “Let me
present Chief Warrant Officer Uma Vogt, who will be temporarily
assisting me in clerical matters.” The boy smiled, partly in
triumph for having outmaneuvered the warrant officer, and partly in
delight to simply occupy space near his beloved.

Uma’s tone became more polite after the
introductions, for she knew about the Velez estate and the victory
outnumbered Tamarian forces had achieved there in the early summer.
Yet her distaste for the Lithian maiden remained visible behind the
veil of forced courtesy. After exchanging compulsory greetings, she
turned her shoulder toward Garrick, clutching a clipboard to her
breast. “You have work to do,” she reminded him.

Sensing that she was not welcome,
uncomfortable with conflict and anxious to flee, Brenna pouted in
Garrick’s direction and turned to leave, her waist-length, braided
hair arcing in serpentine grace behind her back. He stopped the
girl by taking hold of her hand, a move that surprised Uma, who’d
not expected the young man to blatantly violate the prohibition
against physical contact among service members of opposite gender.
Garrick pushed the completed requisition to the edge of the table.
“I will work on my list at breakfast,” he told the warrant officer.
“We can go over it when I return.”

Uma’s blue eyes burned as she watched the
Lithian damsel depart with her handsome lieutenant, incorrectly
sensing triumph in the foreign girl’s voice as she spoke to Garrick
in her native tongue. As Captain Engels came out of his office for
coffee he noticed his platoon leader leaving the premises with
Brenna in tow, and seeing her inspired a fatherly smile. Uma
approached him with Garrick’s completed form and asked for his
signature.

“Why do you want me to sign this?” he asked,
looking over what appeared to be a routine request for a
uniform.

“Requisitions filed by second lieutenants
wind up at the bottom of the pile,” she replied. “His uniform
doesn’t fit, and this reflects badly upon our professionalism. We
can’t have our allies thinking ill of us.” The woman looked up at
Captain Engels, as if expecting affirmation.

He signed the document quickly and returned
it. “This is something our lieutenant should handle on his
own.”

“Yes, sir,” the middle-aged woman replied. “I
will teach him how these things are done.” Uma turned as the door
to the headquarters building closed. Looking back at the captain,
her expression turned sour. “Perhaps he would have more time to
attend to important matters if the young officer did not fraternize
with foreigners!”

Captain Engels sipped his coffee and shook
his head. “That girl is an angel,” he replied. “I wish we had more
of her kind around here.”

Uma Vogt rolled her eyes as Captain Engels
returned to his office. “Men!” she muttered in disgust.




***




Brenna let out a deep sigh, glancing over her
left shoulder as the door closed and they ascended the stairs
leading out of the command bunker. “It’s the same old story,” she
complained, speaking in Azgaril Vulgate, a language in which she
and Garrick were both fluent. “She took one look at my face, let
her eyes drop down my neck and only a handbreadth further, she’d
already seen enough of me!”

Though he tried to offer support, Garrick’s
response reflected his distaste for the warrant officer’s attitude.
“Don’t worry about her,” he replied as he reached ground level.
“She’s just a skinny, shriveled old prune who’s never had sex.”

Brenna stopped, her mouth dropping open. She
raised her eyebrows, expressing incredulity. “Is that supposed to
make me feel better?”

The young lieutenant held his breath,
realizing he should have simply let Brenna’s comment go unanswered.
Among secular-minded soldiers his remark wouldn’t have been
challenged–in fact, the comment would likely have been accepted as
truthful–but Brenna cherished her purity as a sign of commitment to
God, and if anyone understood how offensive such phrasing sounded
to her, it should have been Garrick. He groaned in genuine regret.
“That was a bad choice of words,” he said. “I’m sorry, Brenna. I
don’t mean to offend, but I hate it when people judge you like
that.”

Letting her vexation cool, Brenna rejoined
him. She did feel hurt when strangers equated her figure with
concupiscent behavior, a problem that never arose among her own
people, and one that she simply didn’t understand. Tamarians, often
extended a judgmental attitude when first encountering her—with men
either gawking openly or falling over themselves to please her,
while women usually begrudged her beauty and often presumed her
licentious–whereas anyone who actually spent time in her company
came to understand that she kept her desire for the charismatic and
handsome Garrick well restrained. “That sword cuts both ways,” she
explained. “You’ve just used that weapon on her in the same way it
gets used on me. Whether she’s slept with someone or not shouldn’t
enter the discussion.”

Silence prevailed for a moment. “What would
you like me to say?” he inquired, his question uttered in a more
defensive tone of voice than she felt warranted by the gently
worded reprimand she’d offered him.

Her eyes drifted down to the red soil,
examining Garrick’s worn boots. She could see he needed a new pair,
but said nothing about this. “Loving me shouldn’t inspire that kind
of talk,” she replied at length. “I care more about your acceptance
than their judgment, and I don’t think you need to put anyone else
down in order to lift me up. If you treat all women with respect,
it shows everyone your integrity. That’s what I see in you, that’s
one of many things I love about you, and that’s what I’d like the
world to see as well. Am I being unreasonable?”

Brenna admired the fact that Garrick, though
he didn’t share her faith or agree with everything she thought,
honored values she held important. In this case, he didn’t
disappoint her. “No, you’re not unreasonable,” he responded,
touching the palm of her hand with a finger to confirm
reconciliation with a small, discreet gesture. “I know that
demeaning people is wrong. I just wish I could spare you that kind
of nonsense.”

She didn’t reply, but Brenna opened her hand,
permitting his fingers to intertwine with her own. The strength of
his grasp felt reassuring. He loved her, and Brenna needed him to
love her.

Not fully understanding the depth of her
forgiveness, desperate to change the subject and terrified that he
might have seriously offended her, Garrick inquired about Brenna’s
work. “How are things going over there?” he asked.

In the past, she’d complained that the
Tamarian women treated her with a kind of polite indifference.
While they appreciated her healing skill and work ethic, none made
a real effort to befriend her. Worse, the Kamerese who labored in
the military hospital would sooner lick the floor than acknowledge
her existence. Brenna depended on the proximity to her family
across the Virgin River and brief visits with Garrick to sustain
her need for comfort and contact. Though she often felt lonely and
anguished that Garrick could spare very little time to spend with
her, in his pleasant company, Brenna kept those thoughts to
herself.

“It stinks badly in there right now,” she
began. The Lithian girl explained that cholera ran rampant among
refugees who’d consumed contaminated water. In the dry climate of
northeastern Kameron, spoiling wells and storage tanks with sewage
had become a favored tactic of the national army as a means of
depriving rebels of adequate water. Unfortunately, the civilians
fleeing this conflict also needed to drink, and many of these were
especially susceptible to cholera because of their youth, their
advanced age, and their generally poor physical condition. Tamarian
medical personnel treated the disease with rehydration salts, large
volumes of clean water and grape juice, enabling most victims to
recover in a few days.

“Most of our patients have serious diarrhea,”
she continued. “I’ve lost track of how many dirty backsides I’ve
cleaned, but the little kids and old people come to us pretty sick.
Palja, the head nurse, says we’ll be dealing with tuberculosis once
the weather turns cold.”

Garrick, like most Tamarians, secretly longed
for cooler weather. Having grown up in a land of high altitude
valleys and towering mountains where the warmest days only hinted
at the Daystar’s intensity, Kameron’s long, hot summer felt like an
inferno. “But you can heal that, can’t you?” he asked. “After all,
you took care of Kira when she was sick.”

“That wasn’t easy,” Brenna replied,
wistfully. Respecting Garrick’s disbelief in the divine, she
constrained her response for his sake. “I mended the harm done by
all the beatings she endured and the damage inflicted by her drug
addiction, but sickness is another matter.” Brenna shuddered at the
memory of how badly Garrick’s younger sister had been abused, and
in the quiet following that moment she could hear his jaw clench
and his breath stream out in well-moderated indignation.

“God honored your brother’s faith in that
situation,” she continued. “Algernon told me that he and Astrid
prayed over Kira for a long time before you and I arrived.” The
Lithian maiden fell silent again, recalling the suffering and
despair Kira endured, then looked into Garrick’s grey eyes, where a
striking familial resemblance linked him with his younger siblings.
She noted strong emotion brimming there that he battled to control
in her presence. Garrick loved his little sister, despite her
impulsivity, promiscuity and struggle with addiction. The fact that
his heart overflowed with affection for the wayward girl and their
irascible brother ranked high among many other attributes of his
intellect and sensitive character that endeared him to her.

“I had a small role in your sister’s
recovery,” she continued. “Kira was so close to death when Umma
brought me to her, it’s only by God’s mercy that she lived.” Brenna
used the affectionate Lithian term for her mother in a manner that
bordered on reverent, and a somber expression deepened in her dark
eyes as she recalled the gravity of that situation.

Her use of endearing language reminded
Garrick of the colonel’s administrative assistant, but he put the
similarity of the names aside for a moment and focused on Kira’s
frailty. The way his little sister had been mistreated angered him,
but despite her modesty, he knew Brenna’s prayers and touch
restored the girl’s life. Though he’d seen Brenna heal wounds many
times, a sense of wonder always came over him when he witnessed her
power at work. “Don’t minimize your impact,” he said. “I’ve seen
you heal damage that should have killed people. Luther, Erik,
Ritter and Kasch are all walking around because of you. Martin and
Meinhard wouldn’t have soldiered another day if Udo hadn’t had your
help.”

Brenna shook her head as they neared an area
just behind the fortified front where on-duty platoons gathered for
their meals. In the shadows between the sandbagged nests of 3-inch
howitzers, just in front of a concrete anchor that linked to a
tethered observation dirigible flying high overhead, Alpha
Company’s men lined up for a hearty breakfast. Hot food service
maintained morale among troops deployed far from their homes. Mess
crews with mobile kitchens prepared breakfast and dinner every day
so that the men on the front lines only had to eat cold rations for
a single meal.

“I wish I could explain this in a way that
makes sense to you,” she stated, edging toward an outright and
uncomfortable contrast between her faith and his lack of belief. “I
wish you would understand that my healing skill has nothing to do
with me. I’m only the vessel through which Allfather pours out his
power.”

She’d given him this answer before, but her
inability to offer a sensible, rational explanation for this
healing skill of hers actually confirmed his reasoning that her
talent essentially stemmed from some innate ability, rather than
divine power. Brenna watched his lips tighten, as though fighting
to keep skeptical words unspoken, then felt his fingers slip away
as he paused at a large, wheeled water basin to wash his hands.

Uncomfortable with his silence, knowing that
he didn’t want to argue about an issue on which their disagreement
could not be reconciled, she inquired about his platoon while she
washed her own hands and waited in line for food service. Garrick
spoke quietly, switching into her language, which he’d been
regularly practicing with Lieutenant Hougen, hinting at the
festering insubordination of Eckhard Jaeger without mentioning
names. He explained a sense of incredible boredom everyone
experienced while leaning up against hot sandbags in the trench,
staring across an open field for weeks on end, waiting for El
Caudillo’s army to actually do something aside from torturing
helpless prisoners.

“It’s tough because the men have become
restless. We train to keep our fitness level up, but after awhile
the edge of our combat readiness wears off. Nobody can sustain high
alert status indefinitely, and I wish El Caudillo would just go
home.”

Brenna, however, sensed an imminent fight.
She could not claim clairvoyance like her younger sister, Cynthia,
but long experience as a warlord’s daughter and conversations with
Mariel, the intelligence analyst, inspired her belief that the
Kamerese rebels would challenge Tamarian hegemony over this land in
due course. Poised for battle like a loaded rifle, El Caudillo’s
army simply waited for someone to pull the trigger.

While watching the young couple and hearing
them talk in a foreign tongue he didn’t understand, Eckhard Jaeger
nudged Ivo Archer, another rookie and the only member of Third
Platoon who now paid any attention to . “It figures!” he muttered.
“Look at that buxom slut our young lieutenant is fawning over.”

Ivo gazed appreciatively at the sway in
Brenna’s skirt as its tan fabric clung to her hips and how her
shapely calves strained the leather of her boots as she walked.
“Wouldn’t you love to have those legs wrapped around you?” he
inquired.

Eckhard grunted in mock disgust, though he
couldn’t take his eyes off the maiden either. “His mother had every
man in Deception Creek. No wonder he’s in love with a degenerate
wench like that. I’ll bet she puts out like a mink in heat!”

Ivo turned his attention toward his
companion. “His mother? With every man in town? You too?”

“Nah!” Eckhard sneered. “Not her! She can
keep her crabs to herself!”

Just then Harmon Grossman, a tall,
broad-shouldered veteran sat down on one of the nearby stumps the
soldiers used for seating. He ate noisily, dipping toast into runny
eggs, his intimidating presence motivating Eckhard to suddenly fall
quiet. “You see that girl over there?” he asked, gesturing toward
Brenna with a hunk of bread.

Knowing that Harmon Grossman tolerated no
nonsense when it came to respecting the lieutenant and his female
companion, neither of the rookies dared lift their eyes.

“We call her Little Sister.” Harmon shoved
the bread into his mouth and chewed deliberately, allowing the
endearing term to linger in the ensuing silence. “We veterans call
her that. To you, she’s Miss Velez. Got that, boys?”

Ivo nodded and Eckhard grunted in assent when
Harmon smacked him hard in the shoulder. “I’m glad you’ve come to
this understanding,” Harmon warned. “Don’t ever let me hear that
kind of talk about her coming out of your mouth again!”

Ivo Archer got up to leave. Eckhard Jaeger
gritted his teeth, the hatred for his lieutenant finding
nourishment in the blackest recesses of his soul.

Oblivious to all of this, Brenna smiled
delightedly at the sight of a pepper - mango chutney and asked the
server for a generous dollop, drawing a groan from Garrick. She
bumped him with her hip in mock irritation. “What’s the matter with
you?”

He steadied himself by holding onto her upper
arm. Her skin felt soft and smooth. “How can you eat that stuff
first thing in the morning?” he inquired.

“It’s delicious!” she replied, looking up at
him with a pouty gaze he found irresistible. Then, a smile lifted
the corners of her lips and her voice transformed into a sensuous
tone–a mannerism Brenna reserved exclusively for Garrick–she spoke
softly. “Wouldn’t you like something a little hot and spicy to
start your day?”

Though their relationship gradually edged
toward passion, he earnestly loved her and honored her virtue with
restraint. Garrick often dreamed about holding her close,
remembering the scent of her hair, the soft warmth of her skin and
the wonder of lips pressed gently against his own. Her willingness
to give him physical comfort gave the Tamarian boy a sense of deep
contentment. He longed to draw her close for a kiss, but, in the
presence of Sergeant Vidders’ squad members he resisted. Instead,
Garrick let out a little smirk while accepting scrambled eggs from
an intrigued server.

Most of the Tamarian soldiers ate sitting on
cut stumps, holding their plates with one hand while picking up
their food with fingers. The Kamerese and Lithians found this habit
uncouth, so Brenna ate most things using utensils and Garrick had
picked up that habit for her sake.

They sat very close together, though not
quite touching. Among Garrick’s men Brenna remained free from the
obvious leering and catcalling she would have endured apart from
his proximity–partly because she’d learned to dress more modestly
than even the Tamarian women did, rigorously avoiding form-fitting
outfits–but mostly because every veteran adored her. Brenna, who
also had a gold lion for valor embroidered on her collar, had
earned their trust under fire, and had moved beyond being the
object of their longing into the realm of respect and platonic
affection reserved for mothers and female siblings.

Having forgotten about the list of
responsibilities he should have compiled, after eating his eggs and
bread Garrick loitered contentedly at Brenna’s side while she
savored her chutney-covered toast. Lithians lingered over their
meals, so Garrick always finished eating first. He could smell the
acrid tang of its hot pepper on her breath. All the pressures of
his command seemed far away in her presence, and for a moment he
let his mind drift into a safe and secret place known only to the
two of them.

He’d arranged a leave for that evening so
that he could visit her parents’ estate and attend a dinner in
honor of her birthday. The real reason why his uniform hadn’t been
replaced lay in the fact that he’d saved his extra money to buy her
an expensive, heart-shaped pendant, a gift that now lay safely
stored in his locker awaiting the right moment to maximize her
delight. After dinner, they could spend some time alone, and he
planned on slipping it over her head after their conversation
declined and she’d permit his hands to hold and caress her. He
could already imagine the wonderful sensation of her pliant body
pressed against his own, the taste of her tongue and the magical
transformation of her eyes as they brightened in the darkness.

But distant gunfire rattled him out of his
reverie. Heads turned. Garrick’s heart raced. Conversation ceased
and a dreadful stillness fell over the assembled men. Moments
passed without another sound until the unmistakable whir of
Tamarian machine cannon rose above the silence, followed quickly by
the staccato crack of individual rifles.

The young officer took hold of Brenna’s soft
shoulders and, heedless of whomever might have been watching,
kissed her as if their lips would never meet again. “I love you!”
he asserted, rising from his seat. These were not words Garrick
uttered lightly, and in speaking them he underscored the intensity
of his devotion. The lieutenant turned away quickly with the tingle
of hot pepper lingering on his lips and tongue. He raced toward his
platoon’s position on the front, where Sergeant Ringer and his crew
remained on duty.

The men of Sergeant Vidders’ squad, the other
half of Garrick’s platoon, abandoned their breakfasts with equal
speed, ignoring the beautiful Lithian girl who watched her
betrothed scurry into danger. Brenna offered a prayer, lingering in
fear that she might not see him alive again, until the whistle of
incoming ordnance encouraged her to flee.




***




Sniper fire spat from the distant trees.
Garrick heard a bullet streak off to his left and zig-zagged his
way around an ammunition bunker, between the sandbagged rings of a
mortar pit on his right and the 3-inch howitzer behind him. He
could hear their crews shouting into sound powered phones until the
shriek of a rebel artillery shell and its subsequent explosion
forced him to duck at the base of a sandbag wall for shelter.

Blinding, choking smoke and red dust swirled
into rising eddies while a rain of small rocks and debris pelted
Garrick’s back. He crawled forward, seeking the rear edge of the
communication trench, then rolled into it feet first and awkwardly
landed on a helmet in a way that forced him off balance. Garrick
hit his forehead on the front lip of the trench and spat dirt out
of his mouth. That hurt. It also tasted far less pleasant than the
heat of Brenna’s mango - pepper chutney and he cursed loudly, until
he realized that the blackened and bloody helmet he’d slipped upon
belonged to a decapitated artillery solider.

Feeling his way to the left, Garrick found
the back entrance to his platoon’s command bunker and vanished
inside. Amidst the darkness and noise he stepped around Kasch
Nagel, the communications specialist, and felt Sergeant Ringer grab
his left arm.

“They’re lining up to attack, lieutenant!”
the sergeant informed him. “You’re bleeding! Are you ok?”

Garrick wiped his mouth, rewarded by a smear
of blood on the back of his hand. “It’s nothing. What
happened?”

Sergeant Ringer shrugged. “It’s war. That’s
why we’re here.” The sergeant moved for the small bunker’s open
side and down the trench as another artillery shell screamed
overhead. This one seemed far too high for an effective strike, but
when it landed deep behind the Tamarian positions another followed
in quick succession, Garrick realized that the rebel gunners were
deliberately lobbing shells into the refugee camp. Fear for
Brenna’s safety pounded in his chest, knowing that she had to run
the gauntlet of incoming artillery on her way back to the
infirmary, and for a moment he found himself distracted by concern
for her.

Sergeant Vidders’ men took up positions
supplementing Sergeant Ringer’s squad, slapping ammunition
magazines into their rifles. Tamarian warriors worked their bolt
actions to chamber high velocity rounds. Garrick snapped a magazine
into his .45 caliber automatic pistol and reached for the helmet
he’d left hanging at his post in the bunker. The young lieutenant
peered out of an observation port to relay information through
Private Nagel back to Captain Engels. He saw cavalry troops
assembling beneath the tree line about 1 500 yards away, and, while
observing them, a glint of reflected daylight caught his eye.
“Krieger!” he shouted, calling for the best marksman in Sergeant
Ringer’s squad. “Sniper in the trees. Take him out!”

Moments later a single shot rang out from the
Tamarian trench, and among the distant branches a rebel
sharpshooter tumbled from his perch.

Garrick picked up his rifle and watched the
cavalry begin trotting down from the low ridge while he loaded the
gun. Explosions thundered well behind Tamarian lines, rumbling
ominously through the ground. Finally, the roar of Tamarian
howitzers responded, shaking dust from the rafters of Garrick’s
tiny shelter.

Kasch Nagel, manning the sound powered phone,
warned Garrick to expect artillery just before the cavalry came
into effective range. “Captain says we’ve got to hold them!”

Garrick turned. “Tell the mortar crews to
hammer that field at five hundred yards when the horses charge. We
need rocket support . . .”

Four successive and tremendous explosions cut
off Garrick’s command, stirring the pale orange dirt in front of
the defensive trench into a frenzied storm of hot soil, pulverized
rock and shrapnel. Great gaps appeared in the concertina wire and
stake traps so carefully laid out beyond the defensive trench.
Another volley struck the area with great precision, keeping
Garrick down where he could not view the battlefield. When the
salvo stopped and the smoke cleared away, he arose and saw many
thousands of horses sprinting across the gap between the distant
tree line and his own position.

“Prepare to repulse!” he screamed. “Mortars!
Now!”

The crump of a mortar volley echoed through
the bunker walls, followed by another, a third and a fourth.
Garrick chambered a round in his rifle and slowly let out a stream
of breath to calm his nerves. As the front line of cavalry
approached the 500 yard mark, a curtain of fire dropped upon them,
a hellish rain of tiny steel flechette that tore through flesh and
bone, mangling horse and rider alike.

Equine and human screaming, audible between
the repeated mortar explosions, attested to the suffering inflicted
by the Tamarian mortar crews, yet the sheer number of attacking
rebels ensured that hundreds of horsemen survived and pressed
onward. Dozens of riders fell to the ground while their terrified,
bleeding mounts raced forward.

Garrick waited for surviving cavalrymen to
appear through the smoke, then gave the order to fire. The
tremendous din of Third Platoon’s collective rifle and machine
cannon blotted out all hope of being heard, so Kasch Nagel
abandoned the sound powered phone and joined Garrick in defending
their tiny bunker. Together they lined up their targets, fired,
quickly worked their rifle bolts and repeated the process with
lethally automatic precision.

Waves of El Caudillo’s finest cavalry
crumpled under the withering weight of Tamarian fire all along the
front. Another devastating round of mortar impacts rippled through
the enemy lines and the charge faltered for a moment. Other
Tamarian platoon commanders ordered their own mortar strikes until
a huge mass of dead and wounded horses piled up on the open field
at the leading edge of the rebel attack. Follow-on forces slowed as
they picked their paths forward, exposing themselves to well-aimed
rifle and machine cannon fire. Garrick called for another mortar
volley, and cursed because the famed and feared Tamarian rockets
had not yet joined the battle.

El Caudillo responded by commanding his heavy
guns to hit the Tamarian trenches while rebel mortars dropped smoke
rounds in front of the Tamarian positions. As the four inch
artillery shells fell directly upon them, the warriors of Alpha
Company cringed in their fox holes and trenches, allowing the
ravaged ranks of rebel cavalry to re-form and advance across the
field.

Eckhard Jaeger, cowering at the bottom of the
trench, experienced overwhelming terror. For the first time in his
life, the young Tamarian felt utterly helpless and frightened
beyond restraint. The bone-rattling, ear-shattering blasts and heat
of exploding artillery, the stifling, gagging smoke and dust
conspired with a dread of impending death to loosen control over
his bowels.

An artillery fragment struck Ivo Archer in
the neck, spraying arterial blood across the wall of the trench,
catching Eckhard’s face as the other rookie soldier collapsed and
shuddered, gasping for air like a fish thrown on the shore. Eckhard
wanted to call for help but forgot the medic’s name. In his
confusion and fear, watching Ivo’s life slip away, the sight of
blood on the sleeve he used for wiping his face clean made him feel
too paralyzed to scream: “Medic!”

As the shelling ceased and he trembled into
firing position, the young soldier saw more horses than he’d ever
imagined in his life charging through the smoke, their riders
directing them between gaps in the concertina wire. As the enemy
closed in faster than he could work his rifle and shoot, Jaeger
began hyperventilating in wide-eyed panic.

Karsten Bachman’s machine cannon jammed. He
and Rupert Decker worked feverishly to restore the weapon’s
function, but as the rebels approached the two leaped out of their
sandbagged nest and into the trench to avoid a hand grenade that
landed near their feet. The explosion of that grenade injured no
one, but it took one of Third Platoon’s machine cannon out of the
fight and presented a weak spot the Kamerese soon exploited.

Seeing the rebels dismount for their final
assault, Jaeger dropped his rifle and fled toward the nearest exit,
the rear opening of Garrick’s command bunker. When he arrived
there, however, the crouching form of Kasch Nagel shouting into the
sound powered phone slowed him down.

Garrick grabbed the frightened soldier and
shoved him out of the bunker. “Get back to your post!” he ordered,
the grim expression on his face made macabre by the blood drying on
his chin.

Jaeger shook his head fearfully, fighting
back tears. “I can’t, Ravenwood! They’re going to kill us!”

Garrick drew his .45 caliber pistol and aimed
it at Eckhard’s head, dextrously flipping the safety off with his
thumb. “Get back, now!”

At that moment a dismounted Kamerese soldier
appeared at the lip of the trench. Garrick shifted his handgun up
and to the right, and with a single pull on the trigger lethally
shot the enemy warrior in the head. Garrick’s calm ruthlessness
seemed even more horrifying to Jaeger than the shame of facing his
comrades with soiled pants, and as the young lieutenant returned
the smoking, business end of his handgun to Eckhard’s face, the
soldier backed toward his own position, bumping against the dead
rebel who had fallen into the trench.

Garrick swore venomously, uttering epithets
that likened Private Jaeger’s lineage to vermin, scavengers, bottom
feeders and the degenerates who sifted through garbage seeking
food. Standing at the eastern opening of his command bunker, the
Tamarian officer killed several rebel soldiers approaching his
position, then ducked behind the bunker’s reinforced wall to
reload.

A horseman tried to jump his mount over the
primary defensive trench, but the narrow strip between it and the
communication trench to its rear proved insufficient for the horse
to land on all four feet for a second leap. The great beast
slipped, fell on its belly with a great noise and slid backward,
directly into Third Platoon’s trench.

With his pistol reloaded, Garrick shot the
rebel rider in the back of the head, then quickly dispatched the
horse, but another grenade bounced into the space between himself
and the dead creature. Garrick shouted a warning to his platoon as
he pushed Kasch Nagel back through the rear entrance of the command
bunker, toward the relative safety of the communications
trench.

The grenade went off, partially filling the
carefully dug trench with debris, but as the dust settled Garrick
pressed forward, turned the corner and came nearly face to face
with a rebel soldier who’d jumped into the trench with his rifle.
Garrick, using a handgun that was far more maneuverable in the
tight confines of the trench, fired two shots at point blank range
into his enemy’s chest, then turned toward another rebel who
appeared above him.

Just as the enemy soldier pulled the pin on a
grenade, Garrick shot him in the shoulder. The force of his .45
caliber round knocked the man off his feet, and the explosive
intended to kill Garrick rolled downhill instead, erupting beneath
the forelegs of yet another warhorse.

Climbing on the flanks of the dead horse that
had fallen in his trench, Garrick fired at the dismounted rider,
then shot the grenade-wielding rebel again, this time killing
him.

With determined, relentless resistence,
members of Third Platoon beat back the rebel incursion into their
zone. The fighting continued for most of the morning, but the
courageous Tamarian defense stopped a direct assault cold in its
tracks, forcing the Kamerese to seek cover behind dead horses and
within shell craters, where they exchanged fire with the Tamarians
until the ammunition they carried ran out. Returning to the
confines of his command bunker after checking on his men, Garrick
heard Kasch Nagel acknowledge an order from Captain Engels’
staff.

“Talon needs help!” Kasch relayed. “He’s got
rebels in the trench!”

“Tell them we’re on the way,” Garrick
replied. He turned to his left and shouted over the din of firing
rifles. “Sergeant Vidders! Enemy in section one, west! Clear the
trench!”

Sergeant Vidders pulled his squadron out of
their supplementary positions and sent them scurrying toward
Garrick’s command bunker. The experienced sergeant led his men
through the rear and into the communication trench that ran
parallel to the sector held by Talon Waldheim’s platoon. Every man
except Eckhard Jaeger nodded at their young commander on their way
through the command bunker.

Garrick would never see some of those men
alive again.




***




Though she’d experienced many battles in her
life, Brenna found the prosecution of this one the most cruel and
ruthless of all. As she ducked to scurry past a battery of multiple
rocket launchers on her way toward the infirmary, the Lithian
maiden saw the brilliant flash of rebel phosphorus warheads burst
over the civilian tents. Panic and pandemonium ensued. Terrified
refugees fled toward the broad, roped-off blast zones behind the
rocket launchers, seeking shelter from the indiscriminate shelling,
only to come under sniper fire from the tree line nearly a mile to
the south.

Amid the dense, white smoke and confusion
Tamarian rocket crews yelled at their charges to turn around and
head back toward the camp. The Kamerese, who didn’t understand the
language, couldn’t comprehend that the Tamarians wouldn’t launch
their most effective weapons in fear that hot rocket exhaust
discharging from the rear of the launchers would incinerate the
people they were supposed to be protecting.

Brenna stopped behind a bunker, huddling for
shelter with another Tamarian soldier. She heard sounds of distress
behind her and turned toward a woman who cried for help as she
clutched her screaming son. Burnt flesh clung to the child’s back,
his tanned skin blistered bright and yellow-colored. The mother had
tried to put out the fire on her son’s back, burning her hands in
the process. A young girl cried fearfully at her mother’s side.

Exploding phosphorus shells produced
tremendous heat and phosphorus pentoxide. When this compound
contacted human skin it absorbed water, creating phosphoric acid
that quickly resulted in nasty flesh burns. Brenna shuddered in
horror, but she beckoned the woman to come toward the relative
safety at the back of the ammunition bunker.

Initially Brenna’s Lithian features inspired
the mother to turn away and look elsewhere for assistance, but the
desperate need of her wounded child overwhelmed all doubt and
prejudice. The mother ran forward with her children. Calming the
woman with a gentle touch, Brenna spoke in vulgate, a language she
hoped the mother would understand. “Let me help you,” she said with
authority. “Hold your son.”

Turning toward the Tamarian soldier who’d
also sought shelter to avoid the shelling, the Lithian maiden
ordered him to help her recover the wheeled water basin the
warriors used for washing their hands.

“I there go,” she said, misplacing the verbs
in Tamarian language as she did when she felt pressure or anxiety.
“You with me come. Help water push.”

“Are you crazy?” he asked in disbelief.

Though she didn’t answer, when the man saw
Brenna scurry out into the line of fire, he swore, shook his head
and followed. The wheeled cart that supported a water basin for
pre-meal hand washing had been abandoned when the shooting
interrupted breakfast. Though it was too heavy for Brenna to handle
on her own, with the help of the soldier she pushed it back behind
the bunker. Despite blistering fire from enemy snipers,
miraculously no bullet found its intended mark on either of
them.

“Hat give!” she ordered. “Fast now!”

The soldier complied, and Brenna used it as a
container to scoop water. She rinsed the acid off the boy’s burnt
back, speaking to him in a soothing voice that helped calm his
distress. He shivered and wept while she repeated this process for
a long time.

Brenna cut his clothing off with her boot
knife, discarding it without touching any of the contaminated
portions. A strong, garlic odor permeated the cloth and burnt
flesh. She then pulled a morphine ampule out of her kit and poured
a capful of the narcotic into the palm of her hand, nearly spilling
it when an artillery shell exploded nearby. The girl modeled
sniffing for the screaming boy until his mother translated the idea
that he was supposed to inhale the analgesic. He did, but didn’t
stop screaming. With the tip of her knife, Brenna carefully removed
any bits of phosphorus that remained in the boy’s flesh.

Examining his body with experienced eyes,
Brenna saw second and third degree burns all over his back. The
extent of this injury on a child would have proven fatal, but
Brenna prayed and feeling the familiar sense of Allfather’s power
flowing through her, kissed her fingers and pressed them against
the boy’s burnt skin. To the utter astonishment of his disbelieving
mother and the terror of an observing Tamarian warrior, the damaged
flesh restored perfectly at the Lithian girl’s touch. The Kamerese
mother began weeping in dread and joy at the miracle she witnessed,
while the soldier backed away in horror.

“Who are you?” he asked, wide-eyed and
trembling.

“Do you not fight?” she replied, handing back
the man’s helmet. “I heal. You now go. Brave be!”

He ran to rejoin the battle, inspired by
Brenna’s courage and more frightened after witnessing Allfather’s
power working through the waify Lithian girl than any enemy could
inspire. Later, that soldier told his astonishing tale to anyone
who would listen.

While the battle raged around her, Brenna
methodically healed every burn on the young boy’s back. Then, she
took the mother’s wounded hands and also restored them. The boy
turned and looked at Brenna in wonder. When the mother bowed her
face to the ground and clutched the hem of Brenna’s skirt, the
Lithian girl pulled away.

“Don’t bow to me,” she warned in vulgate.
“Honor God alone!” Brenna pointed toward northward and directed the
mother to flee in that direction. She closed her eyes to pray for
the woman’s safety, then breathed deeply to calm her own fear,
knowing that the infirmary lay a considerable distance to the east.
With the battle intensifying, they’d need her, and they’d need her
soon.

Racing between the sandbagged shelters with a
prayer on her lips and terror overflowing from her heart, the
Lithian girl scurried from shelter to shelter along the Tamarian
front line. At the peak of the conflict, with enemy calvary racing
toward the trench network, the fighting grew more desperate, more
dangerous and Brenna’s flight became more frightening.

Violent shelling tore the landscape asunder.
A rain of red soil, shrapnel and bits of burnt flesh fell amid
thick smoke and dust. A stifling atmosphere alive with whistling
bullets, fire and the screams of human affliction melded into a
singular horror compounded by intense heat, nerve shattering
explosions, the sounds of rifles firing, of machine cannons and
mortars spitting death. This nightmare persisted for over an hour
as Brenna, who carried no weapon aside from her boot knife, fled
eastward.

Just before the Tamarian rockets finally
entered the fray, she arrived at a place where the trench lines and
revetments thinned near the Virgin River. With forces loyal to
Brenna’s family defending the river’s eastern bank, the Tamarians
focused their formidable strength further west, presuming that the
Lithians and their Abelscinnian allies would protect this flank.
Battle noise finally faded as Brenna held her breath and sprinted
toward a tree line that lay toward the northeast. With her body
desperate for air and her thoughts teeming with ancient psalms,
Brenna gasped as the smoke cleared near the western bank of the
Virgin River.

She dropped to the ground and paused,
panting. An ache stitched into her side. As the girl regained her
breath, a feat her Lithian physiology enabled with startling speed,
she noticed fresh horseshoe prints in the dirt and wrinkled her
brow. Cautiously she arose, following the shallow river as she
trotted toward her destination.

Among the ruins dotting the land to the west
of her parents’ estate, an old school building remained the most
structurally sound. When the Tamarians planned their refugee camp
they selected this building to serve as their infirmary. It had
several large rooms well suited for patient care, as well as water
basins, toilets and administrative facilities.

Its courtyard normally served as a triage
area. Tamarian medical personnel sorted casualties and sick
refugees according to the severity of their condition and assigned
space inside the building as necessary. Now, however, the courtyard
lay empty, save for several dead Kamerese whose bodies lay still,
riddled with gunfire.

That sight, the first indication that
something terrible had happened in this place, nearly motivated her
to slip quietly across the river to escape. But her sense of duty
prevailed and Brenna approach the main door carefully. Bullet holes
pocked the plastered walls and shattered glass crumpled underfoot.
She expected a great deal of activity at the infirmary, given the
fury of the fighting, but found the foyer deserted. Pools of blood
stained the tile floor where Tamarian soldiers had fallen. Though
warm to the touch, none of the victims had a pulse, and Brenna
didn’t recognize any of their faces.

Voices drew her to the rear of the building,
where several rooms lay along a hallway. Footfalls, gunfire and a
scream from upstairs indicated the converted school hadn’t been
deserted, but once the Lithian girl opened a door to an assembly
area, she saw more bodies on the floor and several of the Tamarian
hospital workers, stripped to their underwear with their hands tied
behind their backs, sitting in a circle. That seemed completely out
of character. Tamarians, who were obsessed with modesty, would
never do such a thing without being compelled . . .

A rebel soldier, with his rifle pointed at
the group, turned his head at the sound of the opening door.
Dagmara, one of the Tamarian nurses, recognized the Lithian maiden
and said: “Run, Brenna!”

But before she turned, booted footsteps
approached from behind. A squad of elite rebel troops, each one
bearing an automatic weapon, closed in on her. They chambered
rounds and cut off any hope of escaping through a door or
window.

“Hands up!” the squad leader ordered in
Tamarian. Then nodding to one of his warriors, he said: “Search and
strip her!”




***




With the shriek of rocket fire approaching
from the rear, Garrick felt a sense of triumph well up within his
soul. Hundreds of small, antipersonnel warheads flooded the
battlefield, their exploding shells cleansing it of the enemy
cavalry and follow-on troops. Heavy artillery fire and long range
rockets laid waste the rebel gun batteries. The enemy attack
withered like a shallow pool on a hot day, until only terrifying
memories and the occasional outbreak of sporadic shooting remained
of their menace.

Once the immediate threat to the Tamarian
front lines had been eliminated, Garrick spoke to Captain Engels on
the sound powered phone and volunteered to counterattack El
Caudillo’s retreating forces. The captain, however, firmly denied
Garrick’s offer and hung up the phone without saying why.

Frustrated, Garrick went about the grim task
of evaluating casualties. Among Sergeant Ringer’s men Imre
Kellerlien suffered a concussion and minor abrasions when an
exploding artillery shell blasted one of the defensive posts
through his firing port. Herschel Klein, one of the rookies in the
squad, took a bullet in the neck, but Udo Barth, the platoon medic,
managed to stem the bleeding and stabilize Herschel for transport
back to the infirmary.

While Udo spoke on the company’s medical net,
however, his expression darkened. “All of them?” he inquired,
looking at Garrick and then quickly looking away. “So where do we
send our casualties?”

Just then Harmon Grossman and several of
Sergeant Vidders’ men returned. The big man looked pale and sad.
“We lost the sergeant,” he told Garrick. “The rebels got him when
we stormed the trench. I’m sorry, sir. I know he meant a lot to
you.

“Thorsten Lehman took a bullet in the leg and
bled out before Lieutenant Waldheim’s medic could reach him. Axel
and Oswin also got shot, but they’re stable and I think Axel is on
his way back now.”

Garrick looked away, across the open field
where tangles of ruined flesh lay in lifeless and dying heaps. He
didn’t hear the end of Harmon’s report, struggling to suppress a
storm of strong emotion. Wiping his eyes and forcing his trembling
hands to steady, Garrick buried his feelings by sheer force of
will. “What about Jaeger?”

“He smells like the latrine, but other than
that I have nothing to report.”

“Find an MP to guard him. Tell him to clean
up, then come back,” Garrick ordered.

After this Garrick approached Udo Barth for a
report on the wounded, wondering why the casualties hadn’t yet been
sent to the infirmary.

Udo seemed very reluctant to talk. He looked
at the ground, to the trench sides and across the battlefield
rather than meet his lieutenant’s gaze. “It’s bad news, sir,” he
began. “Rebel troops came up the river and stormed the infirmary.
They killed all of the male Kamerese workers, all the patients,
young and old, then took the women and our people prisoner. We’ve
got nobody left in the hospital, and until the reserve medical
corps arrive, we’re supposed to keep our wounded here.”

“What?” the young officer replied,
disbelievingly. “They butchered their own, then took our medical
staff prisoner?” Garrick’s heart sank, knowing that Brenna had gone
back there during the battle. He leaned against the back of the
trench wall and put his hands to his face in shock and disbelief.
“Who are these people we’re fighting?”

“I wish I had something better to say, sir,”
Udo responded, putting his hand on Garrick’s shoulder. “I hope
Little Sister is going to be ok. I’m really sorry.”

Garrick couldn’t leave the platoon to compose
himself, so he went into the command bunker and ordered everyone
else to stay away until he’d washed away his sorrow over the demise
of Sergeant Vidders, Thorsten Lehman, and his fear and worry about
losing Brenna. After Garrick shed his tears, he calmed himself and
returned to his men.

By the time a handcuffed Eckhard Jaeger
appeared in front of Garrick the young lieutenant had grown angry,
and had to muster reserve control not to raise his voice or beat
Jaeger to a pulp with his bare hands. He ordered Eckhard to sit
down, then called in Sergeant Ringer, Harmon Grossman and Kasch
Nagel as witnesses. The soldier trembled as Garrick began
speaking.

“You deserted your post in a time of peril.
According to the Uniform Code of Conduct that offense is punishable
by death. You are hereby confined to the company brig until a court
martial can be convened to determine your sentence.” Then, turning
to the MP, Garrick said: “Get him out of here!”

As the military policeman left with Jaeger,
Captain Engels came to check on Garrick. Seeing the soldier that
Garrick attacked being led away under arrest, he stopped the MP and
asked Garrick what had happened.

When Garrick relayed the story, Jaeger
blurted out: “He pulled a gun on me, sir!”

A rare and dangerous expression crossed
Captain Engels’ normally serene countenance, but when he spoke, he
did so in a characteristically calm tone of voice. “Well, soldier,”
the captain said. “By the time we’re done with you I’m sure you’ll
regret that he didn’t pull the trigger.”







****







Complications








Gripping a narrow ledge with his left hand,
Algernon reached along the rock face in search of a higher crevice.
The ancient basalt revealed secrets to his imploring fingers, and
after testing the strength of his newly found purchase with an
increasing percentage of his body weight, Algernon pulled his
aching left foot out of a crack in the rock and shifted his body to
the right. His toes found a ledge that would serve as a temporary
resting place for his right foot while pulling his body higher and
paused to let the tingling in his left foot fade.

Overhead, Algernon heard a skein of
silver-grey geese singing their coarse encouragements and watched
them wing their broad, long-necked bodies toward warmer climes
further south. He considered their lives and admired their
uncomplicated existence, wishing for a long moment that like them,
he could face an uncertain future with the support of strong allies
united in a common cause.

The geese continued on their journey,
oblivious to the young monk scrambling up the bedewed rock face far
below. Once he’d regained feeling in his foot, Algernon lifted his
knee and planted his afflicted toes into a minor cleft before
dragging his body further up the eroded face of Superstition
Mesa.

Climbing normally relaxed him, but Algernon
wavered between feeling tense and annoyed. Small gravel stones and
bits of loosened moss tumbled upon him from above, inspiring
impatient laments muttered to no one in particular. The damp,
slippery rock required care to ascend, while the urgency of his
mission clamored for a quickened pace. Cursing availed no
advantage, yet uttering epithets enabled him to vent frustration in
a manner that did not endanger his life.

In the midst of his climb, Algernon realized
that it likely would have been faster to take the trail home on his
bike. However, too many people had seen him ride up the path toward
Augury Creek with Kira, and if he’d sped back without her, some
farm worker might investigate and find his wounded sister sitting
next to a giantess, who lay pinned beneath a dead cave bear. He
didn’t want to think about explaining that scene to a bewildered
neighbor, as he had sworn a sacred oath to speak truthfully. and
could think of no way to rationalize lending aid to the traditional
enemy of his people. The situation he faced seemed both absurd and
hopelessly unreasonable, and that fact lay at the root of his
vexation.

Kira hadn’t thought this through. Kira never
thought things through. Her impulsivity complicated everything, but
as Algernon slithered onto the summit he reflected on his
experience, realizing that his own behavior differed very little
from that of his twin sister. How could he complain about Kira
without underscoring his own folly? His critical wit often tore
ragged holes in relationships. His feet frequently rushed into
peril and he used his hands for striking down far more often than
he did for lifting up. In that lucid moment, with no one around to
affirm his honesty, Algernon had to admit that he and Kira
approached life from remarkably similar perspectives.

Algernon drew up to full height and dusted
off his shirt and pants. Kira’s infirmity worried him. He fretted
about leaving her with the giantess, even though the humanoid
couldn’t possibly harm Kira while trapped beneath the bulk of the
cave bear, and Kira was smart enough to deal with any other threat
he could imagine.

The unsettling memory of blood on her towel
and hammock hummed through the processing of his subconscious mind.
Had he glanced over something about this in the medical book
Dmitri, a respected monk, had given him last spring?

Brenna’s warnings about the many
complications of his sister’s addiction–particularly how the sudden
cessation of opiate usage related to her reproductive
system–hovered on the fringes of his memory. She’d told him what
she thought, but at the time, the joy of having Kira restored to
full health prompted less than full attention to Brenna’s counsel.
Now he regretted not giving her guidance greater heed.

Female problems left him feeling squeamish.
While he understood the process and role of estrus in procreation,
something about Kira’s ongoing adversity bothered him. He thought
the bleeding contradicted Brenna’s diagnosis, yet no girl should
bleed for so long, at least, he didn’t think so. Algernon didn’t
know for certain. Part of him didn’t want to know, and the delicate
task of getting along with his sister compounded the natural
reluctance he felt in broaching the subject of her hemorrhage.

Vacillating between desperate concern,
irritation and revulsion, the mix of strong feelings stirring in
Algernon’s soul left him feeling strangely impotent. Fearless in
the face of a threat, whatever courage he might have mustered under
different circumstances vanished like forgotten dreams whenever he
confronted the reality of Kira’s distress.

The young man glanced into the clearing sky,
as if the act of doing so enabled him to address the Great God
directly. Algernon spat a diatribe of accusation and invective
toward the heavens, holding God responsible for all these
complications while at the same time, uncertain that the act of
addressing the Deity made a crumb of difference. Formal prayers and
past experience aside, Algernon remained skeptical that the Great
God cared about his situation in a personal way; yet if this belief
could be proven true, what good resulted from railing against a
remote, dispassionate and apathetic God?

Every time Algernon permitted doubts of this
kind to enter his thinking, the quietly persistent urge to ascribe
a reason for the natural world and the gifts of intellect and
emotion breathed into his consciousness. He tried to ignore these
thoughts while walking through the forest, but couldn’t.

Though the temptation to turn away from his
priestly responsibilities strutted through his mind like a
scantily-clad strumpet, an even stronger allure–one rooted so
deeply in his soul he couldn’t identify its source–compelled him to
let go of his doubt, to believe, to find peace. That’s what he
really wanted, after all.

So why did these thoughts bother him, when so
many practical concerns complicated his existence? Why did he feel
more reluctance in rejecting God than he did in leaving his mother
and father, whom he could see and touch? Why, even after departing
from the Sacred Enclosure, did Algernon find this line of thinking
so subtly influential and pervasive?

Was this Astrid’s fault? Could Brenna take
the blame? What about Jawara, whose belief in the Holy One pervaded
every attitude and action? He’d hated Astrid before she accompanied
him to Kameron, and Algernon had known neither Brenna nor Jawara
before commencing on that fateful journey. Neither Astrid, Brenna,
nor Jawara could claim credit for these nagging issues. This
philosophical wrestling stemmed from within, looming large,
inspiring a restlessness that he knew would track him until he
arrived at some kind of resolution.

Why did life require him to struggle? Why
were things so complicated with Kira? Why was his family so messed
up? Why didn’t Astrid love him?

Thinking of her inspired a singular tear as
the ache of missing her spilled from its carefully concealed hiding
place in a quiet corner of his soul. Algernon trembled, wiped his
face on the sleeve of his shirt and breathed deeply of the sweet,
pine-scented air. Intellectually, he understood why Astrid could
not love him, just as Kira couldn’t really love Astrid the way the
priestess needed her love.

The rational part of his mind concluded that
if he truly loved Astrid, he’d honor her vow of celibacy. He would
support her return to the Sacred Enclosure. As painful as those
decisions had been for him to accept, she’d done the right
thing.

Yet, if leaving him had been the right thing,
why did he feel so miserable?

By brute force of will Algernon pushed these
melancholy thoughts aside. He picked a path through dense
undergrowth and climbed over floor debris that littered the old
forest, heading east where the clearing he’d seen earlier lay
several hundred yards distant.

As he approached, foreboding filled his
heart. Though he should have hastened on his path through the
trees, fear slowed his every step. His footfalls felt heavy as he
wrestled with the temptation to do nothing and simply meet Kira in
Marvic later in the day. He didn’t need to risk his life again. The
army could take care of the problem without his intervention.

Nobody walked into a giant’s enclave and
lived to tell the tale. The sheer audacity of doing so might
inspire them to pause before killing him, and maybe one of them
would listen. If not, they’d think him an easy victim. While
underestimating Algernon’s fighting skill could prove fatal, the
average mountain giant stood more than a yard taller and had more
than four times his own mass. Some of the adult males were even
bigger! Greatly feared, giants deserved their reputation for
ruthless brutality. Though Algernon worried that he would have to
fight on their turf, he had no intention of fighting on their
terms.

With the Daystar well above the distant
mountain ridges, Algernon approached the clearing, where the
unmistakable smell he’d detected the day before lingered heavily in
the still air. No bird sang. He skirted through mature trees,
listening, watching, struggling to control the pounding in his
heart as every stride brought him closer to the stronghold.

The open gate and smoldering trash fire
indicated activity. The huge stack of cut and peeled logs he’d seen
earlier lay drying to the west of the fortress, but no living thing
moved beyond the palisade wall. Algernon noticed a sentry manning
the tower. Creeping toward the edge of the forest, the bravado that
inspired his earlier blasphemy against the Great God vanished, and
as terror overwhelmed his soul, Algernon instinctively found
himself motivated to pray.

How strange! How contrary! How would he
survive to see another day?

Irrational as it seemed, the praying calmed
him. Algernon ventured out of the woods and carefully approached
the fort. Strong daylight warmed his flesh as the morning chill
faded into shivers of genuine fear. He walked with every sense
alert, every nerve tuned toward any threat, and with each step the
noisome reek of the giants wrenched his gut until the modest meal
he’d consumed with Kira threatened to erupt from his belly.

None of the giants noticed his approach. He
could hear them talking about an upcoming hunt. Someone named Taf
boasted of his bravery while another laughed and launched into a
story about the last rut, when Taf had been bettered by a female’s
resistance to his mating. Astonishingly, Algernon walked directly
to the center of the gate without so much as a glance cast in his
direction until the incredible stench overwhelmed all self-control
and he retched.

The sound of his vomiting ceased all
conversation. Shocked at the sight of a lone and nauseated human
emptying his stomach at the entrance to their stronghold, the
giants paused until the sentry snapped out of his shock and turned
his weapon toward the boy framed by the fortress gate.

Algernon lifted his head and saw movement in
the tower. The giant turned a huge gun toward him, filled a flash
pan with powder and brought the weapon up to his shoulder. Algernon
dived and rolled toward the palisade wall. A thunderous,
ear-splitting crack shattered the morning calm, its echo rippling
across distant rock faces and ridge lines. Iron shot lashed the
strong, wooden walls like an angry, storm-driven wave crashing upon
shore. Heavy approaching footfalls thudded through the ground as
the giants reached for more traditional weapons and raced forward
to defend their keep.

Arising from his crouch behind the wall and
holding his hands outward, Algernon showed that he did not carry a
weapon. Undeterred, a young giant roared and heaved a javelin that
would have impaled anyone of lesser martial skill, then lowered a
spear and charged forward.

Dropping down again, Algernon watched the
javelin approach, rolled away and when the weapon struck the
ground, he retrieved it. His right foot slid forward, knee bent,
and shoulder dropped as his left hand pushed the back of the
javelin high. From this position, Algernon steeled his nerves and
prepared to defend himself.

This should have been an easy kill. Yet as
the giant moved his heavy spear head toward the human, the small
creature held his ground, as if he actually intended to fight!
Something dreadful in the human’s expression inspired a slight
wavering of the giant’s resolve, and in that moment, with
astounding speed, the small human attacked!

Algernon smacked the iron spear tip with the
front of the javelin, knocking it upward, then stepped his left
foot backward so that his toes faced in near opposite direction.
Pivoting on the balls of his feet, Algernon twisted his torso to
the left and jammed the javelin tip into the giant’s left calf
muscle. With refined agility, the Tamarian boy spun toward the
right. As the giant’s weight shifted leftward, Algernon
shuffle-stepped forward and thrust the back tip of the javelin
through the two bones that made up his adversary’s right forearm
and heaved upward. He leaped over the big humanoid’s right leg,
turned right, then withdrew the blooded javelin and heaved the same
sharp tip into the back of the giant’s right thigh.

The huge creature fell to his knees with a
great thud and dropped his spear, clutching the serious wound in
his right arm. Pain washed over his body, and the shock of being
bettered so quickly in combat by a small human amplified a disgrace
that worsened as other giants thundered over to witness his
humiliation.

Algernon, now standing behind his foe, slid
forward and pressed the javelin tip into the soft spot at the base
of the giant’s right ear, ready to end his life with a single push.
He hadn’t come here to kill anyone, but he believed the unprovoked
attack gave him the right to defend himself, and now the young monk
worried that he might not extricate himself from this situation
without spilling a lot of blood.

Other giants surrounded them, and realizing
that the Tamarian boy had their kinsman’s life in his hands, for a
long moment they glanced at one another and said nothing. Finally,
Jarl, their chieftain roared: “You must die!”

“No one dies today!” Algernon retorted, his
voice firm and fearless. “There will be no killing unless you wish
it so!”

“I wish it so!” Jarl spat. Several human
skulls that testified of his rank and exploits in battle dangled
from his belt in response to his angry posture.

Algernon pressed the heavy javelin forward.
It trembled in his hands as a trickle of blood dripped from behind
the giant’s ear. “Then your kinsman will be the first!”

Jarl raised his weapon and jammed its butt
end into the ground, listening to Eyjólfr whimpering as the beaten
giant struggled to contain his pain and rage. The small one could
easily kill Eyjólfr with a single, hard push, and Jarl did not want
to see his nephew humiliated by such a death. “Why do you defile
our dwelling, small one?”

Algernon, surrounded by eight giants, found
fighting easier than negotiating with humanoids whose form of his
own language lacked much of its vocabulary and capacity to express
subtleties and abstractions. Aside from being larger, male giants
differed very little in appearance when compared to the females,
who, unlike human women, did not exhibit swollen breasts and large
hips as secondary sex characteristics.

All giants walked upright and covered their
loins, but their thick arms extended nearly to their knees, and
this trait, coupled with broad shoulders and expansive chests, made
them look like huge, fat, hairless apes ready to topple over at any
moment. Their massive, protruding lower jaws displayed yellowed,
blackened teeth that made their flattened faces snarl, and their
leathery-skinned, unwashed bodies exuded a musk that stank
badly.

Trapped within the circle Algernon made a
show of disengaging the weapon and casting it to the ground at
Jarl’s feet. “I need your help,” he replied.

A flurry of angry words, threats and curses
swirled into a storm of invective. Eyjólfr, feeling the javelin tip
withdraw, twisted and flung his right hand backward, sweeping
harmlessly through the air above Algernon’s head as the Tamarian
priest ducked out of the way. Staggering to his feet, the giant
hurled his left fist into a murderous haymaker punch.

Though the giant’s great strength could have
killed Algernon with a single blow, its delivery proved far too
ponderous and Algernon’s swift response only added to Eyjólfr’s
abasement. Feet spread, torso twisting, the outer flat of
Algernon’s left forearm smacked the giant’s wrist in a circular
motion while his left hand snapped outward, guiding the humanoid’s
blow out of the way. Algernon slammed a right-handed, two-knuckled
corkscrew punch into his opponent’s forearm, then twisted back to
the right and dropped his full weight onto his left knee, which
crashed into the giant’s left toes, crushing them.

Algernon bounced back up as the humanoid lost
balance and reached for his afflicted toes. Steadying his stance
for only a single breath, the Tamarian boy shuffle-stepped forward
and delivered a devastatingly powerful side kick into the back of
the giant’s right knee. Eyjólfr whirled, off balance, then crashed
onto his back, gasping for air, while Algernon withdrew in a
fighting stance. The priest waited, breathing through his mouth to
control nausea, watching to see if the giant would resume the
struggle.

Væni, Jar’s eldest son, bellowed an angry
threat and surged forward to defend the honor of his fallen cousin,
but Jarl held him back. “Let the small one talk!” the chieftain
demanded. “He fights like a man!”

Algernon faced the chieftain with eyes
narrowed. “Less than an hour ago, my sister and I saved one of your
daughters from a cave bear,” he began.

Væni laughed in contempt. “A cave bear would
kill you!”

The young priest continued, undeterred, a
fearsome tone underscoring his resolve. “I am not so easily
defeated,” he spat. “The giantess fought bravely. She stood with us
and killed the creature, but the beast landed on her and I lack the
strength to move it.”

“You lie!” Væni responded. “You small ones
speak big lies!”

“Come with me, then. See for yourself!”

“I will kill you and boil your flesh!” the
young giant threatened.

“One failure is not enough for you?” Algernon
smirked, gesturing toward Eyjólfr. “If I do not return soon, the
giantess will suffocate, and my sister will go to the city. She’ll
tell the army that you are here. Our soldiers will destroy this
place and kill every one of you.”

Though Væni began to reply, Jarl stopped him
with an uplifted hand. “We have known of you for some time,” the
chieftain said in a threatening voice. “When you left in the
planting season we thought you had chosen wisely. Now, we see you
are building on our land. We are watching you. If you speak
falsely, I will rend your bones and scatter your blood to the
wind!”

That was no idle threat, and Algernon knew
it. Why had the giants permitted him to return and begin
construction on his new home when they had the power to kill him
and Kira while they slept? “So we arrive at an understanding,” the
Tamarian boy replied at length. “I come in peace.”

“There is no peace between us,” Jarl
responded. “You are the enemy!”

“If I were your enemy your daughter would be
dead. If I were your enemy, an army would stand before you right
now. But I am a man of peace and your daughter lives. My sister
watches over her. I came alone, seeking your help with empty
hands.”

Algernon worried that nothing he said would
be considered truthful, especially by the young bucks whose status
related directly to how many humans each had slain; to Jarl,
however, whose skull trophies testified to long success against
human foes, a measure of restraint prevailed. “If you speak truth,
I honor your courage. Two of my ulfhedinn will go, and when we have
recovered our daughter you and your sister will stand before
Sigrid, the Lawgiver.”

“I am not subject to your law. I will never
submit to you or your kind!”

Jarl grew angry and stepped forward, towering
over Algernon. “Sigrid has spared your pitiful life thus far! Do
you think, small one, that we permit vermin on our land? Your kind
live in terror of this place!”

Algernon did not back down. “Don’t talk to me
of terror. I faced an angry bear to save your daughter while your
warriors laughed and boasted of their hunting skill in safety.” He
pointed at the young giants, whose rage simmered in strained
submission to their chieftain. “Should I have let her die? Do you
prefer a corpse to the living? Death seems to be the only thing you
understand!”

A deep snarl grew inside the giant’s chest.
He twirled his weapon in his three fingered hand and leveled at the
Tamarian monk. “You insult me when I could kill you!”

“And in so speaking you confirm the truth of
what I say,” Algernon retorted. “But if you kill me, you condemn
your entire clan to death!”

The giant roared angrily, beating his broad
chest with his left fist. He did not like being outsmarted, and the
insolent tone Algernon persisted in using left the great humanoid
feeling humiliated. Yet long experience prevailed against his fury,
and rather than lashing out at the young Tamarian, Jarl performed a
tactical retreat.

“Grímr and Ófeigr will go with you,” he
said.

“We will need rope to climb down,” Algernon
replied. “We can’t take the road. The farm workers are out in the
field, and if they see any of you there will be trouble.”

Jarl ordered his son, Væni, to fetch a length
of rope, then turned back to the priest. He pointed at Algernon’s
money pouch with the tip of his spear. “Whom did you slay for the
Auðr?”

Algernon had not known the name of the
magical bag that Garrick had given him, nor did he understand its
importance to giant culture. “It was given to me by my brother,”
the young monk said. “He is a great warrior.”

Jarl sniffed, his slatted nostrils expelling
something sticky and foul. This was a gesture of disgust,
indicating that the giant did not approve of Algernon obtaining
such a valued thing as a gift. “You will not return here,” the
giant chieftain warned as Væni approached with a coil of rope. “You
will not speak of us, or there will be war and many of your people
will die.”

“And you will leave us alone,” Algernon
replied. “We have no quarrel with you. Do I have your word that you
will honor this agreement?”

Jarl thought for a moment before assenting
and thrusting his spear, point first, into the ground. “Also, you
will not pass the clearing. We will spare your life, but you must
remain silent.” The great chieftain lifted his chin, dismissing the
ulfhedinn before the rank of giants parted and let Algernon lead
them away from the compound.

***

Kira removed the poultice of washed moss
she’d held on her thigh to stem the bleeding from her wound,
realizing as she examined the injury, that had she been an inch or
two closer, the cave bear’s keen claws might have found and
shredded an artery. The girl discarded the moss and worriedly
looked into the tree canopy to discern the time. Many aspen, alder
and cottonwood branches held no leaves now, enabling the wounded
girl to see the Daystar as it rose above the rugged edge of
Superstition Mesa.

Ljúfa, the young giantess, breathed heavily
beneath the cave bear carcass. “Your womb thickens, little one,”
she said.

“No, I’m fine,” Kira replied, wiggling her
toes and pushing pain out of her mind. Algernon had been gone for a
long time. She came as close to uttering a prayer for his
protection as possible without actually saying the words, her
longing for his safety expressed in an ache that reached deep
within her soul and rippled into the universe.

Sniffing again, Ljúfa turned her broad head.
“You don’t understand. I think your kind use the word expecting,”
she remarked, thinking it strange that a girl and her brother would
be found together under such conditions.

Distracted, Kira needed a moment to gather
her thoughts before responding. “I don’t think so,” the Tamarian
girl countered, warily. “Maybe you’re smelling the bear.”

“It’s you who carries the child,” the
giantess remarked, shaking her head. “You should confine yourself.
Stay away from men. Keep to the company of womenfolk.”

“It’s not what you think,” the girl replied.
“I haven’t been feeling well, but Algernon takes care of me.” In
stating this, Kira skillfully deflected the discussion away from
the spotting that had plagued her for weeks.

Ljúfa expelled mucus in disgust. “Who can
live with men?” she asked.

“Not all men are bad,” Kira replied, turning
away from the giantess, knowing much more about male wickedness
from personal experience than should have been the case for such a
young woman. Because she didn’t want to explain how she knew this,
Kira felt relieved that Ljúfa had been so easily sidetracked. “My
brothers love me. They would never hurt me.”

The giantess let her head fall back against
the ground. “We do not visit our brothers during the rut,” she
said. “Men have no control.”

That thought disgusted Kira! “Among our
people close relatives have no intimate relations. Neither of my
brothers would ever touch me that way.”

“Then other men have had their way with you,”
Ljúfa stated, annoyingly returning to the subject Kira wished to
avoid.

Though the remark had been uttered in
innocence, Kira struggled not to snap at the giantess for her
impertinence. The girl bit her lip and suppressed angry words. Some
sufferings should never be discussed, and many unpleasant memories
rose to the surface of Kira’s mind that she’d simply wanted to
forget. “My twin brother is a monk,” she began, telling truth to
cover up the lie that followed. “I am celibate. I will never
marry.”

The latter statement was also likely to be
true. Although Tamarian children usually kept their father’s family
name, the real power in their society lay in the maternal line,
through which property and inheritance rights were reckoned. By
custom, after a Tamarian boy gained the blessing of his potential
father-in-law, he’d bring his betrothed to his mother, who had the
final authority to approve or disapprove their union. Since
familial lines were reckoned maternally, Tamarian mothers who’d
raised decent young men wouldn’t permit their union with a girl who
was not a virgin.

Kira was certainly not a virgin, so at this
point it seemed unlikely that she would marry and raise a family.
The girl stood and brushed the dirt from her gown. Noticing a
serrated-leafed plant with yellow veins near the water’s edge, Kira
smiled and pulled several of the dried floral stems off, taking
care not to touch them.

For her part, Ljúfa trusted her keen sense of
smell more than the truth of the words Kira spoke. She said nothing
as the Tamarian girl limped off, but the giantess, who had lived in
close proximity to the pregnant women among her people, recognized
the aroma of key hormones that human noses could not detect. This
confirmed, in her mind, the widely held belief among giants that
humans habitually told lies.

“Have you ever seen these?” Kira inquired as
she returned.

Ljúfa shook her head dismissively. “Those are
just weeds!”

“No, these are special!” the Tamarian girl
said with a smile. She held one of the floral stems out for the
giantess to see, then touched its seed pod. A sudden eruption flung
three seeds from their enclosure. Kira shrieked in surprise, then
laughed as she held another pod close to Ljúfa’s three-fingered
hand. “You try!” she offered.

When the giantess complied, the seed pod
expanded, ejecting its seeds several yards distant. Though she
expected the same response, the anticipation of the event and its
startling execution wrought the same sense of wonder in the
giantess that it did in Kira. Ljúfa laughed, delighted. For a long
time she played with the pods Kira brought to her, until the sound
of male voices interrupted their activity.

Ljúfa sniffed the air. “It’s Grímr and
Ófeigr,” she announced.

Alarmed at the mention of giant names Kira’s
eyes widened. “What about my brother?” she asked.

Ljúfa shook her head. “I don’t know. He lacks
a strong scent.”

The ground trembled as Kira turned toward the
trail in alarm. Instinctively she reached for her brother’s dowel
as a pair of male giants pounded up the trail. Anxious for
Algernon’s safety, Kira slid into the forest and watched the big
humanoids approach. They reeked! Kira felt her stomach compress. A
bit of acid etched her throat as she willed control over her belly,
but she couldn’t stop her heart from pounding.

“Kira!” Algernon called from the trail
below.

“I’m here!” she replied, skirting through the
trees as the giants approached to examine the scene. Strangely,
they bowed with their faces to the ground before beginning work on
moving the bear.

Algernon ran uphill to embrace his sister. He
felt sweaty, dirty, hot, and the foul musk of the giants lingered
on his flesh. After only a moment in her arms the young priest
backed off. “Did you get any fish?” he asked.

Kira shook her head, suddenly feeling
guilty.

“Ugh!” he groaned. “What were you doing the
whole time?”

The Tamarian girl looked over her shoulder,
watching as one giant pulled at the bear’s carcass while the other
pushed in an effort to roll the great beast off of their kinswoman.
“What does it matter?” she replied. “We tell the army about the
giants and they’ll throw us in jail for aiding the enemy. If we
don’t tell the army, the giants will kill us.”

Anger rose in Algernon’s eyes. “I’ve worked
too hard for that kind of talk,” he whispered in a dangerous tone.
“It’s our land, Kira!”

She looked away from her brother and shook
her head. “Are you thinking Algernon? We’re in danger no matter
what we do!”

Algernon suppressed the cursing that stirred
from his inner blackness. He wanted to remind Kira that helping the
giantess actually put them into this situation, but Jarl’s remark
that the giants knew of their settlement and had been watching them
restrained his rage. They had guns, too! That fact complicated
everything.

The young man gazed at his sister for a
moment, wondering if her delicate will had been shattered during
her experience as a slave. Was it possible that her willingness to
give up resistance lay at the root of her survival? Would the
Kamerese slave traders long tolerate a young woman who continually
defied their wishes? This understanding washed away the anger he
felt. “Believe in me!” he pleaded. “We’re smarter than they are and
I have an idea.”

Perplexed, Kira returned her gaze to his.
“What do you have in mind?”

“Let’s get out of here,” he warned. “I don’t
trust these two and I’ve got to wash this stink off of me. I’ll
explain on the way.”




***




Jarl learned from his ulfhedinn that Algernon
and his sister vanished during Ljúfa’s rescue. He sent Taf to
reconnoiter the human homestead, and when the younger giant
returned, he bowed before entering the room where Jarl was
sharpening a large sword.

“My lord, the small ones returned to their
home,” Taf reported. “The boy was bathing in the hot spring with
his sister standing watch when I arrived.”

Pausing in his work, Jarl appraised his
warrior. That meant the small ones could not have traveled to their
city to contact the army. “Did they see you?”

Taf shook his great head. “No, my lord. I
used the looking glass to observe them from afar. They have a goose
now, so I could not approach.”

Jarl gritted his teeth, thinking. “The small
one is clever,” he muttered.

Væni interrupted his father’s reverie. “We
should strike now, while we have the chance. If we kill them before
they speak of us, we can remain here in safety.”

The chieftain stood to his feet and roared at
his son. “You dishonor me! The Lawgiver decreed that we will not go
on the warpath unless we are threatened. I gave the small one my
word that he and his double-tongued sister would not be
harmed.”

Væni remained uncowed. “To what end, father?
There can be no peace with their kind! Someone must die, and better
the small ones than us!”

“He speaks wisdom,” Taf replied. “Once the
goose knows its territory it will warn of our approach. If we do
not kill them soon, we will lose the element of surprise.”

“Listen to you!” Jarl snapped. “They are two
small ones, living alone on land where others of their kind fear to
tread. They have no guns. They have no weapons other than small
twigs they carry to make themselves brave. You speak like I could
not slay them with all the great power in my hands. Enough of this
womanly talk!”

That insult silenced the criticism. Væni, for
all of his bravado, remembered his cousin’s utter humiliation and
feared the boy’s astonishing fighting skill. Princess Ljúfa
testified that the two small ones faced the cave bear with great
courage, and she did not lie. If the Lawgiver’s daughter spoke
highly of their martial prowess, then surely these small ones were
unlike the cowardly masses who fought from afar with rifles and
artillery.

Were they spies? Were they, like the Clan of
Broken Bones, outcasts among their own kind? Væni feared his
father’s wrath and knew that the chieftain earned his authority
with valor in combat, but secretly, he believed that Jarl held the
small ones in equal terror. The boy carried an Auðr, which gave him
mystic access to the wealth of ancient kings and made his skull
very valuable. Killing the small priest and taking the Auðr would
merit high status within the clan, higher even than Jarl could
claim, but was the small one speaking truth when he said the
magical bag had been a gift? Only princes carried the Auðr, princes
of great gallantry and proven combat skill. Perhaps the human stole
it, like a common thief! Didn’t all the small ones lie?

What would the Lawgiver say of this? Would
the small ones long enjoy her protection? Væni tried to think these
things through, but the complications wearied him. As the day wore
on, he determined that he would kill the priest and take the Auðr,
even if he had to slay the small one in his slumber.




***




In the heat of mid afternoon, Algernon placed
a vent cap on the chimney to complete his masonry stove. Kira
brought an armful of sticks over and lit its maiden fire, smiling
delightedly as the flames roared to life in the vortex created by
the strong, low pressure of its exhaust. Though she wasn’t
surprised that wood burned in the box, Kira felt a surge of
assurance in her brother’s capabilities because the intake draft
felt very strong, and the gases escaping from the chimney were cool
enough to indicate that most of the energy from the burning wood
remained trapped within the bricks.

“Now we can bake bread!” Algernon announced,
observing that within a very short time the chimney produced no
smoke at all.

“We won’t freeze, either,” Kira remarked,
though she did so with a tone that suggested more worry than
confidence, and then bent over as a cramp wracked through her
abdomen.

Alarmed, Algernon took his sister by the
shoulders. “Are you ok?” he asked, noting that her face suddenly
drained of its color.

“I need to lay down,” Kira told him,
reluctant to admit the extent of her discomfort. “I’ll be fine.”
She said this, though she felt awful, and let Algernon help her
over to the shed where they slept.

“What’s wrong with you?” he asked, deeply
worried.

Kira crawled into her hammock and curled into
a fetal position. “Ljúfa says I smell pregnant,” she stated. This
possibility had been a source of constant worry for her, and Kira
felt strangely cathartic having uttered the words.

Algernon shut his eyes and let out a deep
sigh. “Brenna thought the same thing,” he admitted.

Kira cursed, gritting her teeth. “How could
she know?”

During his stay at Brenna’s family estate,
Algernon asked the same question. Brenna’s answer made him queasy,
and not wanting to believe it, he’d used the evidence of Kira’s
bleeding as a means to dismiss Brenna’s testimony. Something he’d
read in Dmitri’s book on opium addiction bothered him, but he held
his tongue, not wanting to alarm Kira. “She smelled the pee in your
chamber pot,” Algernon stated.

Kira’s face scrunched into an expression of
sheer revulsion. “That’s disgusting!”

“That’s what I thought,” he agreed, “but
Brenna told me that your injuries were consistent with
non-consensual intercourse. She had no other way to verify your
condition, and the only doctor on the estate was Tegene’s son,
Muenda. He’d gone north with the refugees, so she asked me to get
you to a doctor when we got here.”

“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” Kira
asked, her sweating brow betraying the extent of her
discomfort.

Algernon turned away and sat on a straw bale.
“It’s not the kind of thing a brother talks to his sister about,”
he began. “Besides, I’ve been cleaning blood you keep leaving
behind for nearly as long as we’ve been here.”

Among the many things she didn’t like sharing
with him, Kira felt that her personal hygiene and reproductive
cycle should remain strictly off-limits. She responded in an
annoyed tone of voice, feeling humiliated not only that something
so private would feature in a discussion between her twin brother
and their future sister-in-law, but also that Algernon had been
privy to her spotting. “Well, if I’m bleeding, I can’t be pregnant,
can I?”

At this, Algernon stood and searched for the
book Dmitri had given him. “Not necessarily,” he responded. The
young monk flipped through the pages until he found the place and
quoted from the text: “Abrupt withdrawal of opioid usage during
gestation is dangerous for the mother and the fetus. Cessation of
opiod use while pregnant significantly increases risk of
miscarriage, premature labor and stillbirth.”

Kira lashed out angrily. “What does that
stupid book know? So a blockheaded giant and Garrick’s sicklian
girlfriend think I got pregnant. Well damn them both! And damn you,
too!” She’d used the ugly, racist term for Brenna’s people and
turned her face away so that Algernon wouldn’t see her tears.

Though he reached for her gently, Kira
slapped his hand away. “Come on, Kira!” he pleaded. “Don’t be mad
at me. I’m only trying to help!”

“Go away!” she demanded. “Leave me
alone!”

Algernon backed out of the shed. He felt
confused, helpless and frustrated that Kira wouldn’t let him love
and support her. Why was she acting this way? Why did she reject
him in her time of need? Why was the simple act of living with his
twin sister so fraught with complications? Turning toward his
homestead project, Algernon wiped the tears welling in his eyes,
cursed himself and picked up a shovel to continue working on the
new home’s foundation.

Exertion soothed his distress as the Daystar
arched toward the distant mountain ridges. Algernon dug through the
hard packed ground, excavating rocks in the foundation trench he’d
carefully staked off the first day he’d returned to Superstition
Mesa. Frustration motivated excellent progress. Algernon finished
two of its eight sides before the loud honking of his new goose and
the sound of tires on gravel startled him.

A green truck with the insignia of the Land
Office on its side pulled onto the flat area near the feeding shed
where Kira lay in her hammock. With a sense of dread rising in his
throat, Algernon approached the electric-powered machine as its
driver stopped the silent vehicle and stepped out.

“Who are you?” Algernon inquired, appraising
the tall, middle-aged man while he shooed his goose to the side
with one foot. The great bird raised its wings and hissed, but
Algernon’s not-so-gentle persistence sent the creature waddling
away.

Pulling the rim of his hat down to shield his
eyes from the late afternoon light, the Land Office inspector shut
the door and folded a notebook under his arm. “Reinhard Koertig,”
he replied, extending his hand. He didn’t address Algernon with the
traditional courtesy extended toward the priesthood because the
young man was dressed in dirty pants and a sweaty shirt, rather
than his priestly robe.

Algernon shook the civil servant’s hand,
making sure he squeezed it good and hard. He introduced himself
without referring to his priestly title and offered the inspector a
drink of water, which the man, glancing around the ramshackle
homestead, declined.

“I’m scheduled to pay an official visit next
week,” he announced. “But I was in the area and thought I’d stop by
to check up on you.”

“That’s neighborly,” Algernon replied, though
he didn’t mean it. The boy placed his hands on his hips, struggling
to withhold a series of nasty remarks about bureaucratic meddling
that threatened to erupt from within his soul.

“So who actually filled out the application
for this homestead?” Mr. Koertig inquired.

“My sister, Kira,” Algernon replied. “She’s
resting right now.”

Reinhard noticed the occupied hammock hanging
in the feeding shed and began walking toward its shelter. “I see
you’ve made a heating stove,” he remarked, pointing. “I take it
that will be in the center of your dwelling?”

“Yes,” Algernon replied. “Would you like to
see the plans?”

“Not necessary,” the official replied,
ducking beneath the roof and noting that the shed had been neatly
arranged as a living quarters, with two hammocks strung from the
rafters, shelves and seating created from straw bales and a
primitive stone hearth, in which Algernon’s tin can stove lay idle.
A wooden rain barrel, filled with water, stood near the entrance,
while several bales stacked to the ceiling formed temporary walls
in places that had previously remained open to the elements. The
bureaucrat saw his reflection in a small mirror that the girl had
wedged beneath the binding twine of a straw bale.

Kira stirred, her forehead damp with sweat.
As she slipped out of the hammock to greet Mr. Koertig, her skirt
slid up her thigh. The Tamarian official, attracted by the sight of
bared feminine flesh, noted the jagged claw marks and gasped before
looking away.

“What happened to you?” the inspector
asked.

Algernon reached for his sister and steadied
her. Kira pulled down her skirt with a disgusted grunt. “It’s only
a scratch,” she began. “We went fishing this morning and met a cave
bear near the creek.”

Alarmed, Reinhard patted a bale and motioned
for Kira to sit down. “A cave bear? This is precisely why I came to
check on you!” he warned. Turning toward Algernon, the inspector
lowered his voice. “She needs a doctor!”

“We chased it off and we’re going to Marvic
tomorrow,” Algernon said, edging dangerously close to violating his
sacred vow to speak truthfully. “She can visit the clinic when we
get there.”

Reinhard scowled and reached for Kira’s
forehead. “She has a fever,” he remarked. “You should come to town
with me right away!”

“I’m not going anywhere without my brother!”
Kira spat, feeling dizzy. She leaned on Algernon as if being
affectionate, when in fact, she could hardly sit up.

“Of course,” Reinhard replied,
apologetically. “I meant nothing improper. Have you someone you can
stay with in town?”

“Yes. Freda Bergen opens her home to us.”
Algernon struggled to pronounce the name without cursing. He and
Mrs. Bergen did not get along, but she was High Priest Volker’s
sister, and had promised to look after the Ravenwood twins whenever
they had occasion to overnight in Marvic.

“I know of her,” the inspector replied. “She
is an upright woman. Get your things. We’ll leave immediately.”

As Algernon helped his sister into the back
seat and secured his bicycle to the rack on the rear bumper of the
electric truck, he had no idea that he was being watched through a
spyglass at a distance.




***




Reinhard Koertig found it strange that the
prospect of riding to town in an electric truck didn’t elicit
enthusiasm from the young people. Glancing at them in the rear-view
mirror he assumed, wrongly, that this trip would be their first in
an automobile because of their obvious poverty. In the fading,
golden light of late afternoon he thought the girl looked
exceptionally pretty, and the boy, clearly a hard-working young
man, seemed like the type who would make something of himself.
Reinhard knew nothing of their difficult past, of Algernon’s
priestly vows to serve the Great God, speak truthfully, abstain
from alcohol and live in perpetual poverty, nor of Kira’s abuse as
an opium-addicted slave girl.

Though he tried to engage them in
conversation, the bureaucrat found the twins strangely reticent.
Neither one of them seemed willing to talk, responding to his
inquiries with abbreviated, conversation-ending replies that soon
gave him the strong impression that they had something to hide. He
made a mental note of this, but said nothing further.

Algernon watched the prosperous, market
garden farms whisk by the window. He whispered “I’m sorry for not
leveling with you,” into his sister’s ear, which earned him a kiss
on the cheek and an affectionate pat on the thigh. Kira said
nothing as the truck turned quietly toward the city gate and passed
below the grand walkway on a road that paralleled Marvic’s heavy
rail lines, where trains laden with passengers and freight pulled
slowly into and out of Tamaria’s capital city.

Reinhard paused at the gate, explaining the
presence of his passengers to the Defender, an elite palace guard,
standing on duty at the checkpoint. Unlike those who watched over
pedestrian traffic, this soldier carried a loaded carbine and
inspected every vehicle entering the town.

After the truck passed under the city gate,
Algernon directed Reinhard to Freda Bergen’s house, then helped
Kira out of the back seat. He unloaded his bicycle and the backpack
that carried a change of clothes, then thanked the inspector and
braced himself to deal with Mrs. Bergen.

Electric lights brightened the pathway to her
front door, and as the elderly widow walked onto the covered porch
to greet her visitors, an expression of genuine concern passed over
her lined face. “My dear child!” she exclaimed as Kira staggered up
the stairs and into the light.

Mrs. Bergen turned toward Algernon. “Fill the
bath with hot water!” she ordered. “You two will stay here
tonight.”

Algernon removed his shoes. He dashed inside
Mrs. Bergen’s house, where the day’s warmth lingered within the
paneled walls and the wonderful aroma of stew, bread and cookies
permeated the air. Her home, an old, but well-maintained structure
in one of Marvic’s high-end neighborhoods, boasted modern amenities
like electricity and running water. Kira, pallid, sweating and
dizzy, leaned on her brother as she walked over to the tub. He left
her there, then closed the bathroom door without looking back.

Though Mrs. Bergen remained skeptical of
Algernon’s character, she sat at her dining room table and offered
him a cookie, while peppering him with questions about his
well-being. She reminded him that her brother, High Priest Volker,
kept him in his prayers, and repeatedly told him that whenever he
and Kira needed a place to stay, her home remained open.

Suddenly, they heard Kira scream!

Mrs. Bergen moved with surprising agility for
a woman of her age. Algernon rose from the table and followed her,
but when they arrived at the bathroom the stern expression on Mrs.
Bergen’s face made Algernon stop and turn his back at the door. She
entered while Algernon waited in the hallway, listening with
increasing anguish to his sister’s weeping and the soothing tone of
Mrs. Bergen’s voice.

A moment later the elderly woman opened the
door. “Fetch a doctor!” she ordered. “Be swift!”

As he turned to do her bidding, Algernon
caught a glimpse of the tub in the bathroom mirror. Its water
reflected a decidedly crimson tinge.




***




An hour after darkness fell, Væni took his
turn at patrol of the stronghold perimeter. He paced along the
fringes of the clearing, listening to the sounds of laughter and
drinking in the distance. With the bonfire lit and bear flesh
roasting, spirits would rise high tonight. Though he felt anxious,
the young giant waited for his kinsmen’s senses to dull, their
stories to lengthen, and as the night wore on, forget about
him.

By the light of the twin moons he reckoned
the time. Halfway through his watch, Væni slipped onto the path
leading into the forest. The Lawgiver would sit in judgment
tomorrow. Whatever he did tonight, however contrary to her will he
expected his deeds to be gauged, he would not stand condemned to
pronouncements made in the light of day. But if Jarl learned of his
intentions before the glorious triumph, the chieftain’s rage would
surely rise.

The small ones lived near the center of the
anvil-shaped mesa. Were it not for tall trees growing on its
summit, they could have seen the lofty hill upon which the Sacred
River Honeywater plunged from its birthplace. One day Væni intended
to take back that mountain, to drive its vermin priests from within
the walls they’d long hidden behind and cast the carcasses of the
city’s people from the heights. The gulls would feast on human
flesh that day, and his clan would pick the finest and strongest
for slaves to ensure that he and all who came under his leadership
would never work another hour.

Courageous deeds would reveal his destiny
tonight, and the pride of purpose resonated within the young
giant’s heart. He paused before entering the meadow where the small
ones lived, listening for activity, smelling the air, his sweating
fingers flexing around the shaft of his weapon.

At the apex of a low rise the small ones had
leveled ground for their new home. In the center of the level area
Væni could see a brick structure glowing softly in the twin moons’
light. Carefully, he worked his way around the meadow to the east.
The goose the small one had brought to the homestead was probably
nesting somewhere unseen. Væni approached the brick thing. It
radiated infrared light and felt warm to the touch, but the fire
within had died out.

Slowly working his way toward the west, Væni
crept toward the tiny shelter where the two small ones slept. He
heard no sound, save for the whisper of the cool, evening wind in
the treetops, and smelled no fire. With his heart pounding, Væni
ducked down and burst into the feeding shed, roaring angrily.

No cries of terror arose from the empty
hammocks. The tiny dwelling offered the small ones nowhere to hide.
Væni thrashed the shed with his spear, shredding the hammocks,
puncturing the water barrel, smashing the tea mug and plates, then
crushing the tins used for cooking and washing. Cursing, the young
giant shattered Kira’s mirror then crashed against the roof,
separating the entire top of the shed from its supporting beams as
he flipped it over. In a rage he flung carefully collected domestic
supplies across the meadow. He tore blankets, mangled books, rent
spare fabric, scattered tools, ripped apart airtight bins, then
paused to urinate on the vegetables, flour, beans and dried meat
that spilled onto the dirt floor.

Suddenly, he heard a loud sibilating and felt
a sharp pain stab his left leg. Væni turned around to face an
annoyed goose, whose huge wings fluttered threateningly while it
hissed its disapproval. The giant whirled his weapon toward the
threat, while the large bird backed away with its head held
low.

For a minute or so the two foes battled. Væni
shouted. The goose honked noisily, but though feathers flew and
flesh yielded to its biting, the bird soon fell victim to the
superior size and aggression of the giant, who grabbed hold of the
goose by its wing, and after dropping his spear, wrung its neck
until its head separated and spattered him with blood.

“Væni! What are you doing?”

The young giant turned at the sound of a
woman’s voice. He saw three bodies outlined against the cool, dark
night, recognized the woman’s scent and fell to the ground. “My
lady!” he said, trembling.

Sigrid, the Lawgiver, repeated her question,
this time with greater authority. “What are you doing?”

“I am saving the People from the small
vermin!” he replied.

“Get up!” she demanded.

When Væni obeyed, Sigrid approached with
Ljúfa and Magnhildr, her bodyguard. The Lawgiver slapped the young
male hard across the face. “You stupid, blundering fool! Does your
father know of this?”

“No,” he replied, meekly, not daring to look
at the giantess and her entourage.

Sigrid breathed hard, struggling to control
her temper. “This recklessness is precisely the kind of nonsense I
have worked hard to prevent! What do you think the Tamarians will
do when they see this destruction? You’ve given them reason to
attack us!”

“The small one defiled our dwelling. He
humiliated Eyjólfr!

When the Lawgiver heard this she slapped him
again. “The Tamarian boy defeated Eyjólfr in fair, manly combat,
yet he did not take his life. On this day the small one has shown
better judgment and restraint than you, and your father will curse
you for bringing disgrace to his family name! Go back now, and do
not let me smell you for a fortnight!

As Væni scurried into the darkness, Sigrid
appraised the damaged homestead in despair and appealed to the
Mother for wisdom.

At the conclusion of the Lawgiver’s prayer,
Ljúfa thumbed through the damaged books and picked up a roll of
paper that contained Algernon’s building plans. She didn’t
understand them, but knew someone who would. The giantess rolled
the paper up again and put it in her backpack. “What now?” she
inquired.

“What we do next will decide the fate of the
People,” Sigrid replied, shaking her great head. “I simply cannot
think through all these complications.”




***




Kira wept in her brother’s embrace. “I don’t
want to be a mother!” she sobbed.

“Shh!” Algernon soothed gently, rocking her
back and forth on the same bed where he’d offered comfort to Astrid
back in the spring. Although the room retained its familiar aroma,
that memory seemed like a lifetime ago. “Everything will be ok.
You’re not facing this alone, Kira. I’m with you. I’m right
here.”

“Those creepy men!” she cried, gritting her
teeth and groaning. “I didn’t want them. I never wanted them. I
only wanted . . .” Kira’s voice trailed off into uncontrolled
weeping. She held her brother, the rage and pain of her soul
expressed through fingers that gripped his shoulders tightly. Kira
sniffled and wiped her nose on her arm, then broke out into another
fit of tears. Not knowing what else to do, Algernon simply let her
cry.

When she’d composed herself, Kira let go of
her brother and put her hands to her face. “I don’t want to carry
the child of some stinking Kamerese thug who couldn’t pour water
out of his own boot!”

Algernon replied with words that genuinely
surprised his sister. “You’ve got it wrong, Kira. Your baby doesn’t
belong to the men who mistreated you. Your baby belongs to you.
It’s your child, and no one can deny that fact.

“It doesn’t matter how it came to be. Your
blood runs through my heart, Kira. If there’s life in you, that
child belongs to our family, and we’ll raise the little one
together.” He took hold of her hands. “You and me,” he
promised.

Kira glanced into the brave face of her twin
brother, then looked away, shaking her head. “It’s not that
simple,” she replied. “We can hardly manage on our own. You’re
already doing nearly all the work, and if I’m tied down with a
nursing child, then what?” Kira’s voice dropped to a whisper. “What
about the giants? You say they’ll honor their word and leave us
alone, but how can we trust them when I have a baby?”

Algernon embraced her again, holding her head
against his shoulder. His strength reassured her at a moment when
she desperately needed hope. “I promised that no one would ever
hurt you again and I meant it, Kira. If I have to take on the rest
of the world by myself I’ll do it. I’m not afraid of them.”

“Brave brother!” she stated. “Why do you love
me?”

He kissed her on the cheek, the moisture from
her tears leaving a salty taste on his lips. “I don’t need a
reason,” he replied. “I just do.”

The sound of Mrs. Bergen’s footfalls on the
stairs interrupted their conversation. She brought a tray with a
bowl of hot soup and buttered bread for Kira. “Here you are, my
dear,” she said, a sad smile spreading across her lovely face. “Eat
and you’ll feel stronger.”

Turning to Algernon, Mrs. Bergen’s tone of
voice hardened. “The doctor wants a word with you.”

Algernon left his sister in Freda Bergen’s
care and quickly descended to the parlor, where a tall, husky
Tamarian woman sat at a card table, writing notes into a book. His
bare feet tapped a rhythm on the hardwood floor to draw her
attention, but the woman continued writing as if he didn’t exist.
She said nothing until Algernon lost patience. “Mrs. Bergen said
you wanted to talk to me.”

Dr. Tuula Meens finished her sentence, then
put her pen down and closed her book. She’d been practicing
medicine among Marvic’s poor for nearly twenty years, and until
this day, thought she’d heard everything. “I don’t know what to
make of your story,” she began, her countenance grave and doubtful.
Pale eyed and thin haired, the woman’s face showed fine lines of
worry where compassion had once radiated.

“Throughout my career I’ve encountered many
men in your socio-economic strata whose poverty drives them to
exert power in negative ways,” the doctor stated. “But when I heard
your tale I became deeply concerned about your state of mind. I
thought that your social isolation might have driven you to
madness, and that this whole situation represented nothing more
than a desperate plea for attention. Now, however, after examining
your sister I’m now convinced that you are the cause of her
problems.”

The dawn of dreadful understanding rose in
Algernon’s heart, and shocked, he didn’t know how to respond. Even
though he’d raced to the clinic and begged the physician to come to
his sister’s aid, the woman intended to blame him for Kira’s
infirmity. “I would never hurt Kira!” he countered. “What she
experienced in Kameron was simply awful, and if you doubt this, you
can ask her yourself.”

Dr. Meens raised her eyebrows. “I assure you
that if I saw evidence of the kind of torture you say has been
inflicted on the girl, I would contact the authorities and see to
it that you were either committed to an appropriate institution or
suitably restrained! I do not tolerate violence, young man, and I
will not warn you a second time.”

“You’re making unwarranted assumptions,”
Algernon replied, anger swelling in his eyes. He placed his hands
on the table and rose from his seat.

“Sit down!” Dr. Meens ordered. “If I had one
scrap of evidence to show the police, you’d be talking to them
right now. And trust me, I’ll be watching from this moment
forward.”

Algernon sulked into his chair, struggling to
cool his rage.

“Kira is now under my care, and therefore, my
protection. She has lacerations and bruising on her thigh that are
consistent in size and character with an animal’s claw, so even if
your tale about the cave bear is true, your sister should not be
running around fighting with wild animals in her condition.”

“We went fishing!” Algernon complained.
“That’s hardly a high-risk activity.”

Dr. Meens tapped her forefinger on the table,
waiting for Algernon to calm down before continuing. “Kira seems to
be a healthy young woman, not the desperately frail creature you
describe. Though I’m reasonably confident that she is pregnant,
that’s the only part of your explanation which I can
substantiate.”

“She has a slave brand on her left forearm,”
Algernon interrupted. “Did you notice that during your
examination?”

The Tamarian physician held up her hand,
irritated that Algernon didn’t let her finish. “I am not familiar
with foreign customs,” she admitted. “I have occasionally seen
patients with similar tattoos in my practice, right here in Marvic.
Body art does not imply servitude, and since the institution of
slavery is illegal in every civilized nation, your explanation
holds very little weight with me.”

Since the doctor remained unwilling to
listen, Algernon let out a disgusted sigh. She had seen slave
brands before, likely on strichmadchen working in the Paradise
neighborhood, but hadn’t contrasted a burn with ink, and clearly
didn’t know what the markings meant. He shook his head and focused
on the sound of the pendulum clock in the hall, wishing the doctor
would go away.

“Kira seems unusually reluctant to talk about
the child’s father,” Dr. Meens continued. “I think she’s afraid of
telling the truth.”

The physician let her words linger for a
moment, as if allowing them to settle in the air. “I know that you
have a history of violent behavior,” she continued. “Last spring
one of my colleagues performed autopsies on three foreign residents
for the police. He uncovered the cause of death as blunt force
trauma, and we understand the police held you responsible. It
appears that you used your martial knowledge to kill three grown
men with your bare hands.”

Again the doctor paused. She moved her pen
aside and folded her fingers, as if waiting for Algernon to
interrupt her again. When he merely stared at her angrily, she
continued. “The police concluded that you’d acted in
self-defense–which is your right under the law–but now we have a
helpless young girl upstairs who is both with child and reluctant
to talk about the circumstances of her pregnancy. Given your
propensity toward violence, I think it’s reasonable for her to
withhold such information in fear of reprisal.”

Algernon could hardly believe what he was
hearing. “I’ve never known any girl sexually. I’m deeply offended
that you imply I would force myself onto my own twin! Kira has no
reason to fear me!”

The doctor’s eyes narrowed. She leaned
forward in an intimidating posture and glared at Algernon with all
the malice she could muster. “You are calling my professional
judgment into question, young man. I assure you that in a court of
law, my testimony will hold far more weight than yours. I have
prescribed bed rest, and Mrs. Bergen has agreed to allow Kira to
remain here under the condition that you are not to be left alone
with her.”

Algernon buried his reddened face in his
hands, frustrated that anything he said to this woman sounded
defensive and only served to confirm her belief in his abusive
character. “My sister is completely safe in my company. I’ve put my
life on the line for her more than once, which is why those
degenerate, foreign wastrels you’ve heard about are dead now, but
I’ve never harmed her! Project your man-hatred to your heart’s
content. Nothing can change the undeniable fact that I love Kira
with a pure, brotherly and unselfish love. You are badly mistaken
if you think we’ve had sex, or that she’s afraid of me.”

“I do not hate men,” the doctor continued,
tilting her head in a condescending manner. “I hate what
aggressive, male behavior does to vulnerable young women, and I
base my evaluation on years of experience in this community. You
are not the first indignant relative to deny abusing a loved
one.”

“You are unbelievable!” Algernon muttered.
“If I defend my honor, you construe my actions and words as
evidence of guilt! You’ve accused me of unspeakable evil without
substantive proof, which in my view calls your professionalism into
question.”

“How dare you!” she replied.

“Hmm . . .” Algernon mused. “I feel exactly
the same way. Perhaps you ought to limit your diagnoses to the
actual evidence and leave conjecture to soothsayers and economists.
I came looking for your help. I don’t appreciate your baseless
accusations!”

Dr. Meens tightened her lips. “Ignorant,
foolish boy!” she said, a threatening tone pervading her voice.
“You are obviously unaware of your precarious position. I am
responsible for the safety and well-being of the public. In this
capacity I make judgments based on extensive education and
experience. I base all my judgments on evidence.

“So let me remind you of the actual facts in
this situation. You’ve spun a wild story about your sister’s
supposed opium addiction and alleged abuse, claiming that she’d
been so badly beaten she couldn’t even walk, yet not a single scar
exists anywhere on her feet. You claim she’d been repeatedly
gang-raped by thugs in Kameron, but I see absolutely no evidence of
this in the pelvic exam I conducted.

“Instead, your wild story includes miraculous
healing by your brother’s foreign girlfriend! You’d have me believe
in divine intervention that enabled your drug-addicted sister to
overcome her enslavement to opium because your brother’s foreign
girlfriend merely prayed over your sister, and the problem
magically went away!

“You want to talk about evidence, young man?
Whom do you think a rational person would believe?” Dr. Meens shook
her head, and her graying hair swayed in response. “No,” she
continued. “Your version of the truth is the one that’s
inconsistent with the facts. Your story is the one that’s fanciful.
Your accusations are baseless, and if anything should be called
into question, it’s either the truth of your statements or your
mental stability!”

Algernon felt stunned. The woman didn’t
believe him because she didn’t want to believe. There was a
Gottslena verse to confirm this, but he felt too upset to recall it
verbatim. Controlling his wrath, Algernon resigned himself to being
accused of wrongdoing and changed the subject. “If she’s pregnant,
why is she bleeding?”

Dr. Meens collected her notebook, pen and
medical bag. “Spotting is normal during the first trimester of
pregnancy. I’ve checked the bath water, but found no tissue which
would indicate miscarriage. Without any substantiating evidence,
I’d say that physical trauma, coupled with the hard labor of
building your homestead, have contributed to some kind of damage
within her uterine blood vessel network.”

The doctor stood as Mrs. Bergen walked into
the room. “Further demands on her body, such as lifting, digging,
running, fighting, or sexual intercourse, will likely compound her
problems. This is why I have confined her to bed rest.

“You must understand that carrying a child is
a serious matter. There are many things that can go wrong during
pregnancy. She will do well to rest and stay away from you in order
to avoid serious complications.”







****







Loyalty







Brenna gripped the saddle horn of a trotting
horse with her left hand, desperately worried that the battle with
the rebels had turned against the Tamarians, and that Garrick lay
hurt or slain. She could do nothing for him other than pray, but
entreating God proved difficult because her right arm, twisted
painfully behind her back until her palm lay flat against her
spine, had been bound to the right arm of Maarit, the Tamarian
woman who rode behind her on the same horse. Hours of this forced
posture wrought an endless ache in Brenna’s muscle and a numb
tingle in her fingertips that proved tough to ignore.

“They’re going to kill us!” Maarit warned,
her voice desperate and urgent. Her right arm, held awkwardly on
her lap with the palm facing out, felt similarly scourged. “These
people have no sense of honor, no sense of respect, no sense of
decency!”

They’d already done a fair amount of killing.
After taking control of the infirmary, the rebels lined up every
one of the able-bodied Kamerese men they’d captured and coldly shot
them, one at a time, sparing the Tamarians, along with Kamerese
women who worked at the infirmary. Before putting their surviving
hostages on horseback, they’d covered their prisoners’ heads with
burlap sacks secured with rope around the neck, then restrained the
Tamarians in pairs, right arm to right arm, to make resistance more
difficult.

Shouting unintelligible commands and threats,
pushing, shoving, groping and slapping, the rebels made their
desires known. Anyone who complained or resisted received a
merciless beating. Maarit, the tallest and heaviest of the Tamarian
women, had been tied to Brenna because the Lithian girl was the
smallest and lightest of their captives. This arrangement moderated
the load on the horse’s back, enabling sustained progress.

With their faces smothered in suffocating
burlap that chafed at their necks, the Tamarian prisoners traveled
with their horses linked in a train through the heat of an early
autumn day. Disoriented, dizzy and uncomfortable, Brenna forced her
recalcitrant belly to retain the breakfast she’d eaten. Someone
near the front of the line had thrown up, and the stink of vomit
drifted in the still, hot air.

Brenna held onto the saddle horn in order to
avoid falling off, because early in their journey, some unlucky
couple who’d tumbled from another horse had been unceremoniously
shot and left behind. She’d heard the thud of their impact on the
ground followed by two gunshots. After some startled quail
fluttered away, only the incomprehensible cursing of rebel soldiers
and the muted whimpering of the nearby women accompanied the steady
clomping of equine hooves on the hard, red soil of Northeastern
Kameron.

Horrified, the Lithian girl focused her
whispered prayer upon this bewildering turn of events with rising
frustration, believing she’d done nothing deserving Allfather’s
disfavor. As minutes stretched into hours and her meditation melted
mental energy away from the discomfort she endured, Brenna
desperately clung to her faith–too vulnerable for any other action
anyway–concluding that her current situation had nothing to do with
Allfather’s disapproval, but rather, revealed the character of her
captors.

“If they to kill us desired, we already dead
would be,” Brenna replied at length, wishing she could come across
more intelligently than her poor construction of Tamarian syntax
and heavily accented pronunciation suggested. This thinking further
distracted her from the affliction of her right arm, the incessant
itch of burlap around her neck, the friction of the saddle and
horsehair against her thighs, and the danger of tender, unprotected
flesh exposed to strong daylight for hours on end.

The latter problem proved far worse for the
fair complected Tamarians, some of whom developed sunburns that
blistered by early afternoon. Brenna, because of her mixed
ancestry, tanned quickly. For Maarit, however, misery increased
with every mile the horse plodded onward, until the Tamarian woman
wept on Brenna’s back in anguish.

When the line of horses finally stopped the
captives remained in their saddles for an interminable time,
waiting under the hot blast of intense daylight for some change in
their disposition. This came as the Kamerese rebels led their weary
horses to water. The soldiers began pulling their prisoners down
one pair at a time.

Someone slapped Brenna on the left thigh and
spoke words she didn’t understand. A moment later, pain washed over
her scalp as a rebel soldier grabbed her by the hair and rudely
yanked the young woman from the horse. She fell off sideways,
pulling Maarit in the same direction, and landed face down in a
rank pool of water from which the horses had been drinking.
Coughing, spitting and choking, the Lithian girl wrestled against
the horrible, desperate sensation of drowning, but Maarit–who was
much bigger and stood up after falling over–pulled Brenna out of
the water and steadied her while the Lithian girl gasped, regaining
her breath. They stood next to one another, facing in opposite
directions, finally relieving the malaise in their bound arms.

Laughter echoed among the men until an
authoritative, male voice put an end to the mocking. After the same
voice spat out several angry sentences, Brenna heard water
splashing and felt someone take hold of the rope around her neck
from behind. A knife blade worked its way through the strands, and
as soon as the burlap sacks came off her head, blinding light
reflected off the water. She felt a strong, male hand pulling her
back onto the shore, where the stubble of dry, trampled grasses
poked her bare feet.

Brenna breathed deeply, grateful to be free
of the sack. As her eyes adjusted to the brightness, she whispered
a thank you to her Kamerese benefactor–who nodded politely–then
glanced at Maarit as she was similarly freed from her head cover.
Maarit’s modest, one piece undergarment had soaked through with
dirty water, and for any Tamarian–male or female–public exposure of
this kind felt particularly humiliating.

Both the rebel and loyalist Kamerese found
their captives easier to control when bound by shame. A long
tradition of abasement wound through the nation’s history,
underscored by widespread religious teaching that affirmed success
of any kind as indicating the approval of blessed ancestors.
Venerated forefathers, the Kamerese believed, offered spoils as a
gift for the benefit of the faithful; therefore, the victors
considered themselves morally superior by virtue of their
ascendancy. By disgracing their hostages, the rebel soldiers
exerted power they earnestly believed represented a reward for
pious conduct.

Yet for Brenna, this moral perversion carried
no impact. She, like all other Lithian people, believed that
physical beauty reflected God’s goodness and artistic passion.
Thus, in her manner of thinking, the leering she witnessed among
the rebel soldiers merely reflected the inveterate nature of their
spirits and it filled her soul with loathing. Additionally, in
appraising the effect of their gawking derision on Maarit, anger
burned in the Lithian girl’s heart. “Up your head hold!” she
whispered. “They for shame look and desire. Up your head hold!”

Maarit, despite her considerable strength and
glorious beauty, felt debased and covered herself as best she
could. “I just want to die!” she replied, fighting back tears.

“This they seek,” Brenna warned. “Up your
head hold!”

As the moments passed, thoughts of escape
teased into her consciousness. Though she tried to orient herself,
Brenna had no idea where the place she stood related to the
position of the Tamarian camp and her parents’ estate. A trail of
some kind led to the northeast, passing through a wide expanse of
dry grassland punctuated by an occasional lupine and coyote bush.
These plants, native to Kameron’s coastal plain, told her nothing
she couldn’t have deduced from the time of her departure.

Tall black oak trees blocked her view to the
east. In this biome, their presence always indicated subsurface
water. The muddy pond from which the horses drank lay on the
fringes of their shelter. Judging from the cracked mud flats and
dead cattail plants extending toward the south, it seemed likely
that during the rainy season this place supported a variety of
living things.

A high, plastered wall enclosed some kind of
compound that stood on a low rise, just beyond the trees. Bullet
holes and cracks from centuries of seismic shaking marred its dull,
carmine surface. Ripples of hot air rose from a dusty trail marked
by large stones that led to an iron gate. Grotesque images of
demonoids, rendered into the metal, warned the evil spirits of
Kamerese imagination to stay clear of this place. Though Brenna
felt no curiosity about what lay beyond the wall, she had a feeling
they would be staying here.

Over twenty soldiers took refuge in the
shade, while several of their comrades finished dismounting the
captives and removing the burlap sacks that covered their faces. An
officer pointed to the area beneath the trees and directed his men
to make room for the prisoners, while a pair of teenaged Kamerese
stood guard.

The boys trained their rifles on the hostages
with a menace that stemmed from indoctrination and inexperience.
Though not much younger than Garrick, they lacked the professional
demeanor carefully developed by training and the culture of
honorable military service that permeated the Tamarian forces and
left its mark on the soul of Brenna’s betrothed. Their facial
expressions, taut and grim, reflected no compassion for the
suffering of their charges. Brenna felt that their loyalties had
been so twisted at a tender age, the boys would likely experience
no regret in callously gunning everyone down. Yet she noticed,
while the men enjoyed a meal, a longing expression in their young
eyes that betrayed hunger. Why weren’t they also permitted to
eat?

The Kamerese offered neither food nor water
to their captives. A junior officer moved among the prisoners,
separating native Kamerese from the Tamarians, then the second
group by gender. He paused at Brenna, letting his eyes wander all
over her with less lust than sheer uncertainty of what to do, then
shouted over his shoulder.

Another officer approached, a middle-aged
captain with a dark moustache and a large, automatic pistol hanging
off his right hip. He also appraised the Lithian girl, but
something in his eyes betrayed mixed feelings.

With jobs vanishing and the price of basic
necessities rapidly increasing beyond the means of the average
Kamerese wage earner to cope, many of them resorted to illegal
activities to supplement their incomes. Thus, the narcotics trade
and slave markets thrived–though both activities warranted
prosecution in Kameron–and in the chaos of the civil war, basic law
and order became impossible to impose. With a hungry family to
feed, Captain Fidelio de la Pena didn’t approve of what he felt
compelled by necessity to do. Although he didn’t like mistreating
his own people, the sex trade slave markets paid well, and this
Lithian girl offered him a chance to make extra money.

After a brief exchange of words, the older
man gestured toward the Kamerese women, who were now being stripped
in preparation for their imminent sale, and turned to walk away
while the junior officer began untying Brenna from Maarit.

Palja, the head nurse, realized what was
happening and stood up. “Brenna!” she called. “Do as I say! Don’t
speak to any Tamarian in vulgate. Do you understand?”

Brenna, bewildered, nodded.

“Translate to that man that I am the senior
Tamarian officer present, and that I need to speak to his senior
officer immediately.”

While the young officer untied the rope
securing Brenna to Maarit, he tried to ignore the Lithian girl
speaking in Southern Vulgate–the language of the Azgaril–which he
didn’t understand. Her urgent persistence, coupled with the fact
that she looked attractive and he felt sorry for her, wore him out
and he soon called for his superior again.

“What is it?” Captain de la Pena inquired,
his voice tired and irritated.

“Major Palja Kaltenbach wishes a word with
you,” Brenna replied.

“Then let him talk to me directly.”

Brenna pursed her lips. “The major is a
woman. She’s in charge of the nursing staff in the Expeditionary
Force Infirmary, and doesn’t speak your language.”

“Neither do you,” the captain spat.
Conversing in the Azgaril tongue irritated him, and this little
whore merited none of his concern.

Palja, listening to this exchange, shouted at
Brenna in Tamarian, attracting the captain’s attention as she
pulled Gisele along with her, toward the rebel officer. Her angry,
authoritative tone contrasted with the meek, matter-of-fact
translation that Brenna offered.

“She reminds you that I remain under her
command, that I will have to translate between the two of you, and
that under international convention, prisoners of war may not be
sold as slaves.”

Captain de la Pena seemed genuinely surprised
to hear this latter statement. Having been ordered to secure
Tamarian prisoners, he’d taken the captive Kamerese women and this
Lithian girl only for their market value. This disgusting business
would earn him extra money to send home to his starving wife and
children, whom he believed deserved the food that sustained this
girl. The officer flicked at the shoulder strap of Brenna’s
diaphanous blouse, puzzled that it didn’t move in response to his
touch. He also tried to lift it from her waist, but couldn’t get a
finger beneath the fabric.

Brenna, insulted and incredulous, backed away
and nearly slapped the officer, but a rebel soldier constrained her
from behind. “Go easy, little damsel,” he said in vulgate, handling
her with far greater gentleness than the captain felt she
deserved.

“You’re Lithian, not Tamarian,” the officer
said, menacingly. “Your kind occupy land that rightfully belongs to
my people. You steal our wealth, drain our rivers dry, eat our food
and bring your foreign cronies onto our sacred soil. You are a
blight on this land and the cause of our trouble. As far as I’m
concerned, you’re a runaway slave and I will do with you as I
please.”

Rather than letting Palja respond to this,
Brenna displayed her left arm and spoke on her own accord. “You
know nothing of me, nor my people, but even a child can see that
there is no slave mark on my arm,” she explained, knowing what that
brand looked like from her experience with Kira. “You took away the
uniform that proves I serve in the Seventh Division, Tamarian
Expeditionary Force. You took me prisoner in the infirmary, where I
reported for duty during the battle. That makes me a prisoner of
war.”

“I will decide your disposition,” he warned,
putting his hands on his hips and leaning downward until Brenna
stepped back again, recoiling from his rising aggression. “No one
can usurp my authority!”

Palja marched up to the Kamerese officer,
dragging Gisele along like an unwilling child. She spat orders at
the Lithian girl so quickly Brenna struggled to understand. “Tell
him!” the head nurse demanded.

Brenna, who despised confrontation, turned
her head to the side and spoke to the Kamerese officer without
looking at him. “She says you will not be permitted to separate me
from my comrades.”

Captain de la Pena faced Palja with angry
incredulity blossoming in his expression. He drew out his gun,
pulled back on its slide to chamber a round, flipped off its safety
and pointed the weapon at Brenna’s head. “You shameless, wanton
slut!” he hissed at her. “I can take your life right now if I so
desire.”

In the tension of that moment, Palja nudged
Brenna aside and stood directly in front of the pistol, adjusting
her position whenever he moved the gun as a means of protecting the
Lithian girl under her command. Palja steeled her nerves, took in a
deep breath, then stepped forward and pressed her pale brow into
the end of the barrel, glaring at the Kamerese officer with all of
the malice she could muster. “Tell him that he will have to kill me
first!” she said.

Two by two, the other Tamarians arose and
silently gathered around their leader. “Me too,” said Dagmara.

“And I,” added Fallon.

Maarit, Gisele, Anneliese and Irmhilde joined
suit. With all the Tamarian women standing in her defense, Brenna
trembled as strong emotion burst from her soul and streamed in hot
tears down her cheek. She had never witnessed such a display of
personal loyalty before! These women, whose demeanor always
remained aloof, who seldom expressed appreciation and certainly
never extended friendship, displayed courage that revealed an
underlying devotion for the Lithian girl she’d never recognized
until this moment. Brenna’s voice cracked in astonishment as she
translated the Tamarian woman’s threat.

The captain–who genuinely hated this whole
enterprise and was only following orders to deliver enemy hostages
for El Caudillo’s unstated purpose–flipped the safety on and
smacked Palja across the face with the back of his hand, striking
her on the cheek hard enough to loosen teeth and draw blood. Though
she staggered under the blow and blinked back reflexive tears,
Major Kaltenbach stood upright again and lifted her chin. Blood
brimmed from her lips and streamed from her nose. Palja said
nothing further.

Gisele, who ranked among the most gentle of
all Tamarian women Brenna had ever known, bristled at this
mistreatment. She revealed an iron core beneath her sweet demeanor
by edging in front of Palja, ready to take the brunt of the
captain’s next blow. Behind her, Dagmara and Fallon stood in
solidarity.

Witnessing this, Captain de la Pena stepped
back and holstered his weapon. “Very well,” he acquiesced. Turning
toward Brenna he pointed an accusing finger. “But you may live to
regret this. A soft little thing like you would fetch a high price,
and your master might be more likely to feed you!” Then he stalked
off, irritated at his miserable role in this wretched situation. He
barked new orders at his soldiers, who quickly stirred to honor his
command.

With the officer’s hostility broken, Brenna
kissed her fingers and reached to heal Palja’s injury, but the
Tamarian woman drew back and snapped at her. “Don’t touch me!” she
warned, pushing Brenna’s hand away. Then, seeing a hurt expression
form on Brenna’s face, her anger cooled. “Once they see what you
can do there will be no end to the extortion!”

Turning to the other women, Palja wiped blood
from her face and spoke courage into their hearts. “We stand
united, in the name of the Republic! No matter what happens, no one
speaks in vulgate except Brenna–even if they torture us. Do not let
them know what we understand. Let them think that only she can
translate for us, or we’ll be divided!”

“The Kamerwyr workers?” Brenna inquired,
using a Lithian form of plural that sounded strange to the women
who heard her speak. “You do not defend?”

Palja shook her head, less at the Lithian
girl’s limited grasp of Tamarian syntax than at the futility of
operating on the moral principle motivating Brenna’s concern. For
the Tamarian officer, the good of her own people lay at the
foundation of her actions. Knowing what Brenna could do for injured
warriors, she considered Brenna’s life more important than those of
the Kamerese women who’d been captured alongside the Tamarians.
“We’re more valuable as hostages than slaves,” she explained, a
cold logic permeating her words. “They have a different purpose in
mind for us, even if it’s only to parade us around as trophies to
boost morale. The best we can do is stand together right now. As
long as we live they have to guard us, which means they have fewer
men available to fight our brothers, our sons and your beloved. Do
you understand?”

Though this reasoning seemed horrible and
Brenna’s heart ached at the thought of the other women being
mistreated, she fought back her sadness and nodded.

Several rebel soldiers rose at their
captain’s command and pulled the cluster of Tamarian women apart,
forcing each of them to sit down several yards away from where the
men were held. Just then, the gates to the compound creaked open. A
large, round-faced man covered in body art emerged, followed by
three smaller men and a single, scrawny woman who smoked a
cigarette. These people examined the Kamerese refugee women set
aside for sale as slaves, poking, fondling and examining in a grim
ritual that evaluated what each captive would be worth on the slave
market.

Captain de la Pena came to see what the
broker would offer. Repulsed by the raw vulgarity of Chale, the
slave trader, he bickered over the initial offer and drove the
prices up as high as he dared. The captain’s antipathy for Chale
found reciprocity in the slave broker’s attitude, although the two
of them restrained their distaste for the sake of successfully
concluding a deal. As he received his payment and let the weeping
slaves go, Fidelio spat on the ground in disgust.

Once El Caudillo drove the foreign scum from
Kamerese soil, he’d have to cleanse the land of filth like Chale.
By that time, Fidelio hoped, the great general would have granted
his loyal soldiers the land he’d promised, and a retired Captain de
la Pena would own a ranch on the rolling hills near the Desolation
River. Raising cattle and horses for the rest of his days, he’d
finally possess the means to provide for his family as a real man
should, rather than selling the sisters of his own countrymen into
bond for bread.

Captain de la Pena earnestly believed that El
Caudillo would offer land in exchange for loyalty, a hope that
motivated many of the rebel officers.




***




The soldier who’d earlier urged Brenna to
calm herself in the captain’s presence, re-bound her in the shade
beneath one of the black oak trees while the slave transactions
progressed. He placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, expressing
sympathy and warmth in his dark eyes, as if he wished he didn’t
have to subject her to mistreatment. The Lithian girl wanted to
thank him for his kindness, but she didn’t know what to say, and
fearful of exposing him to reprimand, Brenna left her gratitude
unspoken.

In the long, dreadful quiet prevailing,
Brenna put her head down on a sparse patch of green grass near
Maarit, offered a silent prayer and quickly fell asleep. Her
Tamarian comrades glanced at one another, some with raised
eyebrows, others shaking their fair heads at this inexplicable
behavior. How could the girl take a nap at such a time?

Anyone who knew her well would not have been
surprised. While Brenna seldom slept more than five hours per
night, she frequently drifted into slumber several times during the
day. Lithian physiology, while very similar to the human species
inhabiting her world, differed in important ways. Sleeping patterns
ranked high among these, and when under stress, Brenna often fell
asleep while her brain reorganized its neural connections.

Nearly an hour later, two soldiers opened the
iron gates of the walled compound again. Brenna awakened, feeling
an unpleasant itch in her left cheek from having lain on the
leaf-littered grass, along with a growing thirst and the now
familiar ache in her arms from having been uncomfortably bound for
such a long time. When she asked for water in vulgate one of the
rebels gruffly lifted the girl to her feet, put a canteen to his
lips, took a long swig, then spat it in her face.

He turned away, laughing. Brenna found no
humor in this behavior, but the moisture proved too compelling to
resist, and as she gazed over the open field to the west–a vista
stretching toward a cluster of hills standing against the hazy
horizon–the Lithian girl licked her lips to soothe her parched
tongue. This was the last drink she’d have for a long time.

Hot sand burned the bottom of Brenna’s bare
feet as the prisoners lined up and she followed her sunburned
comrades into the walled compound. Pain surged through her soles
and she winced, but fear of reprisal for vocalizing discomfort
motivated silence. They all marched in quiet submission toward a
place whose battered walls echoed with memories of torture.

Dark stains, sprayed across the decaying
plaster, whispered of firing squads. In addition to the demonoids
rendered into the metal of the doors, hundreds of human skulls,
placed neatly within the plaster, lent a macabre aura to the scene.
Broken human bones formed words–in Kamerese–above the door post
that read: The House of the Slain. Though she couldn’t read the
language, Brenna quickly realized the function of this place. It
served as an ossuary where the Kamerese housed bones of vanquished
adversaries collected through centuries of conflict over the red
soil of northeastern Kameron.

The psychological impact of being brought
here by the rebels seeped into Brenna’s consciousness. This place
underscored a Tamarian defeat and magnified the humiliation of
every captive. While the Kamerese revered their ancestors and
carefully preserved their ashes, they reserved more ghastly and
sinister rituals for the defeated, especially any foreign warrior
who’d fought on Kamerese soil.

Houses of the Slain–quasi temples built on
many historical battle sites–served to amplify the glory of the
victors and the crushing of their enemies. To the right of the
entrance lengthy stone tables, fronted by rusting blood gutters
that still emanated a faint, yet lingering charnel aroma, served as
butchering platforms for eviscerated enemy corpses. The entrails
and muscle of fallen comrades traditionally fed prisoners of war.
Directly in front of the entrance, two long rows of low, concrete
boxes crammed with the bones of historic enemies simmered in an
inner courtyard. As one of the young rebel warriors opened the iron
doors of each box, the means of their confinement dawned dreadfully
upon each prisoner.

The rebels pulled Dr. Erich von Brecher, the
biggest male among their captives, and forced him to kneel down in
front of one of the bone boxes. When he refused, they ruthlessly
beat him with their rifle butts until his cries for mercy faded
into tortured gasping. Even after he’d fallen unconscious the
rebels persisted with their brutal conduct, breaking Erich’s arms,
then finally stuffing him inside the box and shutting the iron
door. One by one, every Tamarian male experienced similar
mistreatment, but after witnessing what happened to Dr. von
Brecher, none resisted.

When Brenna faced the bone box a rebel
warrior grabbed her by the hair, pushed her head inside and yanked
at her underwear in an effort to tear it off. Though her hands
remained bound, the Lithian maiden willed her clothing to resist,
and the magic fibers responded by conforming so closely to her skin
they could not be removed. He clawed and scratched and tore at her
until she screamed and wept in affliction, but had to content
himself with pulling her hair like the reins of a horse while
mockingly bumping her from behind. Brenna’s face ground against a
pile of bones inside, her knees chafed on the rough stone and her
spirit sank in pain and despair. When the soldier completed his
torment, he shoved the girl forcefully into the stifling box,
slammed its door shut and proceeded to do to soft-hearted Gisele
what he could not do to Brenna.




***




A messenger arrived at Third Platoon’s
section of the trench while Garrick and his men labored to repair
battle damage. “The captain wants to see you, sir.”

Garrick appraised his filthy, sweat-stained
uniform. “Now?” he asked, incredulous that he’d be summoned less
than two hours after being ordered to restore his position to
operating condition before nightfall.

“Yes,” the messenger replied. “He said it’s
urgent.”

Garrick handed his shovel to Ziggy Hoenzaer.
Technically, he didn’t have to dig like the rest of his men, but
Garrick always shared in their labor and worked as hard as any of
the older men under his command. “Tell Sergeant Ringer I’ll be back
as soon as I can,” he ordered.

“Yes sir!” Ziggy responded.

A rocket-propelled mortar round shrieked
overhead. Every warrior in Third Platoon sought cover, but the
ordnance raced beyond their trench and landed well behind the
lines, somewhere just shy of the refugee camp. Intermittent attacks
of this nature continued throughout the day, increasing in tempo as
nightfall approached. The enemy usually fired two or three rounds,
then moved to avoid targeting by Tamarian artillery. This led to
complaints among gun crews that silencing enemy mortars with three
inch howitzers and four inch cannon ranked about as effective as
swatting mosquitoes with a sledge hammer.

The young officer followed the messenger into
the communication trench, turned left and after zig-zagging several
dozen yards, made a sharp right turn and ascended the recently
repaired stairway that led to the collection of command bunkers
where Captain Engels’ staff office lay. As the captain’s aide
alerted him to Garrick’s presence, the young officer heard a
woman’s voice from within, one whom he recognized as Brenna’s
friend, Mariel Hougen. She spoke in a matter-of-fact tone that she
typically used when delivering an intelligence-related message.

A short time later, Captain Engels called for
Garrick to enter. Standing in front of the captain’s desk, Garrick
stiffened and saluted. “Lieutenant Ravenwood reporting as ordered,
sir!”

First Lieutenant Mariel Hougen turned in her
chair and smiled wistfully. She stood and smoothed her skirt as the
captain dismissed her, appraising Garrick with dark, sympathetic
eyes. Mariel drew near, until the aroma of her clean flesh and the
silky texture of her red hair brushing against his upper arm teased
at the younger officer’s senses. “I’m sorry to hear about your
sergeant,” she said, softly, drawing near and placing her right
hand on his shoulder. “Vidders was a good man!”

Garrick’s eyes moistened and his lips
quivered, but he remained ramrod straight and did not respond as
Lieutenant Hougen patted his shoulder, then strode outside. She’d
never have touched him in public under different circumstances, but
Mariel and other officers in Alpha Company fully understood
Garrick’s appreciation for his loyal sergeant.

Captain Engels collected a sheaf of papers,
set them aside on his desk, then ordered Garrick to stand at ease.
“I’ve cancelled your leave tonight,” he began, offering no apology
or explanation beyond the curt statement that followed. “I’m sure
the Velez family will miss you.”

“Yes, sir,” Garrick replied, fully
anticipating this news. No soldier who remained fit for combat
could reasonably expect to take leave in the midst of ongoing
hostilities.

The captain leaned forward and tapped a pen
against his left hand, silently evaluating his youngest combat
leader. “We have a situation . . . One of the Delta Company
platoons got lost while on a mortar suppression mission this
afternoon. They hit some resistance from rebel cavalry and got
pinned down in a nasty fire fight. As far as we know at this point,
the Delta boys are completely surrounded, and the colonel wants us
to come to their rescue.”

Irony resonated through the captain’s words.
Delta Companies in the Tamarian Expeditionary Force rode into
battle in armored Electric Personnel Transports and Heavy Electric
Personnel Transports–EPTs and HEPTs in military lingo–equipped with
the latest revolver cannon, a heavy gun that jammed far less
frequently than the massive, rotary-barreled machine cannons
carried by the infantry. Their weapons–the most modern and reliable
of any Tamarian units–their silent, rapid mode of transport, and
the fact that Delta units constituted a small percentage of the
overall force inspired a certain elitist camaraderie. Realizing
that lowly infantry had to bail them out would have inspired a
smile, had he not been so upset at Sergeant Vidders’ death and
worried sick about Brenna.

“The trouble is, we don’t know exactly where
they are,” Captain Engels continued. He reached across his desk for
a map that Mariel Hougen had left behind. He unfolded the paper,
spread it out for Garrick to see and circled an area with his
finger. “I’ve marked their last known position for you.”

Garrick’s eyebrows raised. He glanced at the
scale of the map and did some mental calculating. “That’s nearly
seven miles away, sir. No mortar has that kind of range. What were
they doing way out there?”

Captain Engels shook his head. “I don’t know,
son. But, they’re in a tight spot now, and I need you to find them,
locate their position, call an artillery strike to take out the bad
guys, then bring our boys back.”

Garrick nodded, grateful to be doing
something directly related to defeating the enemy. “Yes, sir. We’ll
leave right away. But what about the trench?”

“I’ll handle that. Take plenty of water and
birds for messages. Stay in close contact!” After pausing for a
moment, the captain continued. “No heroics, lieutenant. Call in the
strike, get the Delta boys out and get back here.”

“Understood, sir!” Garrick replied.

Thus, Garrick and his platoon abandoned their
repairs and readied for departure, each man collecting as much
ammunition and water as he could carry. Lieutenant Ravenwood pulled
Sergeant Ringer aside while his sweating warriors groused about the
sudden interruption in their tasking. They knew that such a swift
change in orders meant they were heading for action, and worse,
that they’d have to carry their heavy machine cannon along. While
everyone appreciated extra firepower in battle, the men hated
lugging the massive weapons while marching.

“We’ll need a team leader for Sergeant
Vidders’ squad,” Garrick began. “I’m thinking about Harmon
Grossman. Do you concur?”

Sergeant Ringer nodded. “Good choice,
lieutenant.”

“Make it happen, sergeant. Assemble the men
at the Quartermaster’s bunker in ten minutes. We’ve got a lot of
ground to cover!”

Garrick mused over a combat plan while he
gathered his own equipment and scurried to the Quartermaster’s
bunker. He picked up colored flares used for signaling and
requisitioned three Kitsim Doves, a large, swift species native to
the northern Tamarian lowlands that the army trained to carry
messages. Garrick hoped he’d not need to send three separate
messages, but since he didn’t know the situation on the ground, nor
could he predict how the rebels would react, he approached his plan
with flexibility in mind.

By the time he’d finished gathering supplies,
Sergeant Ringer and the surviving members of Third Platoon marched
into the open area behind the Quartermaster’s bunker. Garrick
distributed the bird cages among the men to minimize the
possibility of losing all three to a singular enemy artillery shell
or mortar round, then ordered his men to load their rifles.

“Stay alert!” he warned, though his own
thoughts soon drifted away.

As the Daystar sank toward the horizon they
headed west, following an old, rough trail that undulated over low,
rocky rises covered in scrawny scrub, using a traveling overwatch
formation where Sergeant Ringer’s squad maintained a 50 yard lead
over the squad Harmon Grossman now headed. Garrick stayed with
Harmon, so that in the event of contact with the enemy, he could
assess the situation and respond appropriately.

Lieutenant Ravenwood developed a reputation
for marching his men hard. The standard rate of platoon march had
long ago been set at five miles per hour, but in combat experience
as an ordinary line soldier, Garrick learned that slow moving
infantry seldom seized battlefield initiative. In training last
spring and on every march thereafter, his platoon consistently
covered seven–and sometimes nearly eight–in that time frame. This
informed the captain’s selection of Third Platoon and made sense to
senior officers, but to the men who carried at least 70 pounds of
equipment through the smothering heat of a late afternoon, it felt
like they’d been singled out for punishment.

Garrick ignored their complaining. Though he
packed a burden of equal mass and shared in the general misery of
his platoon, he didn’t grouse. The rhythm of moving feet, the
resulting swirls of red dust and the sounds of chafing fabric and
metal clinking on metal soon dulled most senses, but Garrick found
none of that mesmerizing. Stuffed into boots that felt too small,
his feet ached after a short time walking, and the pendant he’d
bought for Brenna that now lay in the breast pocket beneath his
armor pressed against his heart like a festering wound.
Concentration fled from his conscious mind, wandering into impotent
worry about her over and over again.

They followed tracks left behind by the
electric transports. Within an hour of their departure the
landscape began a gradual descent, with a sharp rock face rising
several hundred yards to the north. Soon, the sound of distant
gunfire arose from the southwest. Garrick called the column to a
halt, ordered the men to clear off the road, seek cover among the
dry scrub and move into bounding overwatch formation, where the two
halves of his platoon advanced in stages, each supporting the
other. This slowed progress, but with the enemy lurking nearby,
Garrick didn’t want to walk into an ambush.

Shortly thereafter the nearby landscape
features matched those on the map where Captain Engels had made a
mark, indicating that Third Platoon had arrived near the Delta
company’s last reported position. Garrick sent Karsten Bachman and
Rupert Decker, two of his experienced warriors, downslope to
investigate a place where the road crossed a broad, dry flood field
littered with large, smooth stones. He observed their progress
through binoculars while the rest of his platoon took up covering
positions.

A bridge had once spanned the seasonal river
that drained the nearby hills, but like much of the infrastructure
that once served this remote part of Kameron, the tattered bridge
had long since fallen into disrepair. Evidence of vandalism,
ranging from graffiti to the wanton destruction of drunken banditos
using the structure for target practice, indicated that this bridge
had not served a useful purpose in decades.

The men returned with a few empty shell
casings from Tamarian rifles, reporting they’d seen fresh hoof
prints mingled with tire tracks that led into the riverbed and
continued westward. Garrick imagined the Delta unit coming into
contact with rebel cavalry scouts, then subsequently plunging into
pursuit over rocky terrain where horses could certainly move with
greater speed.

With daylight fading and a sense of urgency
rising within his soul, Garrick sent his platoon further down the
northern edge of the narrowing canyon. Bursts of intense gunfire,
usually lasting for about half a minute then fading into echoes and
subsequent silence, indicated hostilities occurring well beyond the
last known position of the Delta platoon. A long while later,
Garrick heard Tamarian voices shouting between the rattle of firing
rifles, and a sense of loyalty for his own countrymen suppressed
the smug pride arising from being tasked to rescue elite
troops.

Rising rock walls closed in as the narrowing
ravine gradually dropped into a bowl-shaped depression filled with
debris from flash flooding. During wet years this feature supported
a transient lake teeming with wildlife, but with a long-term dry
spell plaguing Northern Kameron, many withered trees and shriveled
shrubs populating the area testified to pervasive drought. Only
cacti and yucca plants remained green, clinging to a tenuous
existence dependent on occasional rain showers that moistened the
soil just enough to keep them alive.

A boulder-strewn ledge arose from the
northern edge of the dry lake bed. Less than a hundred yards to the
north, a towering scarp face marked an abrupt transition to a broad
plateau above. Control of its summit would provide an excellent
view of the area and the rolling hills to the south, but the
distance across the lake bed lay at the practical limit of rifle
range, meaning that Third Platoon could not effectively engage any
force attacking from the south.

Quietly and carefully, Garrick led his
platoon toward the cliff, where he found an arroyo that cut into
the rock face and led northward. Though its narrow, tree-sheltered
walls lay thick in dry leaf litter and alluvium, after a hard climb
he and his men arrived at the summit and found a grassy area
overlooking rebel positions. Here, Garrick ordered his platoon to
set up camp while he surveyed the area below with his
binoculars.

Four EPTs and an HEPT formed a defensive
circle near the mouth of the dry lake, roughly five hundred yards
distant. Several dead horses and many slain rebels lay still and
silent on the rock-littered surface nearby, but the Delta platoon,
surrounded by enemy forces occupying the higher ledges, could not
retreat from this position without exposing itself to cross fire
from the crests on either side of the lake bed.

Though he cursed the stupidity of the Delta
platoon leader for falling into such an obvious trap, Garrick
understood that in the heat of pursuit across unfamiliar terrain,
an inexperienced combat leader might easily lose situational
awareness. No bravado, no sense of superiority and no mystique
could save the trapped soldiers from the inexorable death awaiting
them. The Kamerese would tighten their circle until the hapless
warriors ran out of ammunition.

But Garrick had no intention of letting that
outcome transpire. He began visualizing how to rescue the trapped
platoon, sketching patterns in his imagination and thinking through
the details needed to make his plan work. The relatively narrow
northern ledge that lay below his current position, though it
provided much cover in the form of large boulders, would provide
little shelter from a heavy artillery attack. If Garrick’s men
could wrest control of that ledge from the rebels, they could use
the area to stage an evacuation through the arroyo and onto the
broad, northern plateau. Any rebel troops foolish enough to follow
them would have to dismount and climb the narrow canyon, facing
angry Tamarians in control of its summit. While this idea seemed
appropriate Garrick felt uncomfortably alone and exposed, so
distant from the rest of the Expeditionary Force.

With darkness falling, Third Platoon dug
their machine cannon into the fall-back position near the top of
the ravine, then set up a defensive perimeter around their camp
with egress routes through the canyon or across the plateau as
their commander directed. Garrick carefully mapped the location of
rebel units around the lake bed, then rolled up the coordinates for
sustained artillery strikes into a lightweight scroll case clamped
onto the leg of a Kitsim Dove. The bird climbed into the sky and
circled three times before heading eastward, carrying its death
sentence on swift wings into the descending darkness.




***




Neron Romero, serving as Special Inquisitor
to King Alejo, enjoyed less power than his title suggested.
Although directly appointed by the King for a purpose known only
between the two men, the title of Special Inquisitor carried no
authority, and no real threat aside from what his testimony could
provide in private consultation with his majesty.

Though he tried to use the terror of such an
audience to great effect, he could not successfully intimidate the
citizens he interviewed while visiting Helena. Even with a
full-blown civil war raging across Northeastern Kameron and General
Alvaro Guiomar Guerro–King Alejo’s newly-appointed supreme
commander–currently driving his loyalist army up the Rio Viva with
ruthless efficiency, the menace that the king’s Inquisitor carried
into his questioning seemed strangely blunted.

He’d believed that his influence with the
King, who could subsequently order General Guerro to destroy Helena
and its environs, should quite simply inspire dread. But no hint of
possible retribution, no warning of impending doom for disloyal
citizenry swayed the astonishing resolve of these people. Neron
came to Helena intending to re-establish social order and respect
for the traditional Kamerese way of life, yet as his interviews
progressed, he became increasingly distressed at the outright
disregard for these values that found free expression among the
business, religious and political leadership.

Neron stood much taller than most Kamerese. A
row of golden chains hung from the unbuttoned collar of his
starched, white shirt, testifying to his high rank and power.
Dressed in an immaculately tailored black suit, his greying hair
coiffed to perfection, the King’s Inquisitor used every inflection,
every gesture and every question to create and intensify a
perception of imminent doom among people whose attitude seemed
dismissive and outright treasonous.

Despite the repressive heat that lingered
into the evening hours, Neron did not sweat. His presence in
Helena, and the grim-faced Royal Guard soldiers who escorted his
retinue, should have inspired perspiration among Helena’s prominent
citizenry even on an overcast day in winter. The frontier town, too
small to warrant official attention from Kameron City, still showed
the lingering scars of full-scale battle from earlier in the
summer, and repair work in town had stopped immediately when
fighting erupted across the river earlier that day.

Properly cultured townsfolk should rightly
fear that Neron’s investigation would disrupt their independent
plans for rebuilding. However, as businessmen and community leaders
came in response to a summons, they approached their interrogations
with an independent spirit that openly questioned the reasoning
behind the Special Inquisitor’s interest in their situation and
their landlord. An impudence had been spread among them, an
outbreak of social disease that in Neron’s mind needed to be
eradicated before it infected others.

The kind of response that Neron found so
objectionable came from unwashed rabble who should have known their
low place in the world and accepted their fate without complaining.
The average citizen living in Helena, now having been given title
to land by the foreign Velez family, adopted airs typically
reserved for the elite among Kameron’s landed society.

A lean, hardworking man with rough hands, who
owned a furniture shop and claimed to be third generation resident,
became indignant when compelled to offer testimony of the
community’s reaction to Lord Velez and his family arriving in
Kameron. “I tell you something the King should know!” he barked.
“All the other landlords came here with their hands out, looking
for what they could take. They came looking for rent, looking for
some young girl to take out for a night of fun, or young men for
their armies.

“Lord Velez came ‘round here wearing work
gloves, carrying a shovel on his shoulder and he said: ‘Tell me how
to make things better!’ He set up civic councils to handle
governing, and co-ops to organize and sell our produce. He gave
people a say in what happens here; so now we have repaired roads,
and power, and sanitation, and a local economy that works! The
Velez folk and their dark friends from the east may be a bit
different–they don’t speak our tongue or pray to our
forefathers–but my ancestors smile from the high heaven at my good
fortune! You tell the King that Velez is a good man. If we had more
like him, we’d not be fighting a civil war!”

The former peasant stood and stalked off
after this, refusing to answer any more questions. Attitudes like
his showed absolute contempt for appropriate civil order. What lay
at the root of this evil?

Increasingly irritated as he occupied a
comfortable leather chair in the mayor’s office, Inquisitor Romero
wrote notes in a black book after each interview. He summoned the
priests, vineyard owners, field workers and finally Helena’s mayor,
meticulously recording responses that revealed precisely what Neron
Romero believed he needed to hear and report to the King.

“Concerning this land reform I’ve been
hearing about,” he drawled, “what does Lord Velez gain from giving
you his property?”

Alonso Meta, who served as Helena’s mayor,
found this a very strange thing to ask. The older man shook his
head, wishing he could calm his nerves with a glass of wine. “Land
reform addressed longstanding grievances among our people,” he
replied. “Lord Velez wants local families to control their own
destinies. He negotiated the subdivision of properties in good
faith, and at a fair price, making sure all of the best land near
the river went to native Kamerese, while he and his allies took
land in the hill country. Everything he’s done since arriving here
has been honorable and suggests he has the needs of our people in
mind. Why would you question the man’s motives?”

Inquisitor Romero left that response
unanswered for several moments, leaning back in his chair and
staring out a window and into the darkness absentmindedly. When he
returned his gaze to Helena’s mayor, he did so with a patronizing
smile that seemed deadly in the electric light. “Surely you don’t
expect me to believe that a foreigner has gained control over our
sacred soil only to sell it back to our people?”

Mayor Meta shrugged nervously. “This is
precisely what he’s done.”

“For what reason?” the Inquisitor asked.
“This behavior is highly irregular, do you not agree?”

Flustered, Mayor Meta could not see where
this line of inquiry headed. He shook his head and gestured toward
the heavens with his right hand, a Kamerese invocation to protect
souls from the influence of an evil spirit that had long lost its
spiritual significance and was now commonly used to express
exasperation. “I have lived in this town all my life,” he said.
“I’ve seen four landlords come and go since I was a boy, and always
the increase of our land and the profits from our commerce left the
region with them. This is not so with Lord Velez.” Mayor Meta
trembled as he wiped sweat from his brow. “He is unlike the others.
He has been generous and fair!”

“By selling land that belongs to the people
of Kameron at no interest?” Neron Romero asked. “Surely you
understand this is not our way!”

“He is the rightful landlord,” Alonso
replied. “I witnessed the transfer from Lord Navarro and signed the
official papers myself. If he chooses to subdivide his property
among the people to whom you say it rightfully belongs, why does
this concern you?”

Ah, that impudent attitude again! Inquisitor
Romero let the words linger, but this time he put his elbows on the
desk and lowered his head ever so slightly. “It concerns the king,”
he replied, softly, lifting his right eyebrow. “To whom does your
landlord owe his allegiance?”

Nervously, Alonso Meta considered his words
before replying. He liked Lynden Velez and didn’t want to say
anything that might put the Lithian landlord in jeopardy. “That is
a question you should ask him directly,” the mayor replied.

“Oh, I will ask him!” Neron responded in a
gently threatening tone, peeved that Lord Velez outright refused to
attend an interview when summoned, citing some family crisis about
a missing daughter. This affront insulted the Inquisitor, but he
didn’t mention it. “Be assured that I will ask!”

“Then why do you trouble me with this
matter?” Alonso, though fearful, did not like the direction this
interview had taken. “I tell you that Lynden Velez unilaterally
imposed reforms that have brought hope to the people of this
region! There is no harm in this.”

“Hope, you say? Hope of what? Hope of whom?
Hope to what end?” By speaking about this, Neron revealed the crux
of his concern, but Mayor Meta, frazzled by the line of inquiry,
missed its significance.

Alonso shook his head rapidly. “You come here
from the palace in Kameron City with no understanding of the
despair the people of this valley have experienced. We had no hope
for better days because the fruit of our labor went to pay
exorbitant rents and support lavish living among elites who came
only to extract profit and visit a quaint place on the frontier
during the summer. Our children found no hope here for lack of
opportunity, and most have long since moved on. We had no hope
because of rampant lawlessness, the decay of our roads and
buildings, the neglect of our needs. This town was dying before the
Velez family arrived.

“But now, all of this has changed. Lord Velez
and his army drove out the banditos. He invested his own money in
repairing erosion damage, in educating our children, in building
the power plants that give us electricity and repairing the system
that provides clean water. He replanted our barren hillsides and
drastically increased the land under cultivation. We have new jobs
in the light forges, at the port, and the new economic prosperity
is breathing life into local business. He has given us title to our
lands so that ordinary people . . .”

Yet another reference to the ordinary people,
the Inquisitor thought, ignoring the rest of the mayor’s florid,
ongoing monologue. The Lithian warlord gave common riffraff title
to property, which made each peasant and two bit nobody a
landowner! To what end had he done this, and to whom was he loyal?
Was this foreign warlord looking to impose his own ways, build up
his own army and challenge the longstanding traditions of
Kameron?

This kind of cancer could start a real revolt
against his majesty’s authority. Once the commoners began thinking
that they could own property, where would their thirst for liberty
and equality end? Inquisitor Romero understood the need for
southern land owners to shed blood and drain the current rebellion
of its vital force, but if the teeming masses of unwashed peasantry
ever threw off the economic yoke that bound them, Kamerese high
society would pay the price and come to a violent end.

No one in power willingly surrendered their
privilege. Therefore, the root of this “land reform” must lie in
some secret ambition of Lynden Velez, perhaps to lead a popular
uprising against the King! Pieces to the puzzle fell into place as
Neron worked through a plausible scenario, and the picture emerging
within his mind seemed frightening.

Backed by interest free loans from Tamarian
business consortiums, Lynden Velez had financed construction of his
prospering, light-powered factories. They made textiles,
particularly women’s underwear, as well as a few specialty weapons
and some tools. The business clearly generated enormous profits
because not only did the Velez army have ultra modern equipment,
reconstruction supplies now swamped the tiny Port of Helena. Many
refugees found work rebuilding the town and repairing the extensive
damage to the fragile vineyards wrought by modern war. All of this
came from the sale of undergarments!

Why would Velez care about rebuilding unless
he had something to gain? Further, how the Tamarians made money on
this scheme Neron did not understand, but only a few months after
providing Velez with money to build his factories, the scheming
northerners urged their government to invoke a mutual defense
treaty in order to put Tamarian troops on Kamerese soil. While the
Velez army fought Lord Navarro and Lord Fang to a standstill, the
Tamarians came in with their fearsome rockets and destroyed
them!

And thus, Lynden Velez persuaded the very
people who financed his building fortune to crush the rebel
warlords on his behalf. With their help, and an alliance of
dark-skinned Abelscinnians, the outnumbered Velez forces defeated
two larger, well-equipped armies. Now that the Tamarians occupied
lands on the western bank of the Virgin River, their formidable
deterrence served as a buffer to keep other warlords from
successfully overthrowing him. How devious! How clever! How
admirably malign!

How could he be stopped?




***




Brenna wept in pain and despair for a long
time. Her initial sense of panic arising from her cramped confines
evolved into fury, but screaming availed nothing. Though she prayed
for deliverance, none came. Allfather did not speak, did not act,
and thus she found her captivity a harsh and unjust penalty she’d
been forced to endure, with her only hope a slender thread of
enduring faith. The endless ache of chafing flesh and bound limbs
faded into numbness until her overloaded senses felt nothing except
for the stinging of sweat dripping into her eyes and a persistent,
raging thirst.

Heat within the bone box faded gradually.
Desperate and helpless, Brenna’s mind wandered through imagined
scenarios of escape and vengeance, returning to a powerless present
in which the merciless rebels imposed cruelty at their whim.

“Why have you abandoned me?” she prayed. “Why
have you left me to suffer this way? Why do you turn your ear from
my prayers? Loving God, where are you in my hour of desperate need?
I’m weak. I’m defenseless. I can do nothing to save myself!

“What good can I do for you here? How is your
purpose served by my scourging? Have I not been faithful? Have I
not pledged my life to your service? Why then, do you repay my
loyalty with affliction?

“You know my heart, you know what I think!
You know that I desire to please you, to commune with you, to honor
you . . . Why then, Allfather God, have you turned your back on me?
What have I done?” she sobbed. “Where have I gone wrong?”

“You’ve imprisoned me in this terrible place.
I’m overcome with pain while my enemies laugh. They’ve beaten me
without reason and inflict misery without restraint. They desire my
virtue like plunder. Their brutality knows no end. Don’t you see?
Don’t you care? Why do you permit them to mistreatment me?

“You’ve given them victory, though they don’t
acknowledge you. Now you’ve left me to die of hunger and thirst
while they mock me, smug in their triumph. Where is your power now?
Why do you remain silent? Why have you left me all alone?”

And thus, Brenna’s spirit plunged into black
desperation. Her mind swirled through darkness and panic,
remembering every instance where she’d been afraid, every moment
marked by pain. In the midst of her distress the words of Lithian
scripture filled her consciousness, and through her tears the young
woman let the poetic phrases spill from her dry lips. With her
voice rasping, Brenna recounted the chaos before creation, the
epoch of utterly cold disorder and bottomless depth that dilated
into overwhelming heat and brightness at Allfather’s command.

The cycle of stars began. The elements formed
and reformed. He splashed his creative power across the universe in
brilliant bursts of light, condensing, expanding, transforming,
re-building and finally planting the seeds of life in the sea.
Through endless ages his purpose and power prevailed, until his
people–the ones upon whom he lavished his love–raised their eyes,
their hands and voices heavenward, honoring the One whose words
brought all things into being.

Among the epic stories of her childhood
Brenna recalled tales of heroes whose mighty exploits, whose
courage and victory, lay rooted in faith. Their lives, transformed
by belief in the unseen, bore witness to Allfather’s power. None of
them had lived without struggle. None of their lives were free of
pain. And Brenna, crammed into a stuffy bone box, remembered that
God carried their sufferings with compassion.

The ancient words filled her soul now: “Never
will I leave or forsake you. Your darkness will not endure; for I
will put an end to misery and establish justice for all people. By
my own integrity and the strength of my power I will accomplish
good for you.

“I have loved you from before the world
began, and I will always love you. I will hold you in my arms and
defend your cause among the mighty. I will restore your fortunes
and fill your heart with joy. By my power I will crush your enemies
until they lay forgotten as the dust beneath your feet, but you
shall forever remain the focus of my tender care . . .”

After many hours of this she heard movement
outside. Brenna’s consciousness returned to the present while her
heart pounded. Scraping sounds and a muted voice approached from
what seemed like the end of the bone box line, creaking doors open
and moments later closing them again. Suddenly, latch of the steel
door encasing her prison moved. A rush of sweet, cool air caressed
her aching flesh and a gentle hand reached over her shoulder.

“Here you go, little damsel, “ the familiar
male voice said. “It’s not much, but it’s all I have for now.”

Brenna felt his fingers press against her
lips. The aroma of citrus roused her senses as he placed the
carpels of a peeled orange into her mouth. She accepted the fruit
with relief and bit into its sweetness, letting its cool liquid
linger on her tongue. Though he closed the door and moved to the
next bone box, this small gesture filled Brenna’s soul with hope.
Even in this dark place, the agents of Allfather remained at work.
Even among the enemy, his passion moved. Even in her darkest hour,
Allfather honored her loyalty and, in gratitude for the gift that
renewed her hope, Brenna began to sing.




***




Well over an hour after darkness fell,
Garrick sent three men down the arroyo to launch a remote signal.
Since the Delta platoon didn’t know that friendly troops had found
them, the smoky, green flare arcing lazily over the lake bed
signaled the presence of Tamarian forces in the area. Though by
doing this he also alerted the Kamerese, Garrick reasoned that the
psychological impact of knowing another military unit lurked in the
night would deprive the rebel commanders and their troops of
sleep.

Yet as the night dragged on and settled into
the rhythm of chirping crickets, Garrick’s restless mind rehashed
the incidents with Jaeger, stewed over the order he’d given that
sent Sergeant Vidders to his death, and worried endlessly about
Brenna. He’d seen the rebels hack off limbs. Garrick knew how his
little sister, Kira, had suffered during her brief stay in Kameron,
and the thought of anyone harming his beloved inspired malevolent
rage.

She would likely chide him for maintaining
such an attitude, claiming that she always remained under
Allfather’s protection and that nothing happened to her apart from
his will. Her fanciful, imaginative explanation for the world and
its phenomena simply could not be verified, and while Garrick
accepted the fact that she lived by faith, his personal dismissal
of the divine remained firmly entrenched. While a power of some
kind flowed through her and protected her–a force he’d witnessed on
many occasions–too many unanswered questions remained.

Among these, observing the dense swath of
autumnal stars that painted the night sky far from home, he
wondered how she could honestly believe in a benevolent God who
answered prayers from somewhere beyond that vast array. Garrick
reasoned that iff he felt insignificant, staring up at a myriad of
pinpointed lights whose shining represented the distant past, how
could the whispered prayers of a singular person ever be heard? How
could the plea of his beloved reach beyond the sound of her own
voice? Was she also thinking about the divine while looking at the
stars, and if so, how could she derive hope from the impossible
prospect of being heard across the universe?

Brenna’s faith in an a powerful, loving deity
who created the heavens and personally cared for her seemed
diametrically opposed to the brutal reality of her current
circumstances, yet she’d likely remain loyal to the idea of a
divine presence in her life. Could she honestly sustain belief in
this protective God after falling into the hands of El Caudillo’s
men? Would she persist in her faith when they tortured her?

That thought made Garrick angry again. Not
only did the Kamerese hate Lithians, they didn’t believe in God,
either. They had their own superstitions, their own follies to
follow.

But Garrick didn’t need the divine to provide
a path for himself. He didn’t need a spiritual or celestial guide
to tell him why the universe existed, or how life came into being.
He didn’t need some external source of authority to govern moral
conduct, or explain why evil existed in the world. Garrick felt
comfortable without a Prime Cause for everything. For him, the love
he shared with Brenna satisfied his soul, and that was enough, as
far as he was concerned.

The twin moons sank over the western horizon
shortly thereafter, their departure beckoning a mist from the
distant sea that soon veiled the heavens and settled close to the
ground, quieting the crickets. Visibility decreased, and with it, a
sense of foreboding grew among the men on watch. A few hours later,
Harmon Grossman awakened his commander from a fitful sleep. “We’ve
got company, sir,” he whispered.

Garrick, momentarily disoriented, reached for
his rifle. Swirling fog thickened the darkness, but as his mind
cleared, the young commander re-established a sense of time and
place. “Where?” he responded quietly.

“They’re on foot, coming from the west. Right
now they’re still a couple of hundred yards away, but Rupert and
Lenz heard noise, moved up to investigate, then relayed the message
to me.”

“How many?” Garrick inquired, making a mental
note to express gratitude for the men who stayed alert on
watch.

“Unknown. It’s hard to tell. Shall we take
them out?”

Garrick shook his head. Without being able to
positively identify friend and foe, killing in the darkness had to
be avoided. “No! Get Sergeant Ringer up. Pull back to the ravine.
If they come in force, we’ll egress down the arroyo and they’ll
have a tough time following in this fog. Don’t fire without my
order.”

“Yes sir!” Harmon replied, vanishing to do
his lieutenant’s bidding.

The men of Third Platoon silently left their
camp and retreated, abandoning their bed rolls and backpacks.
Garrick had them set up a defensive perimeter in a ravine that
formed the head of the arroyo, with strict instructions for an
orderly withdrawal to their rendezvous point, should the need
arise. Quietly the men inserted magazines into their rifles, loaded
their rocket launchers and the machine cannon, waiting anxiously
for the enemy to appear in the mist. Though willing fingers hovered
near rifle triggers that could have slain the approaching rebels
quickly and mercilessly, the Tamarians did not fire.

As Garrick suspected, a small party
consisting of no more than four rebel soldiers approached the camp.
They didn’t come too close, nor did they linger very long,
vanishing into the fog as quickly as they’d become visible.

“It looks like a scout party,” Sergeant
Ringer breathed. “They know we’re here now. You can expect them to
attack.”

Garrick nodded, wishing he could get out of
his ill-fitting boots and sleep again. He fought off his fatigue
and waited for another hour before sending a small party forward to
verify that the rebels had left the area, then returned to the camp
with his men to collect their belongings. Third Platoon withdrew to
their fallback position beneath the oak trees at the top of the
ravine, where Garrick ordered his men to rest.

Though he soon fell asleep in the uneasy
silence, Garrick bolted alert at the distant whistle of an incoming
artillery round. This time, with a full awareness of his situation
instantly in the forefront of his consciousness, he cursed the
Tamarian artillery gunners, thinking they’d delivered their
ordnance too early.

With no sign of daybreak on the horizon
artillery fire made no sense, until the young commander identified
the southerly origin of the sound. A moment later the grassy area
where Third Platoon had originally camped exploded into hellish
fury. White hot gases and shrapnel burst through the fog, raising
fountains of fire and smoke that flickered wickedly in the
darkness. Round after round hammered the plateau until the ground
shook and entire sections of scarp face withered under the assault.
Dust and rock rained from the heavens, a chilling reminder that had
Third Platoon remained in its original position overlooking the
lake bed, they’d have been vaporized under the fury of the
artillery assault.

That familiar, otherworldly sense of calm
Garrick always experienced in combat arose within his soul. He
squeezed back into his boots, then led his men into the steep-sided
arroyo, where they were far less likely to suffer from the indirect
effects of the exploding ordnance. Third Platoon retreated to the
lower ledge that overlooked the lake bed, then moved several
hundred yards further east to wait out the barrage as the bursting
rounds harmlessly spread in their direction on the plateau
above.

Though he expected the rebel guns to flatten
the Delta platoon’s vehicles, not a single shell fell upon the lake
bed. Perhaps the Kamerese worried about fratricide, as a stray
shell targeted for the trapped platoon might inadvertently take out
a friendly unit, but the same danger existed for a shell falling
short of its target on the plateau. Had the rebels withdrawn from
the northern ledge during the night? Would the Tamarian response
fall upon abandoned positions?

Another strange aspect to the Kamerese attack
centered upon its duration. They plastered the plateau far longer
than should have been necessary to take out a single platoon of
Tamarian infantry. This situational disconnect led Garrick to
vexing worry that none of his careful combat planning mattered as
the guns finally fell silent.

Waiting for the time to act, rather than hide
among rocks or within the dead scrub seemed interminable, but after
the men moved back toward the arroyo an eerie calm fell upon the
area. Later, as the diurnal chorus of mourning doves cooed through
the mist and daylight gradually seeped across distant ridge lines
hidden by low clouds, Garrick sent Harmon Grossman’s squad back up
to the plateau to scout for rebel troops and defend their position
at the head of the ravine with the platoon’s heavier weapons. They
unrolled a communication wire for the sound powered phone, so that
Kasch Nagel could help Garrick keep in contact with the split
force.

Garrick intended to attack rebel units
occupying the northern ledge after the anticipated Tamarian
artillery barrage, but as daylight spread over the misty landscape
the guns didn’t fire. Activity stirred among the rebel troops
occupying the ledges, with occasional gunshots directed toward the
assembled Delta vehicles that lay just on the fringe of visibility
in the fog, and Garrick began growing anxious.

Where was that artillery?

He waited nearly 40 minutes before sending
his second dove back with another fire order, hoping that friendly
guns would begin their barrage so that he could attack and save the
Delta platoon. But as the bird vanished into the mist the shriek of
incoming cannon shells ripped through the morning air. Light, heat
and sound smashed the defensive circle of Tamarian machines
assembled on the lake bed, shredding steel armor and flinging heavy
vehicle parts high into the air. Thunderous explosions resounded
off the canyon walls, followed by a rain of dirt and debris that
pelted the area for hundreds of yards.

Garrick stared at the scene in disbelief,
certain that he’d called in the coordinates accurately. Since the
sound of incoming warheads originated from the south, that had to
be rebel artillery again. Why weren’t Tamarian guns firing?

Sergeant Ringer slapped him on the shoulder.
“What do we do, lieutenant?”

Just then, Kasch Nagel shouted over the din.
“Harmon says they’re under attack!”

“Tell him to hold that position!” Garrick
replied, suddenly tempted to abandon the Delta platoon and retreat
to safety out of the greater loyalty he felt toward his own men.
Fully expecting Tamarian artillery to clear the way for his own
assault, the young officer lingered near the arroyo’s mouth,
waiting for the big guns to do their job.

The rebel shelling stopped, a growing chorus
of enemy bullets whined through the fog, and the distinctive
whirring sound of Tamarian machine cannon aspired above the dying
echoes of artillery fire. Harmon’s team had both of the heavier
guns firing steadily, and because no one in Third Platoon ever blew
through ammunition without cause, the continual sound meant big
trouble.

To the front of Garrick’s position rebel
troops began moving his direction, ignoring the burning military
vehicles in the lake bed. Surprised that the Kamerese knew where to
attack, Garrick expected a bitter fight to begin. He adapted to the
developing threat as it unfolded, lacking knowledge of how many
rebel soldiers his unit faced and worried that he and his men had
been forgotten somehow. Had the doves not found their roost? Was he
expecting deliverance that might not ever come?

How did the rebels know where to attack? Who
was directing their heavy guns?

In the uncertain limbo he experienced while
waiting for the big Tamarian cannons to answer the enemy artillery,
Garrick joined his men in mechanically loading and firing from
behind the cover of the arroyo’s western edge. Their bullets beat
back three weak forays at a range of nearly two hundred yards, but
situational uncertainty and the need to honor the current threat
prevented Garrick from acting decisively and seizing
initiative.

For several minutes the rebel infantry seemed
tentative, as if unwilling to risk a full frontal assault. Garrick
heard a whistle blow from somewhere deep within the fog and in
response, a refrain of angry voices answered. A rush of riflemen
swelled along the front line, surging through the rocks and shrubs
like a rising tide. For every enemy soldier falling victim to
Tamarian rifle fire, another appeared out of the mist to take his
fallen comrade’s place. Their ranks advanced faster than Sergeant
Ringer’s men could cut them down.

Garrick had not seen this kind of attack
since his battlefield experience against the Azgaril’s Northern
Liberation Army, and the memory of that terror compelled his heart
to beat faster. With the platoon’s heavier weapons fully engaged on
the plateau above, Garrick realized that the sheer number of
advancing rebels would overwhelm Sergeant Ringer’s squad; the
Tamarians had neither the manpower nor the ammunition to stop them.
Though he hated the prospect of facing defeat, the young lieutenant
shouted at his sergeant and waved toward Harmon’s position. “Fall
back!”

Equine neighing and snorting spread across
the lake bed, inspiring dread among the Tamarians who could hear,
but couldn’t see, calvary. If Third Platoon faced a fleet-footed
foe on the flanks they’d be wiped out, but how could the rebels
coordinate a three-pronged attack in heavy fog? Fortunately,
Garrick had wisely stationed his team near the mouth of the arroyo
and its narrowing walls protected the men as they withdrew uphill
through a grove of Live Oak trees, backing away from the relentless
Kamerese advance.

The enemy fought bravely. Where horses could
not ascend the forested canopy their riders dismounted–advancing in
small groups on foot–covered by those waiting to climb the hill.
Dust, damaged leaves and bits of bark shredded by bullets from both
sides blended in the mist. Disciplined rebel ranks moved forward
amid an intense crossfire, with a determination and valor that
inspired a mix of admiration and panic within Garrick’s soul.

Herman Zumwald took an enemy round in the
gut. Udo Barth, the platoon medic, slid downhill to his aid,
stalling the Tamarian retreat as Sergeant Ringer’s squad paused to
allow Udo some time to assess Herman’s injury and evacuate the
wounded soldier. Having suffered casualties during the previous
battle and now engaging at less than full-strength, Third Platoon
could ill-afford to lose anyone capable of handling a rifle.

Garrick should have climbed the arroyo first
and overseen his unit’s retreat from the top of the plateau, but he
felt so strongly attached to the warriors in his platoon he stayed
with Sergeant Ringer’s men as they engaged the threat from below.
Because the Tamarians remained loyal to an unseen link that bound
them as brothers, their teamwork stalled the enemy advance and
prevented a rout. Garrick worked his rife’s bolt action and fought
alongside Kellen Bauer, covering the withdrawal of their comrades
who took up positions on higher ground until he and Kellen
retreated.

Finally, once all his men arrived safely at
the canyon summit, Garrick ordered his mortar teams and all
soldiers with grenades to flood the arroyo with explosives. Within
seconds the hastily aimed mortar rounds and hand grenades blasted
the narrow canyon, splintering the ancient oak trees, shattering
rock, shredding flesh, creating chaos and spreading indiscriminate
death among the enemy.

This halted the cavalry and infantry advance
from the arroyo for the moment, while the overheating machine
cannon, shoulder-fired rockets and remaining riflemen struggled to
hold off a different force of foot soldiers attacking from the west
on the plateau summit. If the rebels couldn’t be stopped, or if
cavalry units found a way onto the plateau and flanked the Tamarian
force, the men of Third Platoon would find themselves overrun and
not live to see another day.

With his situation growing increasingly
desperate, Garrick sent another indirect fire request using his
last dove. With his men well protected by a ravine that formed the
head of the arroyo, and no way to withdraw without exposing
themselves to enemy fire, the Tamarians fought fiercely, expending
their ammunition reserves as the rebels attacked again and again.
All too soon, Tamarian machine cannon, mortars and shoulder-fired
rockets fell silent as their munitions ran out.


“Fix bayonets!” Garrick cried in warning as a
renewed rebel attack commenced.

Inserting his last bullet load into his
rifle’s magazine, Garrick steeled himself to fight until the bitter
end and cursed the betrayal of Third Platoon. He cursed the
Kamerese and their mindless insurrection. He cursed the rebels
who’d killed his sergeant and taken Brenna captive as he fired his
rifle and dropped every enemy soldier who crossed his sights with a
single shot. He cursed until the ominous scream of descending
artillery warheads obliterated all other sound.




***




Rising heat and cooling signaled the passage
of time. Lingering pain, ravenous hunger and wrenching thirst
brought Brenna back to the brink of despair. Though her desperation
seemed a betrayal of the hope she’d previously experienced,
Brenna’s mind wandered through a dark, dry wilderness of worry and
a sense of separation that meandered through memories of her family
and friends, of her devotion to Garrick and loyalty to the men and
women with whom she shared the experience of affliction.

Sensing danger, the persistent urge to pray
for Garrick nagged at her consciousness. Though he didn’t believe
in God, Brenna believed that Allfather not only loved him, but also
honored her petitioning on his behalf.

Throughout this isolation her dry lips and
tongue whispered prayers and recited psalms until she experienced a
growing sense of vertigo that soon transformed into a pounding
headache. Brenna grew feverish, and as another day dragged on and
searing heat turned her prison into an oven, Brenna’s extremities
began to feel cold and her spit tasted like paste. She recognized
these symptoms as warnings of intensifying dehydration and worried
that she would soon die. Though she longed to see her family and
spend time with Garrick again, for the first time in her life the
Lithian girl entertained thoughts of death as a means to escape
from her suffering.

Shouting drew her thoughts back to the
present. A heated argument ensued, escalating in tone as angry
voices speaking foreign words lashed at one another. The same
creaking sounds she’d heard before reverberated through the bone
boxes and a short time later, light and fresh air swept over her
sweating flesh.

A rough hand grabbed her ankles and pulled
hard. Brenna banged her head on the iron enclosure as her aching
body slumped onto the hot, courtyard cobblestones. Blinded by the
intensity of direct daylight and already dizzy, the blow to
Brenna’s head inspired nausea that brought bitter bile into her
throat as her empty stomach compressed in protest.

Someone shouted at her, but she didn’t
understand, then a booted foot kicked her left thigh hard. After
this, pain flashed over her scalp as a rebel warrior grabbed a
fistful of hair and pulled the girl unsteadily to her feet.

Brenna screamed, her voice joining a mixed
chorus of other, similarly mistreated Tamarian prisoners emerging
from their long confinement. The stench of loosened bowels and
vomit spread whenever the rebels opened another bone box, dragging
prisoners, stained by their own filth, onto the hot cobblestones.
As her eyes adjusted to the afternoon brightness, Brenna noticed
that own her skin, damp with sweat and filthy, looked flush. She
needed water, food and a bath, but the sight of the Tamarians
frightened her.

Johan Lillens, who worked as a practical
nurse, had been chewing on his lower lip until it resembled the top
of a cauliflower. Maarit, wild-eyed and panting like she’d been
running, repeated a childlike, nonsensical phrase in a terrifying,
frantic voice. Brenna saw rope burns and bleeding fingernails among
those who’d desperately tried to claw their way to freedom. Knees,
shoulders and feet, rubbed raw against bone fragments, steel and
concrete, festered with blood and pus. Gisele, shaking and
whimpering, nuzzled Brenna like a puppy seeking comfort from its
mother, but that earned both women a ruthless beating that left
Brenna hoarse from screaming.

Arndt Schmiele, an MP who’d been serving in
the infirmary when the rebels attacked, laughed hysterically, even
when an enemy soldier tried to silence him by hitting the man with
a stick. When Brenna composed herself enough to look at him, she
noticed widespread bruising on his face and forehead that resulted
from banging his head against his prison walls.

Anneliese sucked on her shoulder like a baby.
Irmhilde curled against the bone box in a fetal position, her
underwear stained and thighs covered in blood because she’d gone
into estrus before being captured, but couldn’t care for herself. A
vacant, unblinking stare made the woman appear catatonic.

Brenna could no longer bear to look at the
Tamarians. These proud and noble people had been reduced to
infantile behavior by their sensory deprivation, isolation and
confinement. She had thought herself in desperate straits, yet an
awareness of how her mental state contrasted with those of her
comrades sent a shiver down her spine.

The rebel soldier Brenna recognized as her
benefactor knelt on the cobblestones with his arms and feet bound.
Judging from the sweat on his brow and sunburnt flesh, he’d likely
been forced into this position for a long time. To his left and
right stood the teenaged boys Brenna had seen outside the compound,
holding their rifles on the man as if he represented an imminent
threat. They glanced furtively at the captives, then longingly at a
cookstove, where stewing pots of rice and beans simmered in the
heat. The wonderful, spicy aroma of hot food lingered in the
air.

Two men brought out a bucket filled with
water, which they dragged down the line of prisoners and rationed a
singular drink to each of their captives with a ladle. Brenna
waited eagerly for her turn, but when the men got to her one of
them spat on the ground and simply passed her by, Brenna’s heart
sank. Gisele, next in line, silently received her drink and
couldn’t bring herself to look at the Lithian girl afterward.

As the prisoners received their water ration
a portly officer whom Brenna didn’t recognize came out from behind
a door. Rings of sweat stained the khaki fabric beneath his arm
pits, and his face glistened in the afternoon light. He walked down
the line of prisoners as if inspecting each of them and stopped at
Brenna. Something akin to a restrained sneer appeared on his face.
“You’re the translator?” he asked in vulgate.

She nodded meekly.

“Then you will talk to your foreign friends
for me,” he said, turning around and spitting a terse order to his
men.

“I will not!” she insisted, her voice dry and
raspy.

Pausing dramatically, anger building in his
eyes, the officer approached until he nearly stood on Brenna’s
toes. “You will do exactly as I order, or you will return to the
box.”

Brenna lifted her chin and glared at the man.
Though she lacked his strength and size, the Lithian girl possessed
the heart of a warrior. “Water first!” she demanded.

He raised his eyebrows, then turned to the
men who carried the water bucket, speaking to them in Kamerese, a
language Brenna did not understand.

One of them grabbed her left arm, took a
fistful of her hair again and pulled down hard, bending her neck
backwards. The other hefted the remains of the bucket and poured it
onto Brenna’s face, where the cold liquid shocked her senses and
soaked skin made tender by dehydration.

Because she desperately needed water she
opened her mouth to drink, but a tiny trickle made its way down her
throat and she coughed reflexively to avoid drowning on dry land.
Because her wrists remained bound, she could not protect her mouth
and nose, nor could she cup her hands to save some of the water for
a more controlled drink.

The rebel officer stared, suppressing his
anger. As Brenna swallowed as much water as she could, he watched
her lick her chapped lips like a dog. Though his eyes lingered on
the beauty of her form, he considered her unworthy of his attention
and fit to eat only kitchen waste. His dark eyes expressed nothing
but contempt for the Lithian girl, and by his actions and attitude,
he’d made it clear to everyone that he remained in charge. Had her
disposition fallen into his hands, the rebel officer would have
killed her, but restraint imposed from above permitted
mistreatment, not murder.

“You will tell your foreign friends that our
exalted ancestors have delivered them into the generous care of El
Caudillo. You will tell them that cooperation is essential for
survival, and that if they intend to eat, they will give us
whatever we want.”

When Brenna spoke, knowing that most of the
Tamarians fully understood vulgate, she gave them a different
message. “This man evil is,” she said. “Remember people you love.
Remember you loved are and tall stand. Strong be. Brave be.
Faithful and united be. Allfather God these men will judge and
condemn.”

Even through her awkward phrasing, the young
woman’s words inspired a glimmer of hope within her fellow
prisoners. Arndt ceased his laughing. Irmhilde raised her eyes.
Brenna–the smallest and weakest among them–found strength to resist
the power of her captors. Though she didn’t realize this, Tamarians
who teetered on the verge of insanity, or of simply giving up,
renewed their courage because of her.

When she’d finished, the officer spoke again.
“You will witness the administration of justice now,” he continued.
“This wretch, this waste of human flesh, is a traitor. He has aided
and given comfort to the enemies of the Kamerese people . . .”

As these words left the officer’s lips, a
rebel soldier produced a burlap sack that contained orange peels,
which he dumped on the ground in front of the bound man.

The officer turned toward the assembled
Tamarians. “Who of you will admit to receiving aid from this
traitor?”

Brenna’s spirit burned. “You’re asking us to
condemn one of your own? What kind of a man are you?”

“Do you want to eat?” he replied. “You tell
them what I said!”

“How can we see in the dark?” she queried,
defensively. “How do we know who gave us the oranges.”

“Ah, you admit that he’s been feeding you!” A
smug expression of triumph crossed the officer’s face as he turned
to bark an order to his men.

“I admit that someone fed me part of an
orange, but I didn’t see a face.” Brenna’s voice cracked uttering
the partial truth. Though she tried to swallow saliva in order to
soothe her burning throat, her mouth felt like dry cake. The man
simply ignored her.

Palja risked a beating by nudging close.
“Where’s your singing voice now?” she hissed. “If you’d kept your
mouth shut, he’d not be in trouble!”

That wasn’t fair, and though Brenna knew it,
her situation made her particularly sensitive and she felt hurt at
Palja’s reprimand. Her lips trembled as she spoke in a raspy
whisper. “What a wicked thing to say!” she replied.

“Better one of them than one of us!” Palja
replied.

The two teen boys handed their rifles over to
older men. Each of them received a long hardwood stick, but
expressed bewilderment at what they’d been ordered to do. With his
voice rising, the officer in charge gestured with his hand until
one of the boys swung his stick tentatively and hit the bound man
on the back.

Grimacing, the man struggled not to cry out
as blow after blow landed on his back, his upper body, and
eventually, his head. Other soldiers began chanting in
encouragement, until their voices formed an irresistible chorus
that motivated the senseless bludgeoning of a man whose human
compassion marked him as disloyal.

The boys became so frenzied in their task
they continued to beat their victim well after they’d killed him.
Brenna and many of the Tamarians couldn’t watch, but as the
exhausted teenagers completed their grim chore, she noticed that a
man on the kitchen staff prepared two servings of hot food for the
boys, who ate quickly and greedily. Among the rebels, the price of
loyalty had deflated to a bowl of rice and beans.

All of the rebel soldiers ate while the
Tamarians huddled in the meager shade in front of the bone boxes,
hiding from the Daystar’s burning rays. When each man finished
eating, he placed his bowl on the ground in front of a selected
prisoner. The kitchen crew slopped a scoop of mixed rice and beans
into each bowl and moved on.

While poor Tamarians usually ate using their
fingers, the captives, whose hands remained bound behind their
backs, could not even do what most of them considered appropriate
for the poorest of the poor. Instead, they had to lean over the
bowls on knees already rubbed raw and eat like animals, much to the
delight of their captors, who laughed and scorned their prisoners
for consuming food this way.

With afternoon fading into evening, the
rebels took their prisoners one by one into a formal confinement
area that lay beneath a minor flight of stairs. A long hallway
extended along a north-south axis, with small rooms located on its
eastern side. Heavy doors and bars blocking the single window in
each room prevented escape, but compared to the bone boxes, these
cells seemed spacious.

A rebel soldier untied Brenna’s arms,
grunting something she didn’t understand as he backed out of the
little room and shut her prison door. She thanked Allfather for the
improvement in her conditions while rubbing her aching arms for
relief, but her persistent headache, muscle cramps and gnawing
thirst motivated sleep. With her heart pounding, Brenna curled up
on the floor in the corner of her cell, dreaming of torture, pain
and water.

She bolted alert as the door swung open.
Darkness had fallen and two men entered her cell. Terrified, she
backed into a corner and tried to fight them off, but weakened and
weaponless, her effort to resist amused the men and gave them
reason to put their hands in places where they were not welcome.
They lifted her up by the arms and dragged her outside, despite her
cries of pain, protests at rough treatment and pleadings for mercy.
As if in response to her complaining, one of the men simply hefted
the diminutive girl over his shoulder like a bag of rice. He
smacked her behind several times as if she’d been a wayward child,
inspiring laughter from his companion.

The soldier entered a room where a single,
electric light fixture hung from the ceiling. A table, upon which a
lash lay coiled, and two chairs completed the furnishings. After
dumping Brenna into one of the chairs, the rebel soldier shackled
her wrists behind her back and departed, leaving her alone for a
long time.

She despised this kind of treatment, and a
dangerous sense of hatred for the Kamerese found fertile soil in
her heart. Though she prayed for understanding and forbearance
through abdominal cramps and a pounding headache, though she knew
that Allfather desired mercy, Brenna could not bring herself to
forgive.

Not in this place . . . Not at this time . .
.

Later, Brenna heard male screaming in the
hallway. The sounds of struggle approached until a different
soldier shouldered his way inside, forcing a naked man whom Brenna
recognized as Dr. Erich von Brecher, into a kneeling position on
the floor opposite Brenna’s chair.

Erich had been beaten so badly he could
hardly open his left eye. He panted and quivered in agony and
shame, the sound of his labored breathing inspiring pity in
Brenna’s heart. Extensive bruising that would heal with time
covered his body, but the damage to his broken arms, twisted
grotesquely behind his back, needed immediate care to prevent
permanent loss of function.

Because of her Lithian heritage, she’d seen
the male physiques of cousins and friends displayed as overtly and
proudly as the virginal garments she wore revealed hers. Among her
own people, Brenna would have admired a form like his in an
artistic sense, with neither guilt nor desire. She did not see
Erich’s body as an object of lust, but to honor the man’s cultural
need to preserve dignity, the Lithian girl turned her head
away.

A thin man smoking a cigar strode into the
room. He approached Brenna, lifted her head by the chin and turned
her face toward the afflicted Tamarian, noting that she immediately
averted her glance. “You will translate for me,” he said, stroking
her cheek. Motioning for assistance, the man beckoned for a bucket
of water, into which he dipped a metal cup and gently brought to
Brenna’s lips. “Yes,” he whispered. “You drink!”

Brenna wanted to refuse, but her physical
need compelled her to accept the sweet, cool liquid. She drank,
longing for more, fully knowing that her captors were using water
to coerce her cooperation. The Lithian girl glared at the bearded
man, but she said nothing in response to his demand.

He did not introduce himself. With strength
that surprised her, the interrogator grabbed her head and forced
her to look in Erich’s direction. Then he bent down and spoke into
her ear: “You see that useless heap of pale flesh over there? His
kind are vermin that deserve extermination. I want you to tell him
what a worthless parasite he is.”

Brenna felt the man let go of her. He walked
over to the table and picked up the lash. “I will not ask you
twice,” he warned.

“My beloved of you speaks well,” she told
Erich. “To me high things of you he says.”

The crack of the lash against the table
thundered through the room, and Brenna cringed in response.
“Louder!” the interrogator demanded. “You tell him that his kind
are maternal vomit that must be cleansed from our sacred soil! You
tell him he is a vile disease that we will stamp out!”

Terrified, Brenna spoke louder. “You a good
man are! Wife of yours love you. Children of yours love you. Many
people sick now better from work of you. My beloved you helped in
war training. Up your head hold!”

Erich, thinking of her words, wept.

Believing his technique effective in breaking
down the big Tamarian’s resistance, the interrogator pulled Brenna
out of her chair and dragged her by the arm toward Erich, intending
to use her as bait for his next attempted humiliation. Though he
pulled at her blouse, Brenna willed it to hold firm, and he could
neither tear the garment, nor even get a finger beneath it to more
fully reveal the womanly curves he wanted Erich to see. In
frustration the interrogator shoved Brenna into Erich’s face,
forcing the Tamarian doctor’s head deep into her soft flesh, then
pushed her back toward the chair.

“He wants you!” the man said. “Look at him!
He’s alert and ready! He wants to have his way with you. He craves
you like a baby craves milk!

“But you tell him that he’s repulsive! You
tell him that his manhood would never satisfy a girl like you. You
tell him that he’s disgusting. You tell him that he’s vile!”

Brenna trembled fearfully. “You good man
are,” she said, unable to string more than a few words together in
her dread of the direction this interrogation had taken. “You to
wife loyal are. Evil man lies! I to Garrick loyal am! Evil man
forced me to you! I never touch you as wife! I never your wife her
place take!”

But the way she repeated her words helped the
interrogator understand her duplicity. “You slut!” he roared,
flogging the defenseless girl with his leather lash repeatedly. “I
give you water and you betray me! How dare you betray me!”

Brenna screamed in pain as the man thrashed
her face, her shoulders, breasts and thighs. Desperate to protect
herself from the whip, she rolled off her chair and curled into a
fetal position on the floor, enduring a savagery she’d never
experienced in her life. “God help me!” she sobbed. “Please God!
Help me!”

Erich yelled for the interrogator to stop,
struggling on his knees to reach the Lithian girl and protect her
from the interrogator’s rage. But his attempt at intervention
earned him even worse treatment. The Kamerese man turned the lash
on Erich, flogging the young doctor as he would a wild beast. The
Tamarian man fell to the ground under the fury of the assault,
offering his back as a way of shielding his more vulnerable parts
from the livid madness of his attacker.

And then, as quickly as it began, the beating
stopped and the panting interrogator left the room. With her nerves
aflame Brenna wept, but her thoughts turned toward Erich, whose
bravery spared her the worst of her adversary’s violence. In the
quiet of their mixed weeping she dragged her aching body toward
his, sniffing as she examined the welts that covered Erich’s
back.

“I’m sorry!” he said, ashamed and unwilling
to look at her. “Please forgive me. I meant nothing improper toward
you!”

“Still be,” she said, softly in Tamarian. “Me
trust!” Brenna prayed, bent down and healed Erich’s wounds with
many small kisses until her lips and cheeks smeared in his blood.
She prayed through her pain, put her mouth on his right arm and
felt his shattered bone knit together. The girl leaned across his
back and did the same to his left arm.

Erich had watched her heal patients in the
infirmary, but had never experienced the strange mix of awe and
terror that derived from feeling his bone meld back into place, his
pain suddenly fade and his strength return. He trembled fearfully
at the power flowing through her, but his dread moderated out of
concern for her injuries. “What about you?” he asked in vulgate,
refusing out of modesty to turn over so she might heal his face.
His voice rasped weakly, underscoring his need for water. “You
should look after yourself. If you don’t attend to your own wounds,
they’ll infect and fester.”

“My hands are bound,” she replied. “I can’t
reach.”

Wanting to rinse Erich’s blood from her lips,
Brenna staggered to the table and put her face in the water bucket.
She drank deeply, then filled her cheeks with as much water as she
could hold and returned to Erich, kneeling down. Brenna nudged his
face with her forehead until he turned. Gently opening her lips,
she let the water drain into his mouth and repeated the process
until he turned away, his thirst sated.

Just then the door burst open. The
interrogator, accompanied by two rebel soldiers, grabbed Brenna by
the hair, and pulled her, screaming intensely, back to her seat.
“So, you foreigners know vulgate after all!” he sneered. “I heard
you two talking like illicit lovers! Your little charade is over
now!”

In a contemptful voice, the interrogator
ordered the soldiers to hold Brenna down. He produced a pair of
scissors and a razor from his back pocket and smiled wickedly.

“No!” she begged. Her maiden tresses
signified a commitment to purity, and cutting them ranked high on
the list of ways to utterly humiliate her. “Don’t do this wicked
thing! Please! Don’t defile me! Please!” Brenna sobbed as the men
pushed her to the floor, pressed her face against the dirty stones
and pulled on her long locks as if grabbing rope. With her
beautiful hair exposed to cutting steel, the Lithian girl wept
bitterly, until the anguish of her soul lost expression in a
hoarse, rasping cry.

The rebel interrogator hacked at Brenna’s
hair as if cutting weeds. Hunks of thick, black hair fell over her
weeping face. After lopping off her locks, the man savagely shaved
her head with his razor as punishment for her loyalty to the
Tamarians.







****







Investigations




Black dirt stained Kira’s fingertips. The
delightful act of getting her hands dirty doing something
productive–rather than stifling her misery while laying on the
large, four-poster canopy bed in Mrs. Bergen’s guest
room–distracted Kira from the deep turmoil she felt agitating
within her soul. Kira had waited impatiently for the elderly woman
to depart for her daily shopping and errand-running so that the
young woman could cry without restraint, and now that her tears had
been shed, Kira felt anxious to do something. Though she’d been
encouraged to rest for the sake of her troubled pregnancy, working
in the garden provided an escape, a pleasant distraction from the
many problems extending through Kira’s experience for as long as
she could remember.

With cold dew soaking through her skirt, Kira
knelt on damp grass and pulled the dead stalks of annual flowers
out of the garden beds, tamping their root balls to remove soil and
plucking out worms before tossing the withered plants into Mrs.
Bergen’s aged and rusting wheel barrow. The girl loved gardening
because plants never complained and never projected unreasonable
expectations for care. She cut the dried flower stalks back to
encourage next year’s growth, trimmed the rose bushes and collected
their fruit for tea and jam.

Muttering to herself, rehearsing a diatribe
she intended to deliver the next time Dr. Meens came for a visit,
Kira expressed the frustrations of her heart in a steady rhythm of
pulling, cutting and collecting that enabled her to fill the wheel
barrow four times in a single hour. She had to work quickly in
order to finish before Mrs. Bergen returned, knowing that when the
elderly woman saw the results of her handiwork, it would be far
easier for Kira to obtain forgiveness for working than it would
have been to get permission.

A sniffle and wipe of her eyes on her left
sleeve revealed a deep and complex pain that tossed Kira’s frail
emotions through a raging sea of conflict. She felt trapped and
afraid, overwhelmed by the prospect of motherhood and its incumbent
responsibility. She hated the men who’d held her down, and the
thought of carrying an unwanted child to term sickened her. While
Kira believed she could never love the life growing within her womb
and secretly searched through Mrs. Bergen’s extensive library for
information on how to induce a miscarriage, she also felt guilty
for entertaining thoughts of this kind.

Algernon’s counsel made logical sense: the
baby was hers, it had no choice in its parenthood, and she knew
that her brother would do everything in his power to raise the
little one as a gift from the Great God. But Algernon had taken a
vow of perpetual poverty. How could he provide the things a family
needed? He also had little patience and a very bad temper, two
traits that did not suggest readiness for the formidable task of
fatherhood.

Though she’d seen him work hard at
establishing their homestead on Superstition Mesa, Kira despaired
that he’d never complete their house and collect enough food for
them to survive a single winter. Her personal frailty contributed
to that concern, but rather than blaming Algernon’s excessive
confidence–as she’d always done in the past–Kira loathed herself
for not shouldering the workload a strong farm girl should properly
carry.

Worse, she felt as though her entire life had
already come to an end. The more she thought about this, the more
Kira imaged unmarried motherhood as a dead end. Everything about
bringing a child into the world in her situation seemed wrong.
She’d been running away from her problems for as long as she could
remember, but now, with the permanent consequences of her impulsive
decision-making looming large in her mind, Kira raged at her own
foolishness and desperately wished she could re-live that fateful
early spring evening when she’d chosen to slip away from the Temple
rather than crawl into Astrid’s bed.

That stupid Marco! That lying weasel! He’d
seduced Kira with flattery, telling her she looked like a thousand
constellations in all their glory, that she looked more beautiful
than a mountain meadow in full bloom. He told her he’d come to
Marvic as a student, that he hadn’t brought much money, so she only
had to wait until his college term ended before they could depart
for southern Kameron together and never return. He told her that
she could have whatever fine and lovely things she wanted when they
reached his home.

Kira believed him. He told her everything
that she’d ever wanted to hear, and she accepted his smooth words
as truth while ignoring warning signs that screamed he’d been lying
with a smile on his face. She should have known better, but Marco’s
charm and good looks overruled her judgment. He represented a
bright future that she wanted to believe in.

Because he’d complained that study prevented
him from working, soon after running away Kira supported the two of
them by dancing at The Bloody Bucket, an establishment notorious
for brawling and debauchery. Though it seemed a strange transition
for a young acolyte, Kira actually liked showing herself off and
felt independent because she earned a lot of money. Dancing also
gave her a sense of power. She had an attractive, athletic figure,
and it simply felt good to be desired by her patrons. Kira’s
combination of youth, beauty, agility and sensuality enabled her to
quickly develop a faithful clientele who paid a lot of money to
watch her privately. But she never saw a single sterling of her
earnings, because Marco persuaded her to let him manage her
money.

He promised her freedom from the repressive
lifestyle of the Temple Elsbireth, from Algernon’s constant
criticism and the bittersweet bonds of domination and delight that
Astrid imposed. In place of these things, he controlled her
earnings and gave her the gift of addiction, a beautifully-wrapped
package filled with lasting torment.

In retrospect, Kira felt stupid to have left
her former life at the Temple behind and run away with him. For
weeks, she lived in the dreamy world of an opiate haze, working
until late in the evening, hiding in fear of her brother’s
relentless investigation during the day, longing for the time when
she and Marco would live as man and wife, far away from the
troubles that haunted Kira’s childhood. Marco took advantage of her
naivete and trust, while filling her veins with glorious venom that
constrained her considerable martial talent, drained dry her
fervent libido, and permitted him to control her.

How could she have resisted him? Marco looked
so beautiful! His flawless complexion, dark eyes and black hair
still wandered into Kira’s dreaming. The smell of his flesh, the
way his strong hands moved over her body with purpose and skill
that differed from Astrid’s milder touch stirred her longing, even
as she worked in the garden. The feelings she experienced with
Marco seemed right, whereas with Astrid, Kira often felt that
acceptance and love depended on sex, rather than the other way
around.

But Astrid wasn’t responsible for Kira’s
pregnancy. Freedom from child-bearing, one of the many secrets
she’d whispered into Kira’s willing ears when the girl blossomed
into womanhood and she first came under Astrid’s protection,
haunted her now. They had enjoyed passion without worry of
pregnancy. Astrid called it a gift of their biology, and it gave
their relationship a sense of freedom Kira now realized she could
not sustain with a man until she married.

She sighed, wiping her sweating brow,
glancing into a cloudy sky in a vain effort to discern the time.
Mrs. Bergen would return soon, and while Kira didn’t want the
kindly matron to find her working, the memories haunting her soul
restricted progress.

Kira’s dream of running away with Marco
turned into a nightmare. His lies became increasingly transparent,
even under the wicked contentment of her opium habit. Nonetheless,
Kira loved him enough to overlook his faults. After they’d crossed
into Kameron, he told her that a slave brand would make it easier
for them to travel through the front lines of the civil war raging
in his country, promising that this would never change his undying
devotion to her. She got high to deal with the pain, yet after
she’d consented to the branding and finally given up her virginity
to him, he became aloof, lost interest in her affections and sold
her to a slave broker.

When Kira realized his duplicity she ran
away, heading north toward Tamaria because she had nowhere else to
go and couldn’t survive on her own. In less than a week, a group of
bounty hunters tracked her down, imposing a cycle of mistreatment
and misery that began by lashing her feet and binding her arms to
prevent escape. Kira had been abused so many times, by so many
different men, she simply could not know the identity of her unborn
child’s father.

If Dr. Meens had bothered to believe the
truth she would never have blamed Algernon, but the doctor’s
investigation into Kira’s situation presumed guilt, and when Kira
learned of this she became angry. While the girl rehearsed the
vindictive words she intended to level at Dr. Meens, she also
cursed Marco as the root cause of all her troubles. During her
morning prayers, Kira repeatedly entreated the Great God to condemn
his soul.

That prospect seemed likely to Kira. In many
ways, Marco had already condemned himself, and her last encounter
with him confirmed that nothing had really changed.

After Garrick’s platoon stormed Helena’s city
hall, capturing both Marco and his father, she’d stolen into the
prison during the night to visit him. He had the temerity to claim
he’d been searching the countryside for her, but that time Kira
cursed him for lying.

Later that night the handsome young man
hanged himself to avoid Tamarian justice. What a complete coward!
In contrast, plain-looking and skinny Astrid risked her own life,
braving many dangers with Algernon as they sought Kira’s
whereabouts on the leading edge of a brutal civil war. She and
Algernon tracked Kira for weeks, but when they finally found the
wayward girl, Astrid faced the painful truth that Kira, her chosen
soul mate, didn’t love her. Had telling her this been a
mistake?

Poor Astrid! Everything had turned out badly
for her. The gentle priestess might never realize the extent of her
positive impact on Algernon during their dangerous journey. Though
Kira loved her brother, memories of his harsh attitude echoed
through her mind. All of the rage he’d so frequently directed at
her faded because Astrid’s interactions and attitudes revealed the
goodness living within Algernon’s soul. In her characteristically
docile way, the young priestess had opened his eyes to the fact
that many people loved him. This compelling truth wrought change
within him, a change that stirred Kira’s heart.

Astrid loved Algernon too, but not in the way
he needed love from a woman. While Algernon pined for the
priestess, Kira wished she had a friend to confide in, and only
Bronwyn–another girl from the Temple–had ever proven as trustworthy
as Astrid. Torn by regret over rejecting Astrid’s affections and
her deep need of female companionship, frustration festered in
Kira’s soul.

Mrs. Bergen, though she knew about the
lesbian love affair, Kira’s relationship with a foreign drug dealer
and her brief dancing career, didn’t decry the girl’s poor judgment
and promiscuity. Instead, the elderly woman projected an unspoken
pity that Kira found distasteful. Mrs. Bergen rigorously maintained
what she considered high moral standards, ideals that so clearly
contrasted with Kira’s behavior it didn’t take much brainpower to
comprehend the elderly woman’s unspoken disapproval. For these
reasons, Mrs. Bergen wasn’t the understanding and compassionate
woman whom Kira needed to sustain friendship. The girl tolerated
the old woman’s condescension with a smiling face, but secretly,
she didn’t like it.

Kira Ravenwood didn’t want anyone’s pity.
Irrationally, she clung to the naive belief that had Marco simply
been honest with her, the two of them could have worked through
their differences and made their relationship viable. Mrs. Bergen,
who detested foreigners with such vigor that she’d actually refused
to let saintly Brenna into her house, would never understand Kira’s
devotion to Marco. Algernon hated the man who’d defiled his sister
and would likely have torn Marco apart with his bare hands if given
the opportunity, and thus, Kira left these conflicting feelings of
revulsion and endearment unspoken.

But why even think about that now? Everything
had been ruined! Nobody would want a used up girl like her anymore!
Kira’s lips trembled as she willed herself not to cry.

At that moment the young woman wished she
could live without sex and seriously considered taking a vow of
celibacy out of spite for her situation, yet even that path availed
no advantage. Handsome Algernon would eventually attract a partner,
and, while Kira wished that she could help find someone better
suited for her twin brother than Astrid, how would Algernon’s mate
handle having his sister and her squalling infant around?

Besides, her reawakened libido urged intimate
contact. At night, after her brother had fallen asleep, Kira had
been fantasizing about Marco. Sensuous memories of her time with
Astrid, of seducing Bronwyn and the untidy, exploratory experiences
with boys like Gunnar from the Temple arose from within her
subconscious. All of those lurid thoughts could be concealed from
view, but it wouldn’t be long before her belly began to swell and
the fruit of her promiscuity would be revealed for all to see.

While Tamarian society portrayed widespread
tolerance and equality for its citizens, unwed motherhood did not
fit into the paradigm of acceptable behavior. Though women enjoyed
property rights, Kira knew of no way to support herself with a
child, unless she returned to dancing at The Bloody Bucket, an
option she knew Algernon would actively strive to prevent. With the
many wounds of their relationship still tender, Kira didn’t want to
stir her brother’s ire. Dancing would have to be a last, desperate
resort.

Also, working there would confirm everyone’s
suspicion that Kira suffered from some kind of moral defect, a fact
that would blockade ministerial opportunities among Marvic’s lost
young women. This desire to serve, to make up for her own mistakes
by helping others find their way, lay at the root of her motivation
and occupied a cherished place in Kira’s vision for the future. At
this point, however, the girl couldn’t figure out how or where to
begin. Every path forward lay tangled with insurmountable
obstacles, every avenue closed off. This unwanted pregnancy
compounded everything else.

With Garrick deployed in Kameron, if Algernon
found someone to live with who didn’t want Kira in her household,
she’d be left all alone in the world. That outlook seemed
particularly terrifying for a girl who genuinely loved people and
feared the prospect of facing life without family and friends. Kira
desperately needed Algernon not only for social reasons, but also
for emotional support and a sense of security. She didn’t want to
anger him by suggesting a return to working at The Bloody Bucket,
even though that might enable them to live in Marvic, where the
giants couldn’t harm them.

As she watched her brother ride his bicycle
back toward the city gate in the early morning darkness, the girl
fretted for his safety in an irrational manner motivated by
sisterly love. The unfair accusations hurled against him inspired
an irritable attitude. While neither of them could say a word about
their contact with the giants, nothing hurt more than to be accused
of telling a lie about her pregnancy when she had, in fact, spoken
truth.

Kira began feeling hungry as she dumped her
fifth and final wheel barrow load into the pile of garden debris
awaiting Mrs. Bergen’s electric shredder. She filled its hopper and
flipped its switch to shred the plant material for compost. While
the noisy machine did its work, Kira put all the tools she’d
borrowed back into the shed where they belonged, then fumbled with
the door latch as she struggled to get it closed.

Without warning, she felt a strong hand clasp
her shoulder. Startled because she’d not heard anyone approach, the
girl slid her right foot back, snapped her torso to the left with
her fist raised, and in doing so, knocked the offending hand away.
All her pent-up frustration focused in the martial act of
self-defense. Kira stepped forward, slammed a corkscrew punch
directly into the throat of her attacker, then followed this with a
hard left hook to his head, twirled her body around and jammed a
spinning side-kick that thrust the outer edge of her right foot
into the muscle just beneath her victim’s rib cage.

Thus, a municipal policeman who’d been
trained in hand-to-hand combat and routinely dealt with desperate
criminals instantly dropped to the ground, stunned and unable to
breathe.

“Oh no!” Kira cried, covering her mouth in
shock when she realized she’d just knocked down a law enforcement
officer. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean to hurt you!”




***




Panting in exertion, Algernon stood on the
pedals of his bicycle and raced uphill. The cool, morning air
normally felt exhilarating, but with frost clinging to the bare
trees and the gravel beneath his tires hard as concrete, the breeze
created by his forward motion inspired discomfort.

He planned to warm up with a cup of tea,
imagining the solace of a hot mug in his hands to motivate and
sustain his hard push up the slope of Superstition Mesa. With so
much heavy work remaining on the homestead, Algernon knew he
couldn’t linger with a relaxing drink for long. Kira, worried about
her pregnancy and pleading that he not leave her alone with Mrs.
Bergen, had persuaded him to remain in town with her for two extra
days.

Algernon knew he should have spent that time
working on building their shelter, but he felt physically exhausted
and simply didn’t want to go home. Besides, Kira seemed so fragile
and emotionally stricken he feared she’d do something desperate and
foolish if he left her behind. She’d been sneaking medical books
out of Mrs. Bergen’s library and reading on the sly. When he
inquired about what she was trying to learn, the girl snapped at
him, cursed bitterly and told him to mind his own business.

While Kira wouldn’t talk to him about her
troubles, Algernon knew his sister very well. She’d investigate
every possible alternative in an effort to avoid motherhood, and
though Algernon tried to warn Mrs. Bergen about Kira’s tendency to
act impulsively, the elderly woman dismissed his concern with a
flick of her wrist and chastised him for putting self-destructive
ideas into Kira’s head.

In truth, Algernon tried his best to
encourage and support his sister emotionally. What he lacked in
wisdom and experience he made up for with gentle, sincere
affection. Kira’s physical distress, coupled with worry about
surviving the winter, lingered on her face as they kissed and held
each other, then slapped hands before he departed. Her volatility
unsettled him, but the homestead wasn’t going to complete itself,
and the goose he’d bought would likely appreciate a bit of grain
after subsisting on forage for a couple of days.

But the sight greeting his eyes at the summit
of the mesa caused his heart to falter. Algernon dismounted and
walked his bicycle toward the copse of evergreen trees that
sheltered the feeding shed, shocked at the heap of splintered
lumber, shredded metal roofing material, the shattered pottery and
crushed food tins strewn across the ground where his only shelter
had stood only three days earlier.

Crows scattered as he approached, squawking
in protest that he’d interrupted their feasting. Anger flared in
Algernon’s soul. Straw from broken bales and blooded feathers
littered the landscape. Torn fabric that included his soiled and
trampled priestly robe, lay discarded among the debris. He found
Kira’s broken mirror near the crushed water basin.

The lingering stench of giant urine
proclaimed the guilt of a humanoid destroyer. An old and familiar
sense of rage inspired cursing and fantasies of revenge. Algernon
glanced at his elevated food cache to the north, grateful that it
remained standing, then trotted over to make sure it still
contained food.

A sense of relief washed over his soul as
Algernon climbed the ladder, opened the door and smelled the aroma
of dried, smoked fish inside. From this vantage point the young
monk surveyed the path that led toward the clearing where his
masonry stove stood, noting that a lot of long grass had been
trampled. Something unexpected, something unusual caught his eye.
Algernon climbed down and scurried through the trees toward the
clearing, and that’s when he first saw the timber frame.

Sixteen tall poles, each set perfectly
straight and spaced equidistant to one another, stood in silent
vigil around the masonry stove he’d constructed. A thick header,
pinned to the poles with pegs, supported rafter beams that measured
a foot square. Each rafter featured two holes, one drilled roughly
a foot above the header, and the other a foot from the opposite
end. The beams, tied together with thick rope wound through the
holes, held the timber in perfect alignment. The roof structure did
not require any additional support, forming a central, open
aperture in the manner of a Saradon yurt. Algernon had read about
this design in a book and had written it into the plans for his new
home . . .

The young man held his breath in
astonishment!

Moving closer to investigate, Algernon
couldn’t find his laboriously dug foundation trench. The entire
inside area now lay filled with fist-sized river rocks held in
place by a cut stone retaining wall that created an edge all the
way around the perimeter of the structure. The wall stood about
halfway as high as Algernon’s lower leg and featured a wide groove
in the center that looked like it had been cut to fit walls that
still awaited installation. Log stumps extended through the rock,
trimmed to about a foot above the rocks and aligned with the poles
in a pattern that led to yet another, smaller stone wall encircling
the foundation of his masonry stove. A pan of icy water, left on a
beam extending across the stumps, indicated that their top surfaces
lay perfectly level.

An assortment of large tools littered the
scene. Mallets, adzes, hand drills, planers and saws, each of them
far too big for human hands, silently awaited a return to their
tasks. Several tin basins, likely used for transporting rocks,
judging from the damage they’d sustained, sat abandoned near the
trees.

Algernon stepped into the floor area. Though
the rocks felt loose underfoot, the log stumps had been set firmly
in place and didn’t wobble under his weight. He immediately
understood that these represented the supports for the floating
floor with underlying heat storage he’d drawn up. Even the iron
pipe that would deliver and distribute hot air from the roof cupola
extended through the rocks near the masonry stove. It simply needed
to be connected with the cupola and the heat storage system would
be powered by light from the Daystar. The design followed the plans
he’d drawn up, only everything had been significantly enlarged.

The circle formed by the sixteen poles
measured 24 feet in diameter, twice the size of his own design, and
the poles themselves also stood double the height of the timber
he’d intended to use. Working through the math in his mind,
Algernon calculated that this structure would cover four times the
floor area and enclose nine times the air volume of the home he’d
intended to build.

What was going on? Who had done all this
work, and why were all the dimensions so oversized? While all the
physical evidence pointed to the giants being responsible, why
would they wreck the feeding shed and replace it with something so
huge? If they’d wanted this part of the mesa, why hadn’t they
occupied it earlier? Didn’t they know that the land claims officer
would come back out to inspect progress on the property and
discover their handiwork? Were the giants actually stupid enough to
think that at this point they could simply drive him and his sister
away without suffering serious consequences?

Or were they putting the home together as a
reward because he and Kira had rescued the princess? Were they nice
enough to do such a thing? Algernon had never heard of kindness
from giants. For as long as he could remember they’d been the
cruel, ruthless creatures who dominated smaller, weaker humans with
brutal force and destroyed everything their hands touched. He’d
believed since childhood that no giant deserved life, and that
verdict had always seemed fair and just, based upon the terrifying
stories that his mother had whispered at bedtime.

But the evidence confronting his eyes
suggested a far more complex dynamic than could be satisfied by
such simplistic judgment. As his mind wandered through the
implications he rolled his eyes and sighed. If the giants were
building this for the twins to occupy, how could he explain its
size and the extent of progress to the land inspector when so
little had been done three days ago? They clearly hadn’t thought of
that! How could the giants be so stupid?

Partially completed walls, consisting of
weathered,16 foot logs–each cut in half and tightly fitted together
using a tongue and groove technique, shaved to slip into the
foundation groove, then pinned to an L-shaped bracket that would be
subsequently attached to the bottom of the roofing header and the
supporting pillars–awaited finishing and installation around the
perimeter of the building. Flooring lumber, along with a stack of
roofing tin that looked like salvage from one of the half dozen
crumpled barns remaining on the mesa, lay next to precut window
bucks and 12 foot door frames. He found similarly oversized
interior doors joined together with pegs, rather than nails. Simple
iron hinges, door latches and huge pull handles lay in an open box.
Glass panes rescued from deserted buildings stood neatly beside the
tree where Algernon had earlier set up the multrum toilet.

The bathroom wing, a rectangular extension
off the north side of the building, now contained the entire
toilet, with its drum box door facing the outer wall, just as it
should. Timber framing for the elevated shower stood adjacent to
the toilet, and its dimensions were the only ones he found that had
not been enlarged. Overhead pipe for a water heater followed the
rafters to the aperture where the cupola would sit. A drain pipe
extended through the floor and led into a sand filter Algernon had
dug out from an earlier homestead. Ceramic tiles, no doubt taken
from another vacant building, waited for installation in neat
stacks just inside the bathroom entrance.

If the giants had been working on this place
in his absence, they’d made astonishing progress in assembling all
these materials so quickly. Algernon expected they’d be able to do
grunt work, like digging, fitting stone or cutting timber, at a
faster rate than he could manage, but the degree to which the
details of his design had been followed surprised him. That meant
that at least one of the giants not only knew how to read, but
could follow a blueprint and accurately multiply all the
dimensions.

Precision joinery indicated not only a
proficiency with tools, it also required an understanding of
measurement. The cupola frame he found a few moments later hadn’t
been finished, but it featured bird’s mouth cuts that would enable
it to lay directly on top of similar notches sliced into the top of
the rafters. This multidimensional cutting and fitting, along with
the exact slope he’d specified for the roof, proved that the giants
understood concepts like basic trigonometry, or else, how could
they have calculated the extra length of the longer roof beams?
Algernon hadn’t expected this. Were they really that smart?

If so, then why did they do stupid things
like clearing huge tracts of forest and hunting all the big
ungulates to the verge of extinction? Why couldn’t they compost
their trash and deal with their waste? Why couldn’t they grow their
own crops, raise their own livestock and simply leave people alone,
rather than stealing and pillaging?

Because of these problems, giants hadn’t
survived so close to a big city like Marvic in nearly two hundred
years. Discovering the presence of this clan on Superstition Mesa
would only be a matter of time, and as soon as that happened the
army would certainly wipe them out! What were they thinking?

Though their proclamations boasted of the
distant past when they’d ruled the High Land with iron will, no
giant could reasonably hope to dominate and enslave the far more
numerous and technologically advanced human society that had driven
them deep into the mountains. Besides, what was the point of taking
slaves when the giants possessed great strength and stamina that
enabled one of them to do the work of ten men? Traditionally,
they’d settled all their conflicts by force, but they’d been
completely outclassed by the Tamarians in a military sense for two
centuries. Why did they challenge human hegemony? Why were they so
obsessed with fighting a war they had no hope of ever winning?

But Algernon had to admit that they hadn’t
been warring with him. And even though he’d chosen not to take life
when he had the power to do so, the giants had shown similar
restraint thus far. How long had they lived in their nearby
compounds without so much as raising a finger against him? Maybe
they didn’t see him as a threat. Maybe they hadn’t expected him to
stay and build a home.

Why would they help an enemy? Gottslena
teaching encouraged understanding, restraint and following a path
of peace, but those were the concepts of devout men, and such lofty
ideas were hard enough for Algernon to follow among his own people.
Now he faced a challenge he’d never expected. Now he faced the most
serious dilemma of his entire life.

The young man sat on the foundation wall and
blew breath through his cold hands, his mind increasingly consumed
by the more practical problem of how to explain what the giants had
done on his behalf without violating his sacred vow to speak
truthfully, or breaking his word to the giants.

When the land office inspector saw such major
progress on the project, he’d suspect the worst, launch an
investigation involving the police and the army, and once that
happened not only would the giants die, but Algernon and Kira would
likely wind up on trial for liaising with their traditional enemy.
If Kira was charged, prosecuted and convicted, their claim to this
land would be negated by law. Worse, depending on what an
Investigative Jury concluded, they might face the death penalty for
treason.

Algernon had to make sure she didn’t come
under any suspicion. He had to act in order to protect his sister,
but this time with his mind, not his fist. Determined to destroy
evidence, he grabbed his shovel and one of the tin basins that had
been used for transporting rocks, then hurriedly began loading it
with everything combustible laying on the ground where the feeding
shed had once stood. He dragged the tin toward the new building and
hefted it toward the masonry stove. Despite the generous size of
his combustion box, Algernon would have to burn several loads to
get rid of all the useless wood.

Anything that hadn’t been totally ruined he
set in a pile to cut for re-use. The storage tins and his gasifying
cookstove would have to be recycled because they’d been crushed.
Algernon buried the wasted food in his compost pile. He collected
all the tools left behind by the giants and hid them in the woods.
While he worked, the young monk brainstormed ideas for dealing with
the land inspector, not realizing that he’d very soon have a much
more observant investigator examining his life.




***




“You should never sneak up on a girl like
that!” Kira admonished. She put a steaming flagon of hot lemon and
honey–an expensive and luxurious drink that average Tamarians could
not afford–on Mrs. Bergen’s breakfast nook table for the detective.
The girl tried to act calm, but she felt nervous about striking
down a policeman–as assaulting a peace officer was a very serious
crime in Tamaria–and her jittery hands spilled a bit of the hot
liquid from the mug, inspiring her to turn around and reach for a
rag to clean the mess.

She was pretty, he thought, admiring her
backside. The girl had nice legs and lovely, platinum-colored hair
that just teased the collar of the frock she wore. Light coming
through the outside window passed through her gown’s thin fabric,
allowing the officer to glimpse the outline of her figure as she
rinsed a rag under cold water, wrung it out then turned back toward
her guest. Her belly showed just a hint of roundness.

Oblivious to his observations, Kira focused
on her domestic chore. When she bent to wipe the table, she didn’t
bother holding the top of her dress, allowing the officer a clear
view of the swollen bosom that beckoned beneath its fabric. She
wore one of those new, expensive, form-fitting halters from
Kameron. The policeman had bought one for his wife, who absolutely
loved it, but how could a poor girl like this afford such a costly
thing? He let his eyes linger only long enough to make certain he’d
seen what he thought he’d seen.

She made no move to cover herself. This lack
of modesty seemed unusual for a young woman, hinting that this girl
didn’t fit the profile of the girl Dr. Meens described in the
official complaint. Because he respected women and did not wish to
leer, the policeman exerted self-control and willed his eyes to
look elsewhere until the girl sat down.

“You have a mean kick, young lady,” he said,
the discomfort of her aggression lingering beneath his ribs. “Where
did you learn to fight like that?”

Kira raised her eyebrows. He was cute, she
thought, but the wedding band on his left hand looked like it never
came off. Unlike many of the men she’d danced for, this one likely
remained unquestioningly faithful to his wife. While that might
have inspired her admiration, he seemed pretty dull-witted for a
police investigator. Though she thought this, Kira remained careful
to sound neither disrespectful, nor reveal too much about herself.
“I’m really sorry,” she said for the fifth time, smiling prettily
and blushing again. “I thought you were attacking me . . .”

Gunther Von Hoepen, though he’d only served
in the Domestic Violence Division of Marvic’s police force for a
few years, had experienced a wide range family situations involving
violence and sexual abuse. In reading through the complaint
submitted by Dr. Meens, Gunther expected Kira to be a meek,
acquiescent and terrified girl whose twin brother, the “angry
retaliator” in the relationship, abused her for the sake of
gratifying his need for power.

Her casual immodesty didn’t fit the
submissive profile he’d expected, however. The Ravenwood girl
exuded sensuality that suggested if any abuse had been going on, it
likely began at a tender age. Given that the alleged perpetrator of
this act had been her twin brother, too many facts contrasted with
the common scenarios involving sexual abuse. Most pedophiles were
older males, but this girl’s brother had to be about her size, and
she seemed quite capable of defending herself against a full grown
man. “So where did you learn to fight?” the detective
reiterated.

Kira felt a surge of irritation spill onto
her face as automatically as if he’d said something rude. She
looked away, controlling herself by venting an irritated pulse of
breath. “Temple Elsbireth,” she replied, looking at the table, her
expression changing and her voice dripping with regret. “I lived
there for three years, but I hate that place!”

Detective Von Hoepen had not expected such a
response. He offered her the traditional gesture of respect,
folding his hands at his breastbone, touching his forehead and then
extending his hands toward her with palms held upward.

“Don’t do that to me,”she replied, raising
her left hand and glancing toward the right as if refusing
something distasteful. “I’ve not taken vows.”

So the girl suffered from low self-esteem . .
. That comment certainly put her into the right category, and
despite her expensive bra, her priestly upbringing fit within the
typical socioeconomic status of an abused girl. Why then, would she
repudiate her sacred education? An effective moral foundation often
preserved a positive self-image among abused women. “Most people
consider Temple training a unique privilege, yet you seem unhappy.
Why?”

A bit of anger surfaced now. Kira put both
hands on the table, glaring at the detective as she leaned forward
and lowered her voice. “Let’s just say that life is much better now
that I’m on my own, and I don’t think too many people in the Sacred
Enclosure were sad to see me go!”

She sounded downright menacing when she
spoke, an unusual attitude for a girl who clearly enjoyed people
and likely occupied the center of attention within most any social
circle. Perhaps the alleged abuse occurred at the Temple? “How long
has it been since you left the sacred community?”

Eight months,” Kira replied, surprised by the
question. “Why do you ask?”

The timing didn’t work. Motherhood had only
just begun to work its wondrous magic on this girl’s body. Had she
left the Temple because she’d become pregnant she’d already have
given birth, so whatever abuse she suffered had to have occurred
subsequent to her departure from the Sacred Enclosure. He drank a
sip of Kira’s lemon tea while he gathered his thoughts. The hot
liquid tasted exotic and delicious!

“This is really good!” he remarked, ignoring
her question entirely. “Where did you learn how to make this?”

“It’s a Kamerese specialty,” Kira stated. “My
old boyfriend, Marco, taught me how to brew it for him.”

Ah, yes! The infamous Marco Fang.

As part of the background for this
investigation, Detective Von Hoepen read police reports about the
Fang family. Marco had been among a group of Kamerese who’d applied
for student visas, but rarely, if ever, showed up for class. The
tie between Marco and this particular case involved Algernon–the
real subject of the policeman’s inquiry–who’d slain three of Marco
Fang’s relatives during a violent encounter last spring. “This
boyfriend of yours,” Gunther began.

“Former boyfriend,” Kira clarified, an
irritated tone seeping back into her voice.

Gunther smiled and nodded. “Former boyfriend
it is, then,” he demurred. “I’ve heard rather unflattering things
about him. It seems his family owned a textile outlet in town, but
we learned they were also involved in the drug trade. Were you
aware of this?”

“Not at first,” Kira said, lying
transparently. She fussed with her skirt to relieve nervous
tension. “I found out after he took me to Kameron.”

“How long ago was that?” the detective
inquired, noting that Kira was not telling the truth and wondering
what she was trying to hide. “Four months? Five months?” Judging
from her physical condition she couldn’t have been pregnant longer
than that.

The girl shook her head. “It was sometime in
the spring,” she responded. “We left before the freshet and the
barley harvest. I don’t remember the exact day.”

A young woman who marked the seasons by snow
melt and agriculture? Was she a farm girl? Detective Von Hoepen
jotted a note to himself, his demeanor melding into something more
serious. He looked at the girl carefully, evaluating her facial
expression before continuing. “Did you go to Kameron knowing that a
civil war was heating up?”

As memories flooded her mind, Kira’s
countenance darkened. She nodded, fighting back a threatening tear
in her left eye. Her voice softened and choked as if a deep wound
lay beneath the surface of her soul. “Marco told me everything
would be ok.”

Now she was telling the truth again. If the
girl left Tamaria before the barley harvest she had to have become
pregnant in Kameron. Changing the direction of his inquiry, the
investigator leaned back in his chair, suppressing pain that rose
from his rib cage. “Tell me about your brother,” he ordered in a
gentle tone.

Kira wiped her face with her left sleeve. She
did a lot of things with her left hand. “Ugh!” the girl sighed,
rolling her dampened eyes. “Here we go again! What do you want to
know?”

Gunther Von Hoepen came to his point
indirectly. “Are you afraid of your brother?”

The girl simply stared at him for a moment,
incredulity rising in her face. Then she laughed lightly in genuine
bemusement, realizing that Dr. Meens must have written that
sentiment in her report, and that the detective believed it. “My
brother loves me,” Kira stated. “He would never hurt me.”

Detective Von Hoepen accepted this with a nod
and a smile. “You seem able to take care of yourself,”he replied.
“Please understand that this is a difficult question for me to
ask.” Gunther paused, pursing his lips. “Does your brother love you
in a carnal sense?”

Kira smiled, shaking her head. “Let me put it
to you directly,” she began, lowering her voice. “My brother hasn’t
ever had an orgasm he didn’t initiate on his own.”

Taken aback by her response, Gunther cleared
his throat. “Your brother has never touched you sexually?”

Genuine disbelief flashed across the girl’s
pretty face. “He’s my brother. He’s a monk! No matter what Dr.
Meens and Mrs. Bergen say about him, Algernon has a good soul and
he wants to do what’s right. He loves me, and I love him, but
there’s never been anything sexual between us, unless you count the
‘I’ll show you mine if you show me yours’ incident that happened
when we were about four years old.”

Gunther paused for a moment, astonished that
she responded with such candor. Based on the young woman’s
testimony, the incest angle seemed increasingly unlikely, but
something about the way she answered his questions–something
undisclosed about her motivation and purpose in the story–seemed
incomplete.

Everything she’d told him thus far portrayed
her role as a passive participant, yet the assertive way she
addressed his investigation inspired Gunther to believe she’d not
disclosed the whole truth. What was she hiding? Whom was she trying
to protect? The detective hadn’t yet established a plausible
scenario, but he felt certain that the Ravenwood girl was lying
about something. “You told Dr. Meens that he went looking for you
in Kameron with a priestess named Astrid from the Temple. When did
that happen?”

Kira honestly didn’t remember. She’d been
high for so long by then she’d simply lost track of time, but she
wasn’t about to admit opium use to a police officer when her
application for a homestead grant could still be revoked. Her
youthful inexperience inspired fear that made her reluctant to
disclose the truth, but this worry further aroused the officer’s
suspicion. “I don’t know when they went down, and I don’t know how
long they were looking for me, but all of us came back here about
three months ago. We’d spent some time with the Velez family in
Kameron before returning.”

That seemed strange. The girl went to Kameron
with her boyfriend, then within two months, simply came back with
her brother. Why would she undertake such a long journey, only to
turn right around and come back home? “If you left on your own
volition, why did you return?”

Kira paused, tightening her lips and
breathing heavily. “Things changed,” she said. “My boyfriend didn’t
turn out to be the man he claimed to be.”

“Oh?” Gunther inquired. “He’s from a Kamerese
family deeply involved in the drug trade. They’re all little more
than degenerates, people of incorrigible criminality. What sort of
man did you expect?”

Something hard and cold arose in Kira’s
expression. In her mind, the detective’s judgment smacked of racism
and insinuated she lacked intelligence. After all, if she’d fallen
in love with an incorrigible degenerate–as the police officer
described him–what did that say about her? He would never
understand Marco’s charm, never appreciate the appeal of Marco’s
masculine beauty, never comprehend how desirable he made her feel
when they were alone. The policeman couldn’t sympathize with her
need for an enjoyable life, for fine things, and why she’d come to
believe Marco could provide them. “Tell me why that question is
relevant,” she insisted, her voice edging toward disrespect.

She was definitely hiding something. “Ok,” he
replied, backing away from an account she clearly didn’t want to
relay. Perhaps she’d respond to a more direct way of uncovering the
truth. “If your brother isn’t responsible for the baby, is Marco
Fang your child’s father?” he asked.

Kira’s expression turned grave. She stared at
the policeman while rolling up her left sleeve. “First, tell me
what this is,” she demanded, pointing to the brand on her inner
forearm.

Gunther Von Hoepen raised his brow, caught
his breath and felt his heart pound. He’d studied this kind of mark
in class at the police academy, recalling that branding a woman
signified ownership in the concubinage and sex slave traditions of
Kameron. A young, pretty, fair-skinned girl would be an exotic
addition to a rich man’s harem and likely fetch a high price among
the illegal slave trade markets in that nation. “Your boyfriend did
this to you?”

Kira nodded.

The detective sighed. “I’m very sorry that
you’ve experienced such cruelty,” he said. “I wish for your sake
that I could make it go away.”

Kira rolled her sleeve back down. She didn’t
reply. The brand reminded her of what a fool she’d been, but that
was another issue she wasn’t about to admit to the detective. Her
eyes brimmed with tears until she excused herself to regain
composure.

Meanwhile, Gunther Von Hoepen sketched out a
time line. The girl had become pregnant about five months ago–in
the early summer–before she’d been reunited with her brother in
Kameron. Since she had no trouble defending herself it seemed
likely that her pregnancy arose from a consensual encounter, and
the most likely contender for that honor was Marco Fang.

While she strongly denied her brother could
be responsible for her pregnancy, she also seemed very reluctant to
admit that Marco Fang was her child’s father. The slave brand on
her left arm complicated the story, making it possible for anyone
in the ownership chain to impregnate her. How had this Marco Fang
character managed to brand a girl who could easily and quickly
knock a full grown and combat-trained policeman to his knees?

She seemed articulate. The girl exuded
charisma and obviously loved people. She spoke intelligently. How
did she wind up with such a knuckle-dragging low life? Gunther made
up his mind to visit the Temple Elsbireth and interview some of
Kira’s teachers and associates there. Perhaps Astrid, this friend
of Kira’s, could shed additional light on the puzzle.

When Kira returned, Gunther pushed his empty
tea mug toward her and thanked the girl. She washed it without
speaking a word while he finished scribbling notes on his pad. A
blank expression hardened on Kira’s face as she returned to the
table, as if all concentration focused on masking the emotion
brimming beneath the surface of her soul.

“Will there be anything else?” she
inquired.

Gunther smiled, trying to set the girl at
ease. “I’ll need to speak to your brother.”

In growing frustration and rage, Kira slammed
her hands on the table, half-standing while leaning forward. “Why
can’t you just leave him alone! He didn’t do anything wrong! You
want to know why I don’t know who the father is? I’ll tell
you!”

Kira pushed her chair back and turned toward
the sink. Though she really didn’t want to cry in front of the
policeman, she couldn’t stop the tears. The pain of her memory,
coupled with the humiliation of having to explain the story again
conspired against her self control and she found herself
sobbing.

“I ran away from Marco, so he sent bounty
hunters after me. They found me and lashed my feet so I couldn’t
run. Then they tied me up and every one of them had their way with
me.” She sniffed, washed her face in the sink and dried it with a
dish towel before turning back toward the investigator. “That
happened twice, so there’s no way I can know who the father is! Are
you happy now?”

Detective Von Hoepen waited for her to calm
down before continuing. She hadn’t disclosed these details before,
perhaps out of shame, and that explained her volatility. “I didn’t
intend to upset you,” he explained, gently. “But this is routine. I
have to go through the motions and file a report. Where can I find
your brother?”




***




By the time Algernon finished cleaning the
remains of the feeding shed he’d worked himself into a foul mood.
Sweaty, thirsty and irritated, he raged because the water barrel
that stored collected rain had been smashed, leaving him with
nothing to drink. There were a lot of things Algernon understood he
could live without, but on Superstition Mesa, where groundwater
contained high concentrations of mineral salts, securing fresh
water ranked among the highest of all priorities.

His primary water supply used to come from a
cistern buried beside an old barn to the south of his building
project. It had gone dry during the late summer, leading Kira to
complain that its failure served as another indication that
Superstition Mesa was not a wise place to settle. Algernon remained
undeterred and simply brought water up from Wounded Heart Creek.
Though the steep path to the creek made fetching water rather labor
intensive, its reliability and fresh quality made the trip
worthwhile.

Later, while exploring near the mesa’s
eastern edge where the army had long ago maintained a lookout post,
Algernon discovered another homestead. Behind the encroaching
forest, a shrinking meadow–the multi-hued remnant of an old
pasture–contained a ribbon of tall, green grass along its edge that
revealed another source of fresh water. Following the lush growth
to its source, thinking he’d found a rare cold spring, Algernon
reached the overflow pipe of a cistern.

Of the ten barns that once served working
farms on the top of the mesa, three had burned down, five lay in
tangled heaps of collapsed timber and metal, leaving only two still
standing: the one near the feeding shed, and this one. Neither of
them appeared safe to enter. The roof surface of this much larger
building, however, once collected ample rainwater for an entire
family, its livestock and a vegetable garden. Algernon discovered a
still functioning hand pump that easily brought up clean water from
the cistern below.

Because it lay several hundred yards to the
southeast, near the walled edge of the mesa that just peered over
the rim of the promontory on which Marvic had been built, Algernon
began putting his empty water barrel in his bike trailer, filling
and bringing the entire thing back downhill to the feeding shed.
Between cooking, cleaning and washing for both he and his sister,
Algernon had to refill the barrel once every five days.

Now, until he replaced the container,
Algernon would have to make the trip to the cistern every time he
wanted water. This inspired a great deal of muttering and cursing
as he rode his bike along a path leading southeastward, through the
gently ascending topography covered by a young pine forest crowning
the mesa. He steadily climbed toward its southern edge, imagining
how he’d explain everything to the land inspector, continually
plagued by the memory of something Jhiran, a gwynling thief who’d
accompanied him in Kameron, put into his mind as he, Kira and
Astrid left the Velez estate: “Find peace in your mountain home,
holy man!”

What a stupid thing to say! Despite his best
effort to distract himself, the words echoed through Algernon’s
memory. How could he find peace in this mess? Why was everything
going wrong? If he was doing the right thing by trying to live a
life of integrity, why wasn’t the Great God helping him?

As the path turned into the clearing where
the abandoned homestead lay, Algernon could no longer see the barn.
The same sense of desperation that characterized his discovery of
the ruined feeding shed swelled within his soul as he stood on the
bike’s pedals and applied reverse flow to the hydraulic hub in
order to slow down. He arrived where the barn had once stood,
dismayed to see a jumbled pile of timber that had not long ago held
up the largest and most suitable roof on the mesa for collecting
water.

He screamed curses. He raged at the giants,
but the anger billowing from his soul felt restrained by the
admonition to find peace that echoed through his memory. When
Algernon directed his vitriol at the heavens, crying out that the
Great God had punished him for trying to do good and live in
harmony with his enemies, he suddenly heard a loud, female voice
calling to him from behind.

“Who are you cursing, little one?” a giantess
inquired.

Algernon twisted around, finding himself
disconcertingly vulnerable while facing a giantess and her armed
escort. His rage vaporized into fear like ice thrown into a raging
fire, but the boy willed his emotions under control while he
dismounted and stood the bike on its kick stand. Though he’d
bravely faced the big males a few days earlier, this encounter
caught him completely by surprise and he felt very afraid. Lacking
a means to compel cooperation, Algernon had to rely on his wits for
survival. With Kira back in Marvic and no one expecting his return,
he might die for naught if he did not deal gently with the
giantess. The young man displayed his hands to indicate he carried
no weapon.

The Lawgiver saw this and ordered Magnhildr
to drop her spear. Even without a weapon, any giant could easily
rend a human limb from limb, but the gesture of restraint gave
Algernon a measure of confidence that the giants intended no
harm.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, a
nervous energy trembling in his voice. Sigrid, the Lawgiver,
appraised the young human with a quizzical expression. How had this
skinny lad successfully outmaneuvered Jarl, the clan’s fierce
chieftain, in a parley? This mere boy fought in such a manly
fashion that he humiliated Eyjólfr, the bravest of the ulfhedinn?
Taf, the apparent heir to Jarl’s clan leadership, so trembled at
the thought of this stripling’s martial talent that he had to
destroy the little one’s home in his absence?

“My clan folk respect your valor, little
one,” Sigrid began, offering a compliment intended to establish
trust, and expecting the monk to reciprocate.

Algernon, ignorant of giant etiquette and
fearing for his life, fell back on letting anger guide his
response. “Then why did your clan folk trespass on our land,
destroy our home and spoil our food?” he inquired, his tone of
voice recklessly ignorant of the fact that only Sigrid’s protection
preserved his life. “Your chieftain gave his word that the new
clearing would serve as a boundary. You have a strange way of
showing respect.”

Startled, the Lawgiver paused for a moment.
“You will not survive here a single winter without our help,” she
stated. “Others of your kind have tried and failed. You have no
hope of completing your home before the snow comes without our
support.”

“So I should be grateful that one of your
warriors tore down our dwelling, peed on our food, wrecked our
water barrel, killed our goose and ripped our meager possessions
apart? Tell me why I should be happy about that!”

The Lawgiver pointed at the bag Algernon
carried on his hip. “You have the Auðr. You can replace all of
those things.”

“Winter’s on its way,” he retorted. “There’s
a lot of work to do and I have no time to shop for things I’ve
already collected. Besides, I’m a monk. I’ve taken a vow of poverty
and I can’t afford to buy new stuff every time one of your kind has
a temper tantrum!”

Sigrid shook her great head, then expelled
mucus off to the side in disgust. “You don’t know what you have,”
she told him, a bit of menace rising in her voice. “The wealth of
ancient kings resides in the Auðr.”

Algernon knew from experience that there was
something unusual about the gift his brother had given him. Even
though he spent money out of the bag, its contents mysteriously
remained at the same value of whatever he’d put in when it had been
empty. When he’d crossed the border looking for his sister last
summer, the currency in the bag transformed from Tamarian sterlings
to Kamerese kroners, then back again when he returned. The enigma
of its function intrigued him, but Algernon left his curiosity
unspoken. “That’s not my point,” he replied. “It’s the principle of
the thing. It’s the behavior of your kind that creates problems for
me and my people.”

“You have not seen what we have done for
you?” Sigrid asked. “The little house is our gift to you and your
sister.”

Algernon’s eyes widened. “Little?” he
retorted. “That monster is more than twice the size of the
homestead I planned!” He didn’t realize that Sigrid used the word
“little” in an endearing sense, and further, that her earlier
reference to him as a “little one” indicated affection. To a giant,
anything “small” carried a pejorative connotation.

“You diminish our gratitude for your courage
in saving Princess Ljúfa. We do not wish to repay a great deed with
a small thing.”

Exasperated, Algernon threw up his hands.
“You don’t get it!” he replied. “There is a right size and role for
everything. A mouse is no longer a mouse if it’s twice as big as
the Great God intended it to be. If the predators kill all their
prey, they will also die. A tree that is twice as tall as the
others in the forest will soon fall in the wind. A boat that is too
heavy will sink! There is an equilibrium to all living things, and
anyone who lives beyond that balance will not long survive!

“That house was designed to shelter me and my
sister, but heating something that big will make me a slave to the
wood stove. I calculated each system so that everything fits
perfectly together, but the house you’ve started will require much
more work to finish, furnish and maintain. How am I supposed to do
that all by myself?”

Sigrid shook her head, while Magnhildr
whispered in the Lawgiver’s ear. “Let me kill him!” she said. “He
will be trouble for the People.”

The Lawgiver squeezed her companion’s
shoulder, but otherwise ignored the comment. “Are you so dull that
you don’t understand plain speech? Do your eyes not see what the
People have done for you?”

Algernon put his hands on his hips, resentful
that the giantess implied he was not intelligent. “What I’ve seen
is going to be very difficult to explain to the land inspector!” he
retorted. “He’ll want to know where I got all that building
material from. He’ll want to know how I managed to make so much
progress over the past three days!”

Sigrid pointed at the spot where the barn had
once stood. “We took the timber, stone and tin from there,” she
said. “We took the windows from the high barn near the road and the
tile from the nearby house that burned. The walls we have made to
replace your shelter came from fallen homes the small ones built
here long ago. That is the truth.”

“And you expect me to tell the land inspector
you’ve done all this on my behalf? Do you know what will happen
once he figures out that your clan is living on the mesa?”

“You swore that you would say nothing to your
kind!” Sigrid snapped. “Has your tongue become cloven?”

“I’ve said nothing to anyone!” Algernon
replied, shaking his head. He felt astonished that a giantess who
could read blueprints and understand math had so much trouble
grasping the tenuous position into which her generosity had placed
him. “But you need to know that as a monk I’m expected to tell the
truth. What would you like me to say about all the progress you’ve
made on my house?” When the giantess, who felt shocked at his
audacity, hesitated to respond, Algernon continued in an angry tone
of voice.

“And worse, as a monk I’m also supposed to be
poor so that wealth doesn’t interfere with my devotion to ministry.
It’s going to be very hard to explain how a poor monk can afford to
build, much less live, in such a big house!”

“You will never be poor,” the giantess
remarked. “You do not understand the wealth you so casually carry
on your belt. You also neglect the plain fact that the Mother gave
us the world as our dominion. Plenty of wood grows in the forest
for your heating. Countless fish swim in the streams and wild game
thrives in the mountains. She provides everything for every
need.”

“That doesn’t help me explain the big house
to the authorities, does it?” the young man countered. “They will
come to inspect my project. Once they know you’re here, the army
will attack your keep, kill your men and then come after you! Is
that what you want?”

“You said you would not speak of us!” Sigrid
reminded him. “The Mother has provided all these things to you
through us. Do not repay our generosity with treachery!”

“This is not about betrayal!” Algernon fumed,
exasperated. “This is not about duplicity. Let me try to make this
easy enough for you to understand!

“I did not want my shelter torn down. I
didn’t ask for your help to build my house. You and your clan have
done both things without consulting me, and now I’m in a very
difficult situation because I can’t offer a believable explanation
for all this progress.”

“Tell them the Mother has given you a gift,”
Sigrid replied.

Algernon rolled his eyes. “You think they’re
going to believe that?”

“Why would they not? The Mother provides all
good things!” Sigrid clearly believed this like she believed the
Daystar would rise in the morning.

“They don’t believe in the Mother,” Algernon
replied. “They’ll only believe what they can see and deduce by
logic. Your explanation won’t convince anyone. It will only make
them think I’m trying to protect you, and for that, they’ll hang me
for treason!”

Sigrid thought about this for a moment,
puzzled. Why would the small ones kill their own kind for doing
good? Finally, she turned her attention back to Algernon. “The
Mother will protect you.”

“Ugh!” Algernon groaned. “The Mother is an
idea in your head. She exists only in your mind. She’s your
explanation for everything you don’t understand, and you clearly
don’t understand how much trouble you’ve put me into.”

Sigrid bristled, flexing her great muscle,
while Magnhildr retrieved her spear and threateningly drove its
butt end hard into the ground. “You blaspheme the Mother like a
godless infidel!” Sigrid charged. “She is real. The Mother provides
for all our needs . . .”

Algernon, fully immersed in the argument,
didn’t appreciate how dangerously close to death his words were
putting him. “If the Mother provides everything for you, why do you
steal our cattle, attack and plunder our settlements? Why do you
take human slaves? Why do you pollute the streams with waste and
mine tailings, destroy huge tracts of forest like you’ve done in
the clearing, and drive the large game into extinction?”

Sigrid, her patience running thin, growled
threateningly to silence the diatribe. “There is much we can say
about your kind as well,” she began. “It is your kind who
continually war against us. It is your kind who take away our land
and reserve for yourselves the wealth of the Mother in order to
live in fine houses, behind high walls, served by magic machines.
It is your kind who displace the wild lands with your crops, who
fence the commons and deprive my People of their right to live
free.

“You speak of my People with contempt, though
we have sought to repay your valor with surpassing kindness in
honor of your service to my daughter. Though we wish to remember
this, will we forget because of your ingratitude!” The giantess
grunted something guttural to her companion, who leveled the heavy
spear at Algernon while the Lawgiver turned her back and wordlessly
walked away.

Algernon sighed. “Now what?” he thought, a
nervous tremble racing through his body as the threat of imminent
death diminished, step-by-step. As the young monk watched the
giants depart, Jhiran’s words tumbled through his memory. Though he
felt justified in his criticism of the giantess and her clan, he
struggled with a vague feeling that driving her off like that had
been foolish. Yet, how could he possibly live in peace with his
enemies who were too stupid to comprehend how much trouble they’d
created for him?




***




Kira stood on the pedals of her bike as it
shuddered over the cobbled surface of Victory Street. The vibration
rumbled dangerously through her thighs, its resonance signaling a
pain response in her womb that warned she ought to be resting in
bed, rather than riding her bike. Despite her discomfort, Kira’s
worry for her brother prompted a need to reach her destination in
haste. The girl projected her pleasant demeanor whenever a
pedestrian waved or another bike rider rang his bell in greeting.
Kira glided along with little effort, allowing gravity to
accelerate her toward downtown Marvic, saving her strength for the
climb into the Paradise neighborhood, the infamous place central to
her dark past that she’d recently visited several times in
secret.

Thankfully, the policeman left long before
Mrs. Bergen arrived. Based on what she’d heard from Algernon, Kira
believed the elderly woman would respond unhappily to the presence
of a detective on her property. Respectable people, Mrs. Bergen
would insist, did not warrant investigations. Respectable people
carefully guarded their reputations and sought harmony in all their
relationships.

The reckless behavior of the Ravenwood twins
certainly fell beyond what Mrs. Bergen considered responsible
conduct, so Kira pleaded for an outing when the matron returned
home in mid-afternoon. She cited a desire for fresh air and her
need to pick up the weekly letter from Garrick, after being
confined indoors for most of the day. Though she believed that Kira
should stay in bed and rest, Mrs. Bergen’s heart softened under the
heat of Kira’s intense charisma.

While she often projected a stern demeanor,
at the core of her being Mrs. Bergen loved the Great God and
devoted much of her abundant investment income to supporting
ministry among the poor in Marvic. Tamarian culture encouraged
philanthropy of this kind, and many wealthy citizens contributed to
the less fortunate with a generosity other societies simply did not
practice. In Mrs. Bergen’s case, devotion involved more than
donating money, food or clothes. By opening her home to girls like
Kira, the elderly matron also risked her carefully cultivated
reputation. However, the accumulated social capital developed over
a lifetime of integrity, piety and generosity allowed the widow to
accept outcasts and wretches with an impunity that other, less
upstanding members of society, could ill-afford.

Neighbors who watched Kira come and go, who’d
also witnessed the investigation that followed Algernon’s
confrontation with Marco Fang’s family several months earlier,
presumed that Freda Bergen served as a reformer for wayward youth
like the Ravenwood twins. Although the woman openly loathed
Algernon, actually exerted very little influence over Kira and
found herself swayed by the girl’s charm and intelligence, the
matron’s reputation remained untarnished despite the fact that
several neighboring men who’d patronized the bar where Kira had
danced earlier in the year sometimes lingered near Mrs. Bergen’s
hedge in the hope of catching another glimpse of the girl.

Oblivious to the secretive stir created by
her presence, Kira raced around a trolley near Discovery Park,
turned onto Memorial Avenue, pedaled past the stadium and began the
long climb toward the much maligned Paradise District. She had less
than an hour to make it there, return downtown to the post office
where Garrick’s letter awaited, and then get back to Mrs. Bergen’s
house on the flanks of the Sacred Mountain, so she adjusted the
fluid lever on her bike’s handlebar in order to climb the hill as
fast as her strong legs could turn the hydraulic crankshaft.

Despite the relative prosperity of Tamaria’s
capital city, the Paradise District languished in crime and
poverty. It had a damp, decaying smell that mingled with the stench
of trash, whiskey, sweat and urine. Kira knew this part of town far
better than she admitted, having spent many weeks hiding from her
twin brother among a collection of dingy apartments that overlooked
dark alleys, where thieves, thugs, pimps and strichmadchen lurked
and plied their illegal trades within the shadows.

The Fang family once owned several warehouses
and textile factories in this area, a few of which managed to
escape the investigation of law enforcement officials after
Algernon’s altercation last spring. Kira recognized the buildings
and wondered who had taken up running the sweat shops after the
Fang family fled the country to avoid prosecution for their role in
the opium trade and child labor violations.

Ignoring drunken catcalls, Kira crested the
summit and turned toward the railway tracks, catching her breath as
the bike coasted downhill. She glided to a stop at a storefront
that served as a community center, where women with their
hungry-eyed children waited in a bread line alongside listless
vagrants, the unemployed, the drug addicts and elderly citizens
forgotten by their families. The delicious aroma of vegetable soup
mingled with the scent of unwashed bodies as the girl searched the
gathered crowd for a familiar face.

Kira made eye contact with another girl. For
a lingering moment their gazes connected, until the hesitancy of
broken trust transformed into tearful forgiveness. A tall,
brown-haired, broad-shouldered acolyte pressed toward the door and
opened her arms, accepting Kira into her embrace.

“Bron, I’m so sorry for everything!” Kira
whispered into her friend’s ear. “Please forgive me.”

Bronwyn held Kira tightly, trembling and
gently rocking back and forth. “Of course,” she replied. “I’m so
glad you’ve returned safely!”

Kira shut her eyes and took in the fragrance
of Bronwyn’s hair, then backed away, feeling suddenly aroused. She
stifled a strong desire to kiss Bronwyn’s pliant lips when she
recognized regret and the memory of betrayal in the taller girl’s
dark eyes.

As Bronwyn perceived Kira’s longing, deep
sadness filled her heart. She didn’t understand the hormone-driven
confusion that Kira experienced and wished they could simply be
friends again. Yet her own gentle character and her long struggle
to find acceptance in the Temple community inspired sympathy. As
long as the Ravenwood girl didn’t push the boundaries of their
relationship again, Bronwyn extended grace and forgiveness,
willingly offering these gifts to a friend whose charisma and
intellect she’d long admired.

Bronwyn knitted her forehead, tightened her
lips and wiped Kira’s sweating brow in a manner that revealed
genuine concern. “You look like you’re eating well!” Bronwyn said,
relinquishing Kira’s arms, but holding on to her hands.

Kira ignored the comment and looked into the
window expectantly. “Is Astrid here?”

Bronwyn caught her breath and held her
tongue, misinterpreting the motive behind Kira’s inquiry. “No, she
stays locked up in the women’s cloister these days. Where are you
living now? Why do you never come up to visit us?”

“My brother needs me,” Kira responded,
uttering the partial truth in a very convincing manner. “I’m
staying with High Priest Volker’s sister, Freda Bergen, while my
brother finishes up our new homestead.” Then, to avoid offering
further details, she asked Bronwyn about life in the Sacred
Enclosure.

The girl took the bait and led Kira inside,
glancing over her shoulder to talk as she moved through the crowd,
trying to get her wayward friend up to speed on the Temple milieu.
Kira listened to the other girl prattle, smiling and nodding in
feigned interest while seeking a socially graceful exit to a
monologue that seemed strangely unimportant. After leaving the
Temple behind, its intrigues and rituals had become utterly
irrelevant to Kira’s experience.

Finally, sensing a break in the seamless
string of recent memories that Bronwyn recited in an effort to
update her, Kira revealed the reason for her visit. “Bron?” she
queried to signal a change of subject. “I really need to see
Dmitri. Where can I find him?”

Surprised, Bronwyn’s eyebrows arched. She’d
never heard Kira express any interest in the leathery-skinned monk,
although as the most skilled martial artist living in the sacred
community, Dmitri had served as the mentor and master for both
Ravenwood siblings. Most of the acolytes stayed away from him
because he’d been burned in an acid spill as a child, and the deep
scars covering his flesh gave him a fearsome appearance. For this
reason, Dmitri seldom appeared in public without covering his skin
and usually performed his public service behind the scenes.

“He’s in the back. cutting veggies for the
soup,” Bronwyn replied. Then, sensing a change in Kira’s normally
cheerful demeanor, she put her hand on the younger girl’s cheek.
“Is something wrong?”

Kira offered her sweetest smile, an
expression that easily subverted Bronwyn’s intent to investigate
further. “It’s about my brother,” she said in a low voice. “It’s
one of those boy things.”




***




Two days after his interview with Kira,
Gunther Von Hoepen collected his notes and grunted into the
passenger’s seat of a police car for the final phase of his
investigation. Having climbed the 4 000 stairs to the Temple
Elsbireth then back down to his office within a single shift the
previous day, muscular fatigue and soreness prompted his request
for a ride up to Superstition Mesa. He had no intention of walking
anywhere until his legs felt better and sighed in relief when his
supervisor granted him use of a vehicle for the afternoon.

Though his driver, a talkative employee from
the motor pool, chatted about the lovely weather, dark clouds
piling high over the mountain ridge lines to the west warned that
the clear, cool days of autumn might soon vanish into an endless
series of frontal systems that annually veiled the heavens for many
consecutive months. After passing through Marvic’s gate, the driver
noticed brooding weather in the distance and complained about the
need to visit Superstition Mesa at all.

“I don’t much like the idea of going up
there, “ he said. “Them storm clouds be a sure sign of bad luck on
the mesa.”

Gunther assured his nervous driver that his
interview wouldn’t take long. At this point talking to Algernon
seemed a mere formality, given that Priestess Astrid confirmed
Kira’s story and it seemed highly unlikely that Algernon, despite
his poor reputation, had ever harmed his sister. While both of the
Ravenwood siblings had been dismissed from the Temple in disgrace–a
fact which harmonized with Kira’s poor attitude toward that
institution–the reasons for this centered upon chronic disruption
of the community, disrespect and sophomoric mischief, not because
of any impropriety toward one another.

Interestingly, though considered difficult
and behaviorally problematic, the Ravenwood twins remained highly
regarded by their teachers, who spoke of them with near-unanimous,
wistful regret. High Priest Volker Pfaff, in particular, defended
Algernon’s potential as an effective priest and confirmed that the
boy had completed all six vows required for sanctified service. In
Tamaria, accusing anyone in the priesthood of an offense demanded a
high burden of proof, and because Algernon could rightfully claim
such a position, the testimony of Dr. Meens alone would not prove
adequate in court.

Sister Astrid, the skinny priestess who
related Kira’s tale with damp eyes and a quiver in her voice,
signed a sworn affidavit testifying that Algernon always maintained
a proper relationship with his sister. She also confirmed that he’d
relied on faith and martial talent to rescue Kira from men who’d
abducted and terribly abused her. Those two facts proved
sufficiently compelling to dismiss any charges against him, but the
interview revealed much more fascinating material. The priestess
clearly enjoyed talking about Kira and grew rather defensive when
confronted with the accusation leveled against Algernon. Gunther
Von Hoepen sensed that she genuinely loved and esteemed the
Ravenwood twins.

Astrid also corroborated the written accounts
from the previous spring in which a Lithian maiden named Brenna
Velez was said to possess power to heal wounds. As incredible as
this seemed, Gunther learned that because of her military service,
the army kept a copy of this Lithian girl’s portfolio on file at
the Dragon’s Lair training compound.

After visiting the Land Office, he’d spent
the balance of the morning at the army’s headquarters, reading the
Velez girl’s dossier and interviewing officers who knew of her to
fill in gaps in his report. Several independent eyewitnesses put
their signatures to paper verifying the truth of this Velez
maiden’s capacity to instantly and permanently heal wounds. Gunther
read these documents with incredulity. Well-respected military men
of varying ranks wrote glowing things about the foreign girl. She
had to be pretty amazing to warrant such praise from them.

Though he would have liked to speak to the
Velez girl directly, she was currently deployed with the
Expeditionary Force in Kameron. That was a good place for someone
with such skill, the detective thought, and the fact that so many
details could be independently confirmed enabled him to arrive at
an undisputable conclusion.

The healing ability explained why Kira
carried no lasting scars that Dr. Meens could identify. Kira’s
slave brand served as physical proof of her captivity, and the
testimony of the young priestess corroborated the story Kira
outlined during her own examination. Given that Kira was prohibited
from entering the Sacred Enclosure and Sister Astrid confined
herself to the women’s cloister, they could not have harmonized
their accounts in the time between the two interviews. In short,
the charges filed against Algernon would never make it beyond the
detective’s report.

Why then, did this case linger in his
consciousness and deprive him of sleep? As the driver turned away
from the city and sped along the gravel road leading through the
market garden farms and second-growth trees that lined a narrowing
valley to the northwest, Gunther found his instincts nagged by the
persistent reluctance of Kira Ravenwood to simply come out and tell
the truth. If her testimony was so easily verified, why hadn’t she
spoken more freely during the initial part of their interview?

Perhaps the girl felt ashamed. Yet something
Sister Astrid said teased from within his memory. The priestess
told him that the Velez girl could have healed the scar from the
brand, but that Kira insisted on keeping it as proof to everyone
that she’d been a sex slave. According to Astrid’s testimony, the
Ravenwood girl intended to engage in mission work among Marvic’s
strichmadchen and needed the brand to provide credibility within
that group of women.

While this concept carried a certain logic,
why hadn’t Kira simply come out and admitted this to Dr. Meens? Why
had she denied the respect due a Temple acolyte if she intended to
serve among the wayward girls in the capital city? That seemed
inexplicable. Gunther’s instinct warned him that he’d not uncovered
a complete picture of this situation, and the fact that Kira
remained reluctant to reveal the entire truth indicated to him that
she still had something to hide.

The ill-maintained road leading up to
Superstition Mesa featured ruts, rocks and potholes that the
electric police car struggled to navigate. Its chassis banged
against boulders while its wheels slid dangerously on loose gravel.
Bouncing in his seat to the extent that he hit his head against the
car’s roof on two occasions, Detective Von Hoepen gripped his seat
and warned the driver to slow down. A moment later, however, the
road opened into a grassy meadow where a bustle of activity met the
policeman’s eye.

On a knoll that rose above the meadow several
dozen yards distant, many people labored on a large building.
Surprised, because he’d expected to find Algernon alone, and also
astonished because of the impressive size of the building and its
state of completion, the detective’s interest immediately piqued.
Having spoken to Reinhard Koertig, the land office inspector in
charge of this project’s approval, the detective believed that
little more than a foundation and a heating stove had been finished
on the homestead thus far. Given that Mr. Koertig had actually seen
the property only a few days ago, this degree of progress seemed
astonishing. What was going on here?

As the driver drew the car near and pulled to
a stop, Gunther recognized priestly clothing and concluded that a
crew of acolytes from the Temple, and perhaps a score of
able-bodied farm workers, devoted their energy to erecting a
structure laid out like a traditional Tamarian dwelling, but
blending some unusual features into its construction. The building
looked massive, using far more wood than was necessary in its frame
and walls. It boasted an outdoor deck, tall windows, twelve-foot
door frames and a soaring roof line. This was a monk’s modest
home?

Additionally, while most people avoided
Superstition Mesa, Algernon managed to get quite a bit of help in
an area widely viewed as dangerous and haunted. How did a boy who’d
been kicked out of the Temple for misbehavior motivate such a large
group of his former associates and skittish neighbors to lend aid
in this project?

Kira said that Algernon based his design on
tradition, with elements drawn from Saradon yurts, but this
structure looked far too big for a mere dwelling–especially the
home of a humble monk and his sister. Where had all this building
material come from? The enigma of how two young people living at
the bottom of Tamaria’s social status could afford fine things like
the expensive underwear he’d seen on Kira and a house four times
the size of a typical Tamarian dwelling moved into the forefront of
Gunther’s thinking.

While a crew of men moved a roof cupola
overhead with a gin pole, several teenaged boys lifted
pre-fabricated timber walls and pinned them into place. That was an
unusual construction technique, to be certain! A group of girls and
women stuffed burlap bags with cellulose, then sewed the bags shut,
while a smaller cadre of their sisters took the pillowy insulation
and carefully arranged the bags between the inner and outer
walls.

Gunther Von Hoepen got out of the car,
momentarily drawing attention from the workers, who soon returned
to their labor without paying him another thought. The air smelled
of pine forest and carried a chill that the more protected
atmosphere of Marvic hadn’t yet attained. At this slightly higher
elevation, frost lingered in shady places and the dirt felt hard as
pavement. A slight breeze wafted from the west, whispering through
the pine boughs in warning of the approaching storm.

Within moments, a lean, muscular lad wearing
a sweat-stained, grungy shirt and grimy pants approached. This had
to be Algernon, because he looked astonishingly similar to his twin
sister. His hair, though bleached by the summer exposure, did not
quite approach the platinum hue of his sister’s locks, and while
hers had been carefully combed, it looked like this boy paid far
less attention to his personal grooming than she did. He smiled and
extended his hand in the universal gesture of peace.

“You must be Investigator Von Hoepen,” the
young man said.

Gunther accepted the greeting, impressed with
the strength of the boy’s grip. He briefly bowed his head in
deference to the young priest, inspiring an expression on
Algernon’s face that looked closer to embarrassment than
acceptance. Kira had openly repudiated her association with the
Temple, leading Gunther to wonder how much of that attitude her
brother shared. The policeman’s countenance hardened a little as he
noticed the change. “How do you know who I am?”

Algernon smiled. He shared that disarming
expression with his sister, but unlike her, his confidence didn’t
waver in the presence of a policeman. “The sacred community is
tightly knit,” he replied. “You spoke to my sister a couple of days
ago and interviewed members of the priesthood at the Temple
yesterday. Did you expect my friends to say nothing to me?”

That didn’t seem right. Kira said she didn’t
think many people were sad to see her leave the Temple. The land
inspector told him the Ravenwood twins had been all alone when he
picked them up and drove them into Marvic. How could this young
monk, who was not permitted entrance to the Sacred Enclosure by
order of its Supreme Council because of misbehavior, maintain so
much social support within the sacred community? Glancing around
and observing the work in progress, Gunther noted the casual,
relaxed atmosphere and wondered how long this crew had been
laboring to complete this project.

“I didn’t realize you were building a mansion
up here,” the detective remarked, leaving his other observations
unspoken as he walked closer to the new house.

Algernon shrugged. “My sister wanted a place
that was big enough to shelter the girls who need a fresh start,
away from the city. Young women need their personal space, so the
building had to be big enough to offer them privacy.”

Gunther raised his eyebrows, noting the
expansive floor area where a crew of several men busily nailed down
boards on a timber framework. “It’s a big place! So, you intend to
live here with your sister and a bunch of former sex trade
workers?” The question was intended to provoke a response, but the
detective didn’t get the answer he’d expected.

Algernon turned his head as they walked in
unison. “You’re a police officer, yet would you prefer that we
leave them in the gentle care of their pimps and madams?”

Smart kid. He had a quick tongue and would
likely be a formidable adversary in court. The boy also showed
absolutely no fear in the presence of a law enforcement officer, a
demeanor which normally indicated innocence. However, his answers
seemed a little too quick, as if he’d rehearsed them beforehand.
Perhaps someone had tipped him off about the investigation in time
for him to anticipate questions and formulate responses.

“Can I offer you some water?” the boy
asked.

Gunther nodded. In this region of Tamaria,
where fresh water was difficult to obtain, providing a drink for a
guest ranked high among the responsibilities of any respectable
host. The detective watched the boy retrieve a ladle from the edge
of a brand new barrel, lift its lid and scoop out a portion for the
policeman. Gunther cupped his hands to accept the gift and drank
deeply. It felt very cold and tasted surprisingly clean.

“Where do you get water up here?” the
policeman asked, silently wondering how a poor monk could afford to
purchase an unused container.

Algernon explained how he used his bike
trailer to fill the barrel from a nearby cistern until the roof of
his own home could serve that purpose, but his account only wrought
more questions in the investigator’s mind. If the boy had been
doing this over the course of the entire summer, why didn’t the
barrel show signs of surface damage from traveling over the rough
roads on the mesa?

“Where did you get the money for all of
this?” Gunther asked, gesturing to the bales of cellulose, the
windows and piles of building material scattered around the
site.

“Most of what you see here comes from
abandoned homestead projects on the mesa.” Re-use, a Tamarian
virtue, explained the lumber, the plumbing, windows and other
fixtures. That part of the explanation seemed entirely plausible.
“In some cases,” Algernon continued, “I’ve accepted donations from
industry. The insulation, for instance, came as a gift from a
recycling outfit in town. They even fireproofed it for us! The
electrical fixtures and light bulbs are also a donation.”

“You’re going to have power up here?” Gunther
asked, incredulously.

“I already do!” Algernon explained, pointing
to an open area off to the west where a pair of homemade vertical
axis turbines stood. “Mrs. Bergen has a neighbor who owns an
electric shop. He’s given us everything we need to hook up my
generators, except the batteries. There are a bunch of nickel-iron
packs scattered across the mesa that I want to bring down here, but
they’re too heavy for me to move by myself. I found an old tractor
in a nearby barn that I can use for that purpose when I’m ready,
but I don’t know if it runs, the barn doesn’t look solid, and I’m a
little afraid to go inside.”

Ah, another incongruency. The boy and his
sister couldn’t have completed this project alone. Gunther examined
the large beams that made up the building’s roof, noting their mass
and unusual joinery. Where had he seen construction like that
before? If Algernon couldn’t move the batteries, how did he get
such big timbers onto the site and up, into place? “So, you’ve done
all this work on your own?” the detective inquired.

“Clearly not!” Algernon replied, suddenly
feeling uncomfortable. “You can look around and see that I’ve had a
lot of help.”

Gunther nodded in assent, then patted
Algernon on the shoulder. “I understand that you’ve got work to
do,” he said. “I’ll let you get back to it while I have that little
look around. I’m sure you won’t mind . . .”

How could Algernon refuse? When he returned
to his task of fitting a window into its frame with Dmitri he
watched the detective wander about and whispered to the older monk
when the policeman’s attention became distracted by something near
the trees. “He suspects something!”

Dmitri grunted in assent, pausing to watch
the detective pick a large tool off the ground. “You should speak
less, my brother.”

Algernon groaned. He’d missed that one!

Gunther Von Hoepen’s eyes widened as he
approached a stand of young pines. Beneath their shade, where the
frost lingered on fallen needles, he saw the outline of humanoid
feet that were far too large for any man to make. Given that the
day had been warm enough for any exposed frost to melt, while the
nights had been cold enough to freeze everything again, had these
prints been made as recently as yesterday afternoon they’d have
been obliterated by new frost last night. That meant these were
very fresh! Wandering a bit further, he found a planer so heavy it
would have exhausted a strong man to use for more than a few
minutes. The tool seemed far to big for practical use, but
something else about it drew his attention.

It was the nauseating smell.

Like nearly all Tamarian men, Gunther had
once served in the army and knew this odor from experience. The
sweat from a male giant lingered on the handle of this particular
planer, betraying its recent use . . .

Now the missing pieces fell into place.
Detective Von Hoepen realized what Kira had been hiding. The
mysterious origin of the oversized building, with its twelve-foot
doors, massive roof beams and unusual joinery, suddenly had a
plausible explanation.

This was a very serious matter. The truth
about an unwed mother paled in comparison to the importance of a
genuine, national security threat. Somehow, these Ravenwood twins
had become friendly with giants within sight of the national
capital! Gunther picked up the planer and headed back to the police
car without saying another word to Algernon. He’d have to get a
warrant to search the property more thoroughly. In addition, he
needed to contact the Land Office Registrar and the army, who would
surely launch their own, independent investigations.







****







Heart and Soul







“What kind of crap is this?” Captain Engels
tapped his finger on Garrick’s report and appraised his young
lieutenant with an expression bordering on incredulity. “I’ve read
hundreds of these accounts in my career, and I’m sad to admit that
this one ranks so far below the bottom I can’t even think of a way
to respond.”

Garrick began feeling hot and itchy in his
new uniform. “I don’t understand, sir,” he stammered. “I spent a
long time thinking about what happened and what I’ve written here
is the best I can do.”

The ensuing silence reinforced the truth of
Garrick’s testimony. Captain Engels waited for Garrick to say more,
and when he didn’t, the captain picked up the document again.
“Really?” he queried. “You think you’ve done well?“ The captain
scanned for an objectionable passage. “Let’s see . . . After we
located the Fourth Platoon of the Seventh Division, Delta Company
in a dry lake bed, I ordered my men to set up overwatch positions
and launched a green flare. This error alerted the rebel Kamerese
to our presence, enabling them to scout and subsequently direct a
sustained artillery barrage that deprived us of combat initiative
and prevented us from engaging on our own terms.”

Captain Engels returned the paper to his desk
and pierced Garrick’s heart with a stern glare. “That’s what you
wrote, lieutenant,” he said, softly.

Flustered, Garrick swallowed hard. “But
that’s what happened, sir!”

“No, son, that’s what you’ve interpreted. In
reality, you have no idea what happened with the enemy out there,
and your pathetic spin on the story reflects badly on your
leadership ability. The facts are these: you went in there with a
plan, things went wrong and you adapted to the evolving situation.
That’s what makes you deadly and effective in combat.”

Unable to comprehend why the captain objected
to his report, Garrick felt flustered. “But sir, once the rebels
knew we were there, we lost the element of surprise and failed to
achieve our objective . . .”

“There you go again!” Captain Engels
interrupted, exasperation rising in his voice. “You don’t have
enough information to form that judgment, lieutenant. I’ll tell you
honestly that you will never face criticism for acting in harmony
with your training. Battle doctrine is born in the crucible of
combat and developed by minds with much more experience than your
own.”

Captain Engels paused, narrowing his eyes and
leaning forward. He didn’t really need to intimidate his young
platoon leader, but he felt that Garrick required an important
point driven into his soul. “You went out there to perform a
mission. Your unit engaged the enemy and held its ground until a
friendly artillery strike covered your retreat. But in your mind,
you don’t think you kicked rebel butt hard enough. So I’m going to
remind you of something critical, Lieutenant Ravenwood: no one wins
every battle.

“Your enemy is tough, brave and smart. You
got a taste of how good they really are, and that should deepen
your respect for a worthy adversary.” The captain put his palm down
on Garrick’s document and shoved it to the edge of his desk. “Now,
get out of my sight and purge this document of its pitiful
self-loathing. Give me something I can read without wanting to
puke!”

Dismissed abruptly, Garrick scurried out of
the captain’s office with foreboding filling his heart. His
muttered epithets caught the attention of Uma Vogt, who raised her
eyebrows at his vulgarity, but smiled when she noticed he was
wearing a uniform that fit. He looked every bit like the handsome
officer she thought reflected the very best of her people.

“Do it right the first time and you’ll not
have to do it again,” she stated, returning to her work as if his
presence mattered very little in the larger scope of Tamarian
combat operations to which she was privy.

Garrick approached her desk, knowing he could
speak more freely to a warrant officer than a commissioned officer
who ranked him. “I did everything you told me to do, yet the
captain is still upset at me!”

Uma turned her back. She began to file a
folder, speaking toward the wall as she addressed him. “You’ve made
progress in prioritizing and completing your work in a timely
fashion,” she began. The slender woman closed the drawer and turned
toward the young officer, looking at him through the space above
the frame of her glasses. “The problem is the content, not the
timing of your report. That is an issue you alone can address.”

Garrick clenched his fists, wrinkling the
document in his left hand. “Ugh!” he exclaimed. “I can do nothing
right around here!”

That wasn’t true. Uma Vogt had quietly taken
Garrick’s file to her quarters one evening and carefully read
through the document. He’d been cited on five separate occasions
for courage under fire, and the comments accompanying his officer
training revealed an admiration from instructors earned by very few
candidates. Uma learned that Garrick had not satisfactorily
completed the officer’s training course, but instead, had been
given a battlefield promotion for his leadership after his platoon
faced a war party of giants. Armed with only bayonets, rubber
bullets and chalk grenades, the men under Garrick’s command
decisively defeated a more powerful force that had caught them by
surprise.

She’d shuddered when reading that!

Then, on his first day as a combat leader in
Kameron, Garrick led his unit into enemy-held territory, captured
two rebel commanders and forever ended their aspirations of glory
and conquest. After reading of his exploits, Uma understood why
Colonel Adler had developed such a keen interest in this young
officer’s career.

“Complaining changes nothing,” Uma retorted,
returning to her work. “You have the heart and soul of a warrior,
but that does not mean you have nothing left to learn.”

Garrick rolled his eyes and let out a deep
sigh. “You don’t understand, “ he lamented. “Nobody does!”

Uma held her tongue, knowing that he’d lost
most of his platoon in recent combat action, and that was something
she’d certainly never experienced. Resisting the urge to tell him
that he needed to accept loss as a reality of his role, the
middle-aged woman expressed sympathy with her eyes, then inserted
paper into her typewriter and rolled it into position. Garrick
correctly interpreted her actions as a signal she had nothing
further to say, and that he should leave.

He trudged out of Alpha Company’s command
bunker, leaving behind its intense, uncaring bustle, and emerged
into the bright light of a hot, sweat-inducing autumn afternoon.
Where several days earlier El Caudillo’s rebels had been
successfully lobbing mortars into the refugee camp, aggressive
Tamarian perimeter patrols and counter-battery fire effectively
silenced them to the extent that Garrick now felt safe enough to
stand outside without wearing his helmet and armor. He wiped his
brow reflexively, too self-absorbed to extend gratitude for the
sacrifice that made his renewed safety possible.

Garrick wandered in the general direction of
his quarters, brooding over recent events, overwhelmed and feeling
no control over his own destiny. No matter what the captain
believed, his retreat from the battlefield had been anything but
orderly and well-executed. Amidst the fog, dust and smoke stirred
by exploding ordnance, between the whine of rifle rounds seeking
his flesh and away from the victorious cries of advancing rebel
infantry, he’d run. The panic he’d experienced in the final moments
of that battle–the same fear that haunted his fleeing
footsteps–stalked his dreams every night thereafter until he
awakened, panting in sweat-drenched terror.

Harmon Grossman’s team didn’t show up at the
rendezvous point, and Garrick hadn’t heard from any of them since.
After becoming disoriented in the brume and wandering–hungry and
thirsty–through the Kamerese countryside for nearly a full day, he
and a half-dozen surviving members of Third Platoon had been found
by a Delta unit patrolling its western sector. Worse, he’d been
ordered into the rear of an EPT for transport back behind Tamarian
lines by a smug 1st lieutenant who heard his distinctive, regional
accent and joked that “a hillbilly infantry leader” probably didn’t
know how to read a map.

Aside from the insult, Garrick wondered how
he’d live down being found by a Delta platoon after he’d been
tasked to rescue a similar unit. He’d avoided the officer’s mess
for two days. Since Third Platoon had fallen below minimum
strength, he and his men had been pulled from front-line duty and
assigned to supporting roles until the Quartermaster supplied
replacement troops. After he completed the initial flurry of
reporting activities and requisitions, Garrick had a lot of time to
think. Without Sergeant Vidders’ trusted counsel to keep matters in
perspective, his soul spiraled toward despair.

Why had the battle gone so wrong? What
happened to the artillery? Were the rest of his platoon members
still alive? Wracked with guilt that he’d survived while so many
remained among the missing, he’d cleaned enemy blood off his
bayonet in the privacy of his own quarters, remembering his order
to withdraw as the long-delayed Tamarian artillery pounded the
advancing rebels. His men obeyed that command unquestioningly.
Captain Engels did not criticize him for retreating, either.

But if it had been the right thing to do, why
did he now feel so bad about it?

Prior to that experience, Garrick had always
stood his ground. Reflecting on what he’d thought had been the
final moments of that melee, as he panted from the exertion of a
hand-to-hand fight with slain enemy soldiers surrounding him,
Garrick remembered feeling the thrill of triumph. Yet the sight of
swelling rebel reinforcements advancing up the arroyo on his flank
suddenly flooded his heart with horror. With no ammunition left,
Garrick had but a moment to choose between defending his platoon’s
position until death, or flight. An overwhelming sense of dread
he’d never before experienced compelled him to run.

And that’s precisely what he’d done. Through
the mist with the enemy in pursuit he had run. Once his legs began
to flee they seemed to have a mind of their own, and the
combination of fear, adrenaline and youthful strength drove him for
nearly a mile over the dew-soaked landscape until sheer exhaustion
forced him to stop. Wordlessly, Sergeant Ringer, Luther Sondheim
and Otis Krieger paused with him to catch their collective breath.
Moments later, Kasch Nagel appeared out of the mist, with a handful
of stragglers following. The expressions shared among the men
whispered of defeat.

A tremble raced up Garrick’s spine. He’d
charged Eckhard Jaeger with treason for abandoning his post, yet
when faced with a similar choice between fight and flight, Garrick
had chosen the latter. Though he felt bad enough about this,
Sergeant Ringer had later pulled the young lieutenant aside and
berated him in private for not withdrawing sooner!

“You put all of us at risk for the sake of
your own bravado, lieutenant!” the sergeant complained. “Had we
withdrawn in an orderly fashion when the friendly artillery first
began–instead of holding fast to take on that first rebel wave hand
to hand–we’d have maintained unit cohesion, rather than running
like rabbits through the scrub.”

Garrick had also written that into his
report, but Captain Engels crossed it out with a red pen, replacing
Garrick’s testimony with the words: “Your call.”

Yet Captain Engels hadn’t been present, and
Garrick carried the loss of Harmon’s team heavily upon his
countenance. While the pain welling within his heart made him long
for Brenna, the thought of her capture nearly made him cry. He
dreamed of rescuing her and fantasized about killing every one of
her tormentors with his bare hands. Knowing that he couldn’t do so
made Garrick feel completely helpless. Yearning for some indication
that she remained alive, he let his mind wander into a secret place
where her open arms wrought comfort and the longing in her eyes
filled his heart with hope. But in thinking about her, the young
Tamarian felt no peace settle upon his soul.

For most of his life he’d not understood the
reasons underlying a widespread mistrust of the Lithians among his
own people and simply accepted racism of this kind as truth.
Everything changed when he met Brenna. None of the commonly-held
judgments applied to her, or her family. The more time he spent in
her company and among her loved ones, the more Garrick felt
accepted and honored. He realized that Lithians were badly
misunderstood and chafed at the stigma projected upon him for
loving a foreign girl.

Brenna’s religious perspective sought an
intimate relationship with the divine. She viewed morality in terms
of lofty principle, and her scrupulous avoidance of behavior nearly
everyone else considered normal made other people feel very
uncomfortable. While Brenna and her family remained quick to
acknowledge their personal failings and extend grace to others
whenever necessary, this gift did not always meet with a welcome
reception. Brenna didn’t intend to offend anyone, yet acting in
harmony with her faith put the girl in opposition to the majority
of people with whom she came into contact.

The Kamerese, for example, neither
acknowledged the existence of God, nor believed in equality among
people. Their ancient social order resisted all reform. Naturally,
these conservative tendencies enabled the Kamerese leadership to
preserve privilege and vast wealth at the expense of Kameron’s
peasantry, and any agitation for change quickly earned the
gauntlet-fisted fury of the elites. Additionally, the Kamerese
priesthood taught that favored families met with ancestral approval
and thus, reaped tangible rewards, while the suffering masses
deserved misery for failure to conform to the impossibly exalted
values and standards of the revered forefathers.

Brenna condemned such hypocrisy. Mistreating
people, who in her moral framework were also the handiwork of
Allfather and therefore deserving of opportunity–as well as dignity
and respect–ranked high on her list of evils. Maintaining and
expressing this view created conflict with the Kamerese, who
considered their nation’s business none of hers!

Yet judgments of this kind flourished among
Lithians. Their ancient, sacred writings overflowed with
admonitions to avoid the corruption of secular nations, with the
tribes that later became the Azgaril and Kamerese prominently
vilified by name. Over time, exposure to statements of this kind
led to resentments and misunderstanding that created prejudices in
the minds of non-Lithian people. Also, because Lithians were nearly
always smaller, weaker and bred slowly, they remained an easily
exploited minority.

Corrupt Kamerese priests blamed the Lithians
for maliciously manipulating economic ties between nations. They
claimed that the Lithians systematically suppressed technological
development, undermined trade that would create employment by
virtue of their restrictive customs governing resource extraction,
and supposedly founded an elite, secret organization that moved
behind the scenes to ensure their prosperity at the expense of the
Kamerese people. None of this had any basis in fact, yet ordinary
Kamerese accepted these arguments almost without question.

Widespread belief in lies of this kind
ensured that Brenna would receive particularly brutal treatment at
the hands of her captors, who would earnestly believe that their
ancestors delivered the girl into their hands to suffer for the
wrongs of her people. Though partly Kamerese in ancestry, Brenna’s
diminutive form, the shape and slant of her eyes, and her obvious
piety set her apart. She would be singled out for torture that
Garrick shuddered to imagine.

In his mind, the irrationality of this
thinking confirmed religion as madness. Yet he loved Brenna, and
simply couldn’t bring himself to criticize her for a belief system
that effectively created enemies by virtue of a contrast in faith.
He knew this kind of rationalization contravened his personal
philosophy, but he couldn’t help how he felt.

The thought of anyone mistreating his beloved
cut Garrick’s heart and left a wound that bled into his soul. A
feeling of impotent desperation led to despair, and with no one
trustworthy to confide in, the young man put on a brave face that
belied the deepening sorrow he tried to conceal. With Brenna’s name
on his lips and the memory of her warmth on his mind, Lieutenant
Ravenwood fingered the locket he’d bought for her while he dug his
boot into the soft, scarlet-orange dirt to relieve his
frustration.

Hearing a woman’s voice calling, Garrick
snapped out of his reverie and turned to face Mariel Hougen. She
approached with a briefing folder clutched to her breast, taking
delicate, feminine steps to avoid stirring dust that might soil her
clean combat boots. Like most of the male warriors who served in
Alpha Company, Garrick found her red hair, alluring lips and
slender figure attractive, but out of respect for her dignity he
didn’t stare.

Embarrassed because the emotion of his soul
threatened to spill down his cheek, Garrick avoided eye contact.
That’s when her new insignia drew his attention. “Congratulations
on your promotion, captain,” he said. “It’s about time!”

Mariel raised her right brow while pursing
her lips and knitting her forehead into a scowl. That expression
warned Garrick that the issue of her slow rise in rank remained a
sensitive topic wisely avoided. Though the Tamarians aspired to an
egalitarian ethic, the reality of being female in a male-dominated
organization exposed hidden barriers that Lieutenant Ravenwood
couldn’t perceive, because these invisible ceilings and pitfalls
simply didn’t exist for men.

Catching a glimpse of anguish in Garrick’s
countenance, Mariel shifted focus and fussed over a wrinkle on the
shoulder of his uniform, letting her fingers linger there a little
bit longer than strictly necessary. For a moment, she wrestled with
the idea of doing something to ease his pain. An embrace might
offer comfort, but doing so would have violated a prohibition
against physical contact between service members of opposite
gender, and even someone as attractive as Captain Hougen couldn’t
escape the consequences for stepping across the boundaries of
professional conduct. Instead she reflected compassion in her
chocolate-colored eyes and moved into personal space that he
normally reserved for Brenna. Her clean, womanly scent stirred
Garrick’s senses.

“She’s alive, lieutenant,” Mariel whispered.
“The rebels are holding her as a POW.”

Garrick’s eyes widened with interest and
hope. That meant that she remained under the protection of senior
Tamarian officers and hadn’t been sold into slavery. “How do you
know?”

For a moment Mariel wavered as conflict arose
in her heart between loyalty as Brenna’s friend and the strong
attraction she felt for Garrick. She wrestled with the temptation
to give him enough information to motivate an ongoing dialogue that
over time, she might bend to suit her own purposes. With Brenna in
captivity, the hold the Lithian maiden sustained on Garrick’s heart
could soften, providing Mariel with the chance to turn his interest
toward her instead.

However, her loyalty to Brenna and the
conduct expected of an intelligence officer prevailed. He simply
didn’t need to know in a military sense, so Mariel took a deep
breath and lifted her head. “I can’t tell you,” she responded. When
she saw his countenance sink Mariel struggled with a renewed desire
to exploit his vulnerability. Exerting control, she looked for a
quick exit. “I’m sorry, Garrick, but I’m meeting with General Braun
in a few minutes and I don’t want to be late.”

That revelation brought up some interesting
implications. Any meeting with the general meant that Mariel had
some serious intel to deliver, and while Garrick wished he could
gain some insight into what she knew, her posture underscored the
importance of a timely arrival, and he did not want to delay her.
The pretty woman wiped a stray wisp of copper-colored hair into
place behind her right ear, gave Garrick a lovely smile, then
turned toward the command bunker and disappeared down the
stairs.




***




Later, while Garrick worked on writing a
letter to Algernon and Kira, voices and the mingling of heavy
footsteps on the wooden landing interrupted his composition. Though
he wanted to be left alone and didn’t feel like answering the door,
persistent pounding and the growing exasperation of Talon Waldheim
on the other side motivated a response.

When Garrick opened the door Talon nearly
knocked him over. Unshaven stubble and the mingled aromas of sweat
and alcohol confronted Garrick with the harsh reality that Talon,
whose platoon suffered grievously during El Caudillo’s recent
attack, dulled the pain of his idle hours drinking whiskey.

“I hope you’re not on duty!” Garrick warned.
An irrational fear whose root lay in his own father’s frequent
intoxication and memories of physical abuse that often accompanied
drunkenness arose in Garrick’s heart.

Talon laughed, slapped Garrick and the
shoulder and looked back toward several other men who’d gathered on
the landing. “See, I told you!” Talon roared. “He’s the poster boy
for Alpha Company!”

Good natured laughter erupted among several
other soldiers standing behind Talon, many of whom glanced over
Talon’s shoulder to catch a glimpse of the young lieutenant.
Garrick did not recognize any of them. “What’s going on?” he
asked.

Talon smiled. “Let me introduce you.” The
older man twisted his head toward the men on the landing. “These
boys come from Fourth Platoon, Delta Company.” Then, speaking to
the assembled warriors behind him, Talon turned aside and gestured
toward Garrick. “This is Lieutenant Ravenwood, the young lion who
makes the rebels wet their pants and cry for momma!”

Their laughter and conversation immediately
died down. “You’re drunk, Talon!” one of them remarked. “He’s just
a kid!”

But as Garrick stepped around his friend,
silver pins on his shoulders, the action badges on his chest and
the combat lions adorning his collar revealed rank, experience and
valor worthy of their respect. Eyes widened and jaws dropped. The
Delta warriors fell silent and stood at attention.

Confused, Garrick glanced from face to face.
“Fourth Platoon, Delta?” he inquired. “I saw your EPT’s destroyed
by rebel artillery! How can this be?”

One of the men stepped forward. Clear eyed
and clean shaven, he looked older than Garrick, but not by much.
“Private Steiner, sir. On behalf of Fourth Platoon, I want to thank
you for coming to our aid!”

Murmured assents spread among the assembled
men. When Steiner stepped back and saluted, the other men followed
suit.

Garrick shook his head. “I don’t get it,” he
admitted. “I saw what happened. They nailed Fourth Platoon’s
position. There was nothing left out there.”

A private named Diehl spoke up. “We saw your
flare,” he began. “Then, in the middle of the night, we watched the
rebels hit the ridge with artillery. LT Singer figured they were
focused on you and wouldn’t be paying much attention to us. We’d
already rigged our vehicles to blow if the rebels messed with them,
so we took a chance and evacuated on foot. I’m glad to see you made
it back safely, lieutenant.”

Incredulity rose in Garrick’s heart. “So you
all got out of there?”

“Yeah,” Diehl admitted, “Thanks to you! I
take it you didn’t get the RTB order?”

Garrick shook his head as new understanding
dawned in his soul. No wonder the artillery hadn’t fired on
schedule! “We moved before the Kamerese guns hit our position.” His
voice trailed off as his mind considered the fate of Harmon and his
missing team. There was no way headquarters could have reached them
with a Return to Base order.

Talon derailed Garrick’s train of thought.
“Singer wants to meet you! He’s waiting!”

Off-duty commissioned warriors usually went
to the officer’s club to drink and bond. Because Garrick refused to
consume any fermented beverage, and because he was frequently and
relentlessly teased about this, he didn’t like going there. Talon
knew this, but began dragging Garrick along. The social pressure
Talon exerted in the company of the older, Delta soldiers compelled
the young lieutenant to follow.

Despite his desire to sulk in solitude,
Garrick’s natural charisma and quick wit stirred as the Delta
warriors fired questions at him that reflected their curiosity
concerning his age, the rumors of his reputation that spread as the
stories told by Eckhard Jaeger circulated among them, and their
perplexity that he’d become engaged to a Lithian girl. The ease
with which Garrick handled these inquiries impressed Talon, who’d
gone through officer’s training with him and witnessed, with a
measure of pride and respect, how the uncanny ability Garrick
possessed to inspire trust and cooperation diffused all doubt about
his worthiness as a leader.

Though Garrick himself experienced
uncertainty in this regard, the Delta soldiers soon understood why
older men willingly followed the young lieutenant into combat. As
they headed toward the Officer’s Club, Garrick’s reputation evolved
among them. Soon, they did not see him as a precocious upstart at
all, and as they bade him farewell at the door, each of the Delta
warriors departed with a very different opinion of the infantry
leader who’d saved their unit from certain defeat.

As Garrick’s eyes adjusted to the smoky
gloom, Talon led him to a corner table where Lieutenant Singer, the
stocky leader of Fourth Platoon, Delta Company, sat with two other
friends. An expression of disbelief flashed across Singer’s face,
but he held his words in check as knowing glances passed among the
other officers at the table.

Talon called the barmaid over, then
introduced Garrick to the assembled men. As they made room for him
at the table, Garrick felt increasingly uncomfortable and regretted
his decision to enter their domain. Even though he had every right
to sit among them, a sense that they resented his presence settled
upon his heart. As he thought about this, Garrick realized that
Brenna likely experienced a similar feeling everywhere she
accompanied him.

“Whatcha drinkin’?” the barmaid asked,
curious to see such a young officer in the club and wondering where
he’d come from.

“I’ll have grape juice,” Garrick replied.

This drew muted laughter from Singer’s
companions. An idea sprang into the Delta officer’s mind and he
motioned for the slender Tamarian woman to bend an ear his way.
After whispering something discreet he slipped a coin into her
hand, then returned to his ale and savored its slightly bitter
flavor.

“So you’re the fair hero,” Singer stated,
keeping his pale eyes fixed on Garrick. “I was expecting someone a
little older.”

Garrick shrugged. “I guess you’ll have to
wait a few years, then!”

That kind of wit had not been a response
Singer expected. He smiled, raising his mug toward Garrick. “How
did you get out from under the artillery?”

As Garrick explained the events of that
battle, the surrounding men–even those sitting at nearby
tables–began listening with greater interest. Taking a cue from
Captain Engels, Garrick refrained from interpreting the outcome and
limited his remarks to a factual accounting. He did, however,
relate the story of his retreat in harrowing detail.

“That sounds like quite the battle!” Singer
exclaimed, genuinely surprised that this youngster survived at all.
“If I’d known they sent only a single platoon out to find us, I’d
have stuck around to help you out.”

“I was only supposed to find you, call in
artillery, and aid in your egress,” Garrick admitted as the bar
maid returned. She placed a glass in front of him and slid a beer
in Talon’s direction. “I had no idea there were so many rebel
troops out there.” When the young officer took a healthy drink he
gagged on the liquid and nearly spat it out. Something burned all
the way down his throat and he began coughing uncontrollably.

Laughter erupted as Singer and his friends
watched Garrick’s eyes widen and face redden. “If you’re old enough
to lead men in combat, you’re old enough to drink!” one of the
Delta officers roared.

“Come on, lieutenant,” Singer encouraged.
Drink up! It’ll put hair on your chest!”

Though he already had hair on his chest, and
though something in his soul warned that this course of action
would be wiser to avoid, the pressure to conform that he
experienced in that moment, coupled with his need to feel accepted,
motivated Garrick to steel his nerves and drain the glass.

Talon leaned over. “Take it easy,” he warned.
“Let it linger on the back of your tongue. Don’t drink it like
water.”

But the forced enthusiasm in which Garrick
downed his first drink inspired one of Singer’s friends to buy him
another. Although he followed Talon’s advice, by the time Garrick
finished half of his second glass, he felt light-headed. His
perception of time and capacity for good judgment diminished
rapidly. Somewhere between his third drink and the time Talon
dragged him out of the officer’s club, they’d begun discussing
Brenna.

Garrick had always been careful to avoid
speaking about her. Though nearly everyone knew of his engagement
to the Lithian girl, he kept very tight-lipped about his
relationship, both to honor her virtue and to keep matters between
them private. Under the influence of Kamerese wine, however, such
discipline simply disappeared.

He didn’t remember how it started, and once
it began he couldn’t make it stop. The men questioned him with
increasing candor, puzzled that Garrick didn’t boast of his
conquest when Lithians were rumored to be insatiable lovers.

“So what’s she like when you’re alone?”
Singer asked, raising his brow.

Though Garrick understood that Lieutenant
Singer intended to extract some sort of confession with this line
of inquiry, he found himself strangely unable to redirect the
conversation. “She’s a nice girl,” Garrick replied. “She loves
me.”

“Does she love you in a physical sense?” the
Delta lieutenant pressed.

Garrick shrugged. Wishing to protect her
reputation, he wouldn’t admit that Brenna struggled to restrain her
own desire when they spent time alone. “I guess so,” he
admitted.

This brought genuine bemusement to Talon’s
face. “You mean you don’t know? You’ve never been under her skirt,
never nuzzled her tits?”

Anger flared in Garrick’s soul. Rising from
his seat until he knocked his chair backward and thereby drew
everyone’s attention, Garrick grabbed Talon’s uniform by the
collar, lifted the other man out of his seat and glared menacingly.
“She’s got more virtue in her little toe than you have in your
entire body! How dare you talk about her like that!”

Talon knew he’d crossed a boundary best
avoided and wisely backed down. “Easy there, lover boy,” he
soothed, watching Garrick’s anger cool as the younger officer let
him go. Knowing that Brenna had been captured, and ignorant of how
her Lithian garments offered protection against sexual contact she
did not personally desire, Talon presumed that her virginity had
already been compromised and he felt genuinely sorry for
Garrick.

One of the military policeman on duty hustled
over. He put one hand on Garrick’s back, the other on the young
lieutenant’s upper left arm and spoke in a quiet, yet firm voice.
“Sir, maybe you’ve had enough for now,” he warned.

The Tamarian army did not tolerate brawling,
especially among officers. Its military policemen served with a
mandate to intervene before conflicts escalated into violence, and
every officer in the club knew that if Garrick did not handle this
situation with care, he’d wind up in the brig with a report for
public drunkenness on his record.

Talon stood. “I’ll take care of him,” he
offered, slinging Garrick’s right arm over his shoulder and pulling
the unwilling boy toward the door. “He’s just a little edgy right
now.”

Lieutenant Singer and his friends also stood,
raising their glasses in a toast. “Here’s to you, Ravenwood!”
Singer said, accompanied by a chorus of assents from nearby tables.
The Delta officers drank in his honor while Garrick staggered
outside with Talon’s help. After this incident, he remembered
little of what followed.

Night had fallen when he and Talon left the
officer’s club, but Garrick couldn’t recollect how Talon talked him
into visiting a crumbling hotel beyond the edge of the refugee
camp. He didn’t remember walking there. The only part of that
experience etched into his memory involved a flight of stairs and a
long hallway where the sounds of couples engaged in intimate
contact seeped through thin walls.

There, in a small room with a squeaky wooden
floor and leaky windows, a dark skinned, doe-eyed Kamerese girl
named Ercilia lit candles while he sat on mattress with the top of
his uniform already unbuttoned. The taste of her lips lingered on
his own. A moment later she approached him and shamelessly dropped
her gown to the floor.

“You like what you see?” she asked, speaking
Azgaril Vulgate so he’d understand.

Though she looked lovely, and though his body
betrayed him by responding to the sight of her naked form, Garrick
looked away. His heart raced. His soul ached.

The girl stepped forward, then gently pulled
the back of his head toward her until his face pressed against her
bosom. He could smell the talcum powder on her soft breast while
the urgency of his desire strained hard against his trousers. He
could feel the coarse brush of her pubic hair against the back of
his hand, its slight dampness revealing the source from whence the
aroma of her womanhood rose.

She caressed his head, running her fingers
through his hair while holding his face in close contact with her
flesh. There was something vaguely maternal about the way she held
him, and for as long as he lingered in her embrace, a sense of
comfort filled his soul.

Yet the act of permitting such contact
stirred something from deep within his heart. Garrick realized that
even being in this woman’s company, much less uniting with her, put
his loyalty to Brenna in jeopardy. As that dreadful understanding
seeped into his dizzy consciousness, Garrick put his hands on the
girl’s shapely hips, forcibly moved her to the side and sat her
down. “I’m sorry,” he admitted. “I can’t do this.”

She slipped her hand down to his groin and
smiled. “Yes, you can!” she encouraged. “You’re ready. It’s
easy.”

Having grown up on a farm, Garrick understood
the mechanics of copulation. In addition, he’d spent enough time
alone with a curious cousin before joining the army to comprehend
the role his body urged him to play. “No,” he said in a commanding
voice. “This ends here and now.” Garrick fumbled with the buttons
on his shirt, the nervousness of being in Ercilia’s company
compounding the alcohol-induced difficulty of the task.

She looked honestly sad, not understanding.
“Don’t you like me?” she asked.

“This is not about you,” he explained,
desperately struggling for control. His voice and hands trembled as
he spoke. “There’s another girl I love, and the thought of hurting
her makes me feel unspeakably sad.”

With unexpected tenderness, the Kamerese
prostitute put her hand on Garrick’s cheek and turned his head
toward her own. “That’s sweet,” she replied in a low voice. Smiling
prettily, she paused to let her nearness linger. “But the other
girl isn’t here right now. She doesn’t ever have to know, and I
don’t mind.”

Ercilia witnessed a change transform
Garrick’s face. A fearful, frightening expression revealed the soul
of a trained killer. Though she’d slept with many soldiers, she’d
never seen that look before, and the dread that she might offend
him drew her gaze to the candles. The girl whispered a quick,
worried prayer to her ancestors.

Garrick took hold of her hand and placed it
on her soft thigh with deliberate gentleness, pausing while his
eyes swept over her body, relishing her womanly form as if
reconsidering. He waited until she turned toward him again, then
pointed to his pounding heart. “The other girl lives in here,” he
said, his eyes welling up with uncontrolled tears. “I’m sorry, but
I just can’t do this to her.”

The lieutenant stood up, sniffed and wiped
his face dry. He offered the Kamerese girl the gown she’d left on
the floor, then quietly put a silver coin on the bedside table
while she dressed.

Anxious for him to depart, the girl refused
to even look in his direction. “You can keep your money,” she said,
her demeanor becoming suddenly businesslike. All of the sweetness
she’d exhibited earlier faded like the last light of dusk.

Because he didn’t want her to feel afraid,
Garrick kissed the top of her forehead. “You’re a delicate flower,”
he said. “Thank you for understanding.” The young warrior turned
and departed without another word, leaving Talon to fend for
himself somewhere in an adjacent room.

With the twin moons obscured by a swirling
mist, Garrick wound a crooked path between the neatly arranged
tents of the refugee camp until be became utterly lost. Despite
feeling disoriented, he maintained the presence of mind to avoid
the military police on their patrols. An hour or so later, as his
head began to clear, Garrick found the fringe of the Virgin River
and followed its western bank toward the south until it bent away
from the front line. That’s where the infirmary stood.

Garrick stared at the building, thinking
about the girl he loved. To the northeast–across the river–lay the
town of Helena, its lights pinpointed halos beckoning through the
fog, and beyond it, the territory controlled by Brenna’s family. He
wept in silence until his soul felt like it would burst, then
whispered curses down on his own head, swearing at himself for
being fool enough to drink, get drunk–and worse–let Talon talk him
into visiting a brothel.

Though he technically remained a virgin, the
memory of Ercilia’s beauty lingered in his mind. Only Garrick knew
how desperately he’d wanted what she’d offered him. The ease with
which she’d stirred his desire made his heart feel unworthy of the
purer love that Brenna represented. How could he face her now? How
could he honestly claim to love only her?

Filled with regret, Garrick staggered
westward, re-tracing the path that Brenna had followed during the
battle. If only she’d stayed at his side! If only she’d not been
captured, none of this horrible business would have happened.
Garrick emptied his bladder in a nearby latrine, then stumbled into
his quarters. Unaware of the time, or of anything other than the
sharp pain of remonstrance, Garrick undressed, collapsed onto his
bed and cried himself to sleep.




***




The sound of something metallic banging on
the door awakened him at daybreak the next morning. Garrick’s head
throbbed, his empty belly squirmed with hunger, and a certain spot
on his chest felt sore from having lain on the expensive locket
he’d bought for Brenna’s birthday. While the crushing weight of
guilt he’d experienced the night before seemed lighter now, deep
disappointment welled to the surface of his soul.

“Just a minute!” he called, throwing off his
blanket and picking up his alarm clock to check the time. Under
normal circumstances he’d already have awakened, but now he felt
completely exhausted and the longing to ignore the knocking teased
from somewhere on the fringes of his consciousness. Though his
quarters consisted of a tiny cubicle with little room for more than
a cot, a lamp and a dresser, as Garrick stood to open the door he
nearly fell against the outside wall.

1st Lieutenant Rudy Akers, the XO for Alpha
Company, assumed command of First Platoon after Garrick’s friend,
Lieutenant Greg Schmidt, died in a rebel artillery barrage during
the Tamarian offensive to liberate Helena. Now, every time Rudy
Akers came around, the wound that festered in Garrick’s soul after
Greg’s demise reopened.

The executive officer shone a flashlight into
Garrick’s face and wrinkled his nose at the smell of stale sweat,
alcohol and perfume that wafted from within when the door opened.
“You smell like a drunken whore and you look like you’ve crawled
out of a dumpster! Get yourself cleaned up, Ravenwood. The captain
wants to see you.”

“Yes sir!” Garrick managed, weakly. The light
hurt his head and a wave of nausea surged from his belly. As
Lieutenant Akers turned away, Garrick asked: “Did he say why?”


Knowing what had happened to Garrick’s
fiancee, and how his unit had taken a pounding in recent action,
Rudy restrained his response. “You need to stay busy, lieutenant.
If you’ve got enough time to make a scene in the officer’s club,
you’ve got too much time on your hands.” After pausing for a
moment, Rudy added: “Don’t keep the captain waiting.”

That reply stung Garrick’s heart. Though the
XO’s words rung with wisdom, Garrick already felt miserable,
worried that he fallen into serious trouble, and didn’t appreciate
how senior officers who valued his leadership ability actively
protected him. Too young to think beyond his immediate situation,
Garrick muttered curses while collecting clean underwear. He
wouldn’t have time to wash his uniform, which meant the captain
would likely get a whiff of the same evidence that offended Rudy
Akers.

Fortunately for Garrick, by the time he’d
washed up and prepared to meet with Captain Engels, the company
commander left word that he’d be inspecting positions along the
front line. That meant that whatever aroma remained on Garrick’s
uniform might be obscured by the smells of dirt, sweat, oil and
ammunition common within the trenches.

Thick fog enveloped the landscape. Marine
airflow from the distant Bay of Kameron flooded the low lying
ground, trapped by cold air descending from the Angelgate
highlands. These conditions formed a persistent inversion that
signaled a slow transition into cooler weather. Later, light from
the Daystar would penetrate the gloom, burn off the low clouds and
bake the dry land under intense heat. But in the cool of the
morning Garrick wished he’d brought a jacket.

After nearly twenty minutes of searching
through the trenches, Garrick found his commanding officer checking
for the proper storage of munitions in Fifth Platoon’s section.
Garrick waited for an appropriate moment to interrupt, but the
captain glanced in his direction and held his hand up while
speaking quietly to one of the other soldiers; a signal that
Garrick correctly interpreted as both recognition and an order to
stand by.

“Lieutenant Ravenwood!’ Captain Engels said
in the same low voice. With such thick fog obscuring the front
lines, Tamarian warriors strained to hear any unusual sounds that
might alert them to a possible enemy advance. Hence, the captain
kept his voice down. “I need to speak to you privately.”

He put his hand on Garrick’s shoulder and
moved him into a fortified observation port, where their words
could not be overheard easily. Apparently, the cool air, damp
ground and the smell of gun oil obscured any objectionable aroma,
as the captain did not seem to notice what had been so obvious to
Lieutenant Akers. “I’m glad to see you had the good sense not to go
out whoring with Lieutenant Waldheim last night . . .”

Garrick remained straight faced, but didn’t
reply.

Captain Engels watched him carefully for some
indication of a response, pleased that he didn’t see one. “But
honestly, son, you look terrible. So tell me, since when did you
start drinking?”

That question created an involuntary
response. Garrick’s eyes welled up with tears that he struggled to
suppress. “I went to the officer’s club,” he whispered. “Lieutenant
Singer bought drinks in my honor because his men evacuated while
the rebels were attacking my platoon. Once I started, I couldn’t
stop. I’m never going to touch that stuff again!”

Captain Engels nodded. While Tamarians did
not frown on social drinking, their cultural revulsion of excess
created a strong, unspoken prohibition against drunkenness. Because
Cyrus Ravenwood, Garrick’s father, had a history of struggling with
alcohol and a widespread reputation as a drunkard throughout the
region where Garrick grew up, the captain hoped his star lieutenant
would make wiser choices and avoid that pitfall entirely.

“Well that’s good,” the captain replied.
“Word gets around. I heard about your little incident at the
officer’s club, and that you were last seen careening around with
Lieutenant Waldheim, who was later arrested when the MP’s raided a
certain building known to be frequented by Kamerese prostitutes. To
my great relief, they did not find you there.”

Captain Engels paused, as if able to search
Garrick’s soul. “There are many things that can sidetrack a
promising career, lieutenant. If Talon leads you astray, you might
want to reconsider your friendship with him.”

The Tamarian armed services maintained strict
rules about moral behavior. Adultery, homosexuality and
licentiousness would result in a dishonorable discharge. Possession
of pornography usually merited a warning, followed by a reprimand
for a second offense. What Talon led Garrick to do might unhinge
advancement up the chain of command, and since Captain Engels had
been tasked by General Braun to keep an eye on Garrick, he fully
intended to do so. “Am I making myself clear?”

Garrick nodded, nervously. “Yes sir. I
understand.”

“Good,” the captain replied. “But that’s not
the main reason I needed to see you.” He pulled an envelope out of
his breast pocket and handed it to Garrick. “I’ve got new orders, a
temporary re-assignment for you.”

Garrick slowly opened the envelope and
unfolded the paper it contained. He read through the document twice
before responding. “I don’t understand,” he stammered. “Why would
General Braun want me to act as liaison officer with Lord Velez? He
knows that I’m engaged to Brenna. Doesn’t that create a conflict of
interest?”

“You’re the only person in the unit with any
understanding of the Lithian language and culture,” Captain Engels
began. When Garrick interjected that his comprehension of Lithian
fell far short of fluency, the captain warned him to keep his voice
down. “The fact that Lord Velez will soon be your father-in-law
enables him to trust you in a manner that he might not feel
comfortable extending to another officer, including Captain Hougen.
I know she can speak Lithian very well, but she has other matters
demanding her attention.

“Besides, doing this task well might put you
in a good light with the general.” Captain Engels smiled and leaned
forward to speak in an even quieter voice. “That’s the kind of
thing that can really accelerate your career.”

Garrick assented, but he did so looking at
the ground. Captain Engels didn’t know about Ercilia, and how
Garrick’s encounter with that girl made him feel very reluctant to
visit with Brenna’s father.

“Now, get that report of yours finished and
on my desk before you leave. There, you’ll also find a personal
message for Lord Velez. Requisition an EPT with a driver from the
motor pool under my orders. I’ll expect you back no later than noon
tomorrow.”




***




The Electric Personnel Transporter moved
along the dirt track in near silence. A slight whine from its
gearing and the crunch of rubber on small rocks alerted the quail
and other small creatures living alongside the road to scurry out
of the way. As Staff Sergeant Ricks, the EPT’s driver, navigated
carefully through the fog, Garrick pulled his jacket tight and
drifted off to sleep in the back seat. He felt so emotionally
drained and tired that he didn’t awaken when the vehicle crossed
the bailey bridge over the Virgin River, passed through Helena,
turned onto the wrong road and began heading south.

Dense, low cloud flooded the landscape along
the riverbank. Because the road near the river had been so badly
damaged during last summer’s fighting and repairs had not yet been
completed, a poorly marked detour wound through ascending heights
still scarred by heavy shelling, trenches and abandoned
fortifications. Ghostly skeletons of shattered oak trees, vast
expanses of ruined vineyards and burned grasslands appeared and
quickly vanished in the mist.

Local citizens, the army of Lord Velez and
their Abelscinnian allies worked diligently through the late summer
and early autumn to re-plant native grasses, sandbag the desolated
arroyos and clean up the mess left by the vanquished rebels. Lord
Velez hoped that gentle rains in mid to late autumn would give the
grasses and other pioneering plants a chance to put down roots and
hold soil before the heavier, winter precipitation created serious
erosion problems. The task, however, seemed overwhelming. Most of
the region remained untouched by these restorative efforts, and
every passing day brought the inexorable return of hard rainfall
steadily closer.

As Sergeant Ricks geared down to descend back
toward the river, he turned a corner and slammed on the brakes,
nearly catapulting Garrick over the front seat and into the
windshield. The young lieutenant awakened abruptly and found
himself disoriented in the fog. Angry voices emerged from the mist,
speaking a language he did not understand. Instinctively, recovered
his balance and reached for his automatic pistol.

“What is this?” the sergeant exclaimed.

They’d stopped at a checkpoint of some sort.
A stone wall extended partway across the road, with another several
feet behind it, crossing in the opposite direction. To get through
the obstacle, the EPT had to slow and weave between the walls;
however, several Kamerese men with guns stood in the way, and they
seemed insistent about preventing the Tamarians from making any
further progress.

“Where are we?” Garrick inquired.

“I don’t know, sir. We must have taken a
wrong turn!”

That meant they might have driven into
hostile territory. Garrick understood none of the words shouted at
him, but aggressive postures and threatening gestures with loaded
weapons carried basic meaning across the cultural divide. He
carefully dropped his gun on the ground. “Raise your hands,” he
ordered, and Ricks complied.

Worsening matters, none of the Kamerese spoke
vulgate. None of them understood Tamarian, and even the smattering
of Lithian words with which Garrick tried to communicate failed to
impress meaning upon the gunmen. He couldn’t tell whether these men
were rebels, bandits or part of a loyalist militia.

But he could tell they were not soldiers.
They lacked a professional demeanor, and had Garrick been alert
when they first approached the barricade, he might have encouraged
Sergeant Ricks to retreat at high speed and return from whence
they’d come. The EPT’s bullet-resistant windshield and armored
front end offered adequate protection from small arms fire, but
that option required decisive action and the time for that quickly
slipped away. Garrick pointed to the military insignia on his
armored vest and tried to approximate the word meaning “friend” in
Kamerese, wishing he’d dedicated as much effort to learning that
language as he’d been devoting to Brenna’s Lithian.

Garrick’s action wrought much arguing and
hand waving. An older, bearded man who seemed to be in charge gave
a command and four of the gunmen grabbed Garrick and his driver,
pulled them out of the EPT and hustled them over to a makeshift
shelter where they were physically separated, encouraged to sit
down, and guarded at gunpoint.

Frustration swelled in Garrick’s soul as the
passing minutes stretched into hours, and the Daystar finally
burned through the low clouds until the cool air of morning
transformed into stifling heat. He slept fitfully during that time,
awakening with a cramp in his neck and a numb sensation in his left
foot. Hunger haunted him as the militiamen prepared food, yet to
his surprise, they gave him rice and beans, along with clean
water.

Hours later, the sound of snorting horses and
another round of animated conversation caught Garrick’s attention.
He saw a very tall, dark-skinned man wearing a Lithian combat
uniform dismount and begin speaking through an interpreter to the
militia leader. The congenial exchange of words between
Abelscinnian and Northern Kamerese meant nothing to Garrick, but
the sight of an allied uniform brought a sense of relief to his
soul. After nearly a minute of this conversation, the militia
leader gestured toward the shelter where Garrick had been detained
and beckoned for the Abelscinnian warrior to follow.

A flash of recognition raced through
Garrick’s memory when he saw the man’s face. Hadn’t he accompanied
Algernon on his trip to rescue Kira. What was his name?

His broad, friendly smile portrayed a warm
demeanor that made Garrick feel at ease. “Beloved brother!” the man
exclaimed, grasping Garrick’s hand in the universal gesture of
peace. “You were lost, but I’ve found you!”

“That’s a really good thing!” Garrick
replied, wondering how the Abelscinnian warrior learned of his
captivity in such an isolated place. “I was worried that the gunmen
would never let us go . . . You’re one of Tegene’s sons,
right?”

The man nodded. “Jawara, son of Penda . .
.”

“Third wife of my beloved father!” Garrick
chimed in unison, remembering how the Abelscinnians cherished
family relationships. He’d heard that statement of parentage
repeated every time he’d met one of Tegene’s ten children. Penda,
Tegene’s third wife, had blessed the Abelscinnian patriarch with
one daughter and three sons, of whom Jawara ranked as youngest.
Garrick had met his father and siblings, yet had never seen their
mother.

Garrick’s mimicry made Jawara laugh. He gave
the Tamarian lieutenant a hearty pat on the back. “You’ve nearly
driven into enemy territory, little brother. It’s a good thing the
local militia stopped you. What brings you all the way down
here?”

When Garrick explained that he needed to meet
with Lynden Velez, Jawara knitted his brow. “Lady Alexina is
nearing her time,” the big man said. “Lord Velez has been meeting
with his officers and community leaders in preparation for her
delivery.”

According to ancient custom, Lithian families
withdrew from all socialization after the birth of a child. This
gave the mother an opportunity to recover strength, the immediate
family–especially the father–time to bond with the infant, and the
servants several days to a few weeks to prepare for an open house
in which all extended family members were expected to visit.
Normally, Lithian birth festivals lasted ten days and served as a
time for family reconnection and spiritual renewal. Thus, Lord
Lynden would suspend all appointments during that period, save for
emergencies.

Because of Garrick’s engagement to Brenna,
Jawara expected the Velez family to welcome the young officer into
their home without question. Getting into the house wasn’t the
issue that concerned him. Finding Lord Velez during the run-up to a
birth festival, while he tried to deal with leadership issues and
lay out clear instructions for how his subordinates should handle
problems, might not be so easy.

“I don’t even know where he is right now,”
the older man fretted, guiding Garrick away from the militiamen.
“My father has also been away for several days. Given the ultimatum
from El Caudillo, we’re expecting an imminent attack . . .”

“Ultimatum?” Garrick interrupted. “Attack?
What ultimatum, and who’s attacking?”

Jawara turned his head to glance at the squad
of Abelscinnian warriors who accompanied him, then put his arm on
Garrick’s shoulder, drew near and spoke in lowered voice. “If you
don’t know about that, it’s best you hear the news from Lord Velez
directly.”

Garrick didn’t press that issue. Eager to
arrive at the Velez home before nightfall he asked Jawara for
directions. That action inspired another hearty laugh.

“You really are lost!” he exclaimed. “Helena
is nearly 20 miles north of here. Go back to Maidenhair Canyon
Road. Turn right, go uphill and turn right again on Caliente
Heights Road. The Velez villa is a about four miles from the
junction. Will your electric machine make it that far?”

Garrick frowned, knowing the range limitation
of the armored vehicle’s battery pack. After traveling 20
additional miles if any charge remained, they’d be doing well. That
meant he’d have to walk from the junction, and for the last part of
the journey, he’d be traveling alone in the dark. The recent memory
of wandering through the countryside with his surviving platoon
members made Garrick feel uneasy. Rightfully fearing further
disorientation in the evening fog, he told Jawara that he needed to
leave right away.

Shortly after retrieving his weapon from the
militia leader, Garrick and Sergeant Ricks got back into the EPT,
turned around and headed northward. The sergeant felt grateful that
Garrick didn’t chew him out for getting lost, unaware that the
young lieutenant’s reticence derived from sorting through secret
memories that left him mentally preoccupied with guilt. Sergeant
Ricks drove the transporter in silence, keeping a watchful eye on
the declining voltage of its battery pack.

The EPT ran out of energy at the apex of a
steep hill overlooking Helena. Fortunately, the vehicle could
regenerate some electricity as the heavy machine descended to the
valley floor. Sergeant Ricks navigated with care, conserving
momentum while maintaining a safe speed on the narrow, winding
track. By the time he slowed for a left turn onto Maidenhair Canyon
Road, the eastern hills basked in fading light as the Daystar began
slipping below the distant horizon.

“Stop here!” Garrick ordered. He wrote a
quick note to Captain Engels, explaining the situation and the
possibility that he might be delayed in returning, then handed the
slip of paper to Sergeant Ricks. “See to it that Captain Engels in
Alpha Company gets this,” he ordered.

“I’ll deliver it personally,” the sergeant
promised.

Knowing that the captain would not be pleased
with the news, Garrick felt a little sorry for Sergeant Ricks.
“Meet me back at this spot tomorrow, thirty minutes before noon!”
Garrick continued. “And sergeant, don’t make any wrong turns!”

Sergeant Ricks gave Garrick a nervous laugh,
offered a salute, then turned the electric machine down Maidenhair
Canyon Road toward Helena.

Wasting no time, Garrick began hiking uphill.
Four miles of walking would take at least 90 minutes, meaning he’d
arrive at the Velez villa right around the time that the family
usually gathered for dinner. He thought that might work out nicely,
providing he didn’t get lost, or wind up as the intended meal of
some wild beast.

Though most of the large predators in this
region had been hunted to extinction, the occasional grey bear and
spotted lion ventured down from the mountains. Garrick’s .45
caliber automatic pistol could take down either creature, but he
couldn’t shoot what he couldn’t see, and the encroaching darkness
would veil most of his journey.

Though the picturesque hills looked gentle
from a distance, the long, steep slope Garrick climbed quickly
taxed his youthful stamina. He stopped to rest as the road turned
along the windward edge of the hill, taking advantage of a
particularly beautiful view of a darkening landscape that lay
beyond the glimmering strand of the Virgin River.

While catching his breath, Garrick
contemplated the civil war raging across this drought-stricken
land. Because he’d experienced so much personal loss, a part of him
wanted to hate the Kamerese for their mindless conflict, their
rigid superstitions and unwillingness to modernize. He wanted to
hate them for hating him. He wanted to hate them for hating Brenna
and taking her prisoner.

But somehow, he couldn’t. Kameron’s trouble
could not be explained in simple terms, could not be accurately
understood on the basis of headlines or political platitudes. Deep
within Garrick’s troubled soul he also felt the yearning of the
Kamerese masses, their desire for freedom and self-determination.
He’d seen how hard the refugee volunteers worked to establish and
maintain their camp, as if that place represented their singular
hope for survival. Displaced, threatened with death or slavery,
thousands of Kamerese peasants fled to the camp where, they
believed, Tamarian protection from their oppressors preserved the
promise of survival among otherwise defenseless people.

Were the refugees worth his collective
losses? Had he known that his friend, Greg Schmidt, would perish
trying to liberate Helena, would he have turned his platoon around
and gone to his friend’s aid? Would that have made any difference?
Had he known that his trusted sergeant, Dagmar Vidders, would
perish while helping to clear Talon’s trench, would he have so
decisively ordered the man to certain death? Should he have sent
Sergeant Ringer, whom he didn’t like, instead? Had he know that
Brenna . . . beautiful Brenna . . . sweet Brenna . . .

Garrick couldn’t finish the thought. The
landscape blurred as a hot tear raced down his dusty face.
Uncontrollable sorrow welled up from the deepest recesses of his
soul, and until he’d vented the overflow of his heart, he could
think of nothing else.

If he’d stayed in the regular army, he’d
never have been deployed to Kameron. If he’d stayed in Tamaria,
Brenna would still be with him. But now these hateful rebels had
ripped her from his life, and if Garrick could have lined them up
in his gun sights at that moment, he’d have slain them all without
mercy. He angrily cursed everything Kamerese!

Then he reconsidered. Brenna loved her
family, and without Tamarian intervention last spring–indeed,
without Garrick’s personal intervention–the land upon which he now
stood would have been wrenched from their hands, given back to the
corrupt warlord Navarro, and all the land reforms enacted by Lynden
and Alexina quickly reversed. Brenna would have lost her parents,
her sisters would have been pawned off as prizes to rebel officers,
and the local peasantry placed back under the heavy thumb of an
uncaring, absentee landlord. Tamarian involvement, munitions and
blood had prevented all of that.

Also, Mariel had told him that many of the
young rebels were laying down their lives for a cause they did not
believe in. They had been forced–often at gunpoint–to align
themselves with warlords who threw their lives away in meaningless,
indecisive combat. Mothers lost their children, some in battle,
others to the slave trade. Even the land itself, soaked in the
blood of its sons, bore lasting scars that testified to the
terrible reality of modern conflict. Warfare caused such
indiscriminate, widespread suffering!

Why then, did the refugees hope? Why then,
did he continually answer the call of duty? Why did the prospect of
facing Brenna’s family, particularly her father and mother, fill
his heart with this strange mix of dread and desire? He longed for
the wonderful sense of belonging he’d experienced among them, yet
he also felt undeserving of their acceptance and respect. An empty
place in Garrick’s heart yearned for love, and he knew without
doubt that Brenna and her family could fill that longing. He
realized that he needed to belong, to find fulfillment, and
reflected in astonished wonder how easily these emotion-derived
necessities prevailed over logic and intellect.

Turning away from the red-tinged vista,
Garrick considered that the easy answers he’d formulated in earlier
years distorted under the influence of complex circumstances. The
philosophy he’d developed that justified war as a legitimate
exercise of State power withered in the harsh light of his own
experience. He could no longer claim some moral high ground for his
involvement in the conflict. For Garrick, this war had become
deeply personal. Despite his professionalism, the young officer
could not suppress the potent desire for vengeance that erupted
from his soul.

However, an equally strong revulsion
constrained his rage. Garrick had killed many people, but he did
not have the heart of a murderer. The lofty rhetoric of service, of
duty and loyalty that had been drilled into him, neatly covered a
terrible truth. Soldiers, as trained killers, could not run from
their own feelings; thus, distinctions concerning the rightness of
killing filtered through the fine sieve of relationships he
sustained, not only with Brenna and her loved ones, but also with
his comrades in arms. His mind drifted uneasily toward thoughts of
Harmon and the other missing men, and his anger softened further as
guilt for his responsibility concerning their disappearance washed
over his soul.

Stars and planets winked into the dark sky.
Bright planets in close orbit lingered near the horizon where the
crescent-shaped twin moons would vanish in a few hours, while the
giants populating the outer Deverasi system dominated the heavens
above the Angelgate ridge line. As the Daystar set completely, a
faint glow to the west whispered of the Great Eye Nebula, the dying
remnant of a once mighty star whose weakening glory graced the
summer sky. Lithian eyes, sensitive to ultraviolet light, would see
very well under these conditions, but to Garrick, the night soon
grew so black that he could sense the encroaching presence of pine
trees only because of their aroma and the fact that impenetrable
shadow obscured all view of the heavens, except the section
directly above his head.

In the dense darkness, Garrick couldn’t even
see his own hand held directly in front of his face. Worried that
he’d wind up lost again, the young officer felt relief when he
noticed a wide swath of unveiled stars stretching toward the south.
The opening simply had to be the Caliente Heights Road. Turning in
that direction, Garrick stumbled onward for a long time until an
authoritative female voice shouted a warning.

It took a moment for his mind to process the
language. Lithian intonation contours impacted meaning, and worse,
a woman’s use of inflection differed from the way a man would
speak. Though initially confusing to many non-native speakers,
basic patterns in expression allowed foreigners like Garrick to
grasp meaning with practice. In this case, the intent of the
communication translated roughly as: “Take another step and forfeit
your life.”

Among Lithians, respect for individual
differences accounted for the passive construction of this command.
In essence, the woman who issued the warning both assented to
Garrick’s will to move forward if he wished, while asserting her
intent to kill him if he did so.

“I can see you not,” Garrick stammered,
trying to inflect his voice to convey an incapability of seeing,
rather than merely not noticing.

Silence, interrupted only by the chirping of
crickets, ensued.

A moment later, the woman uttered another
command that required some understanding of Lithian culture to
comprehend fully. Garrick understood: “Explain why I should welcome
you, or return from whence you’ve come.”

That meant the speaker recognized something
about him–perhaps his uniform–but suggested that the timing of his
visit came as an inconvenience. Garrick used the Lithian spiritual
mandate for hospitality to his advantage, not knowing how to phrase
his need to see Lord Velez in a way the woman would understand. “I
hungry am,” he said.

The reply came back, another warning that any
movement would result in certain demise. Suddenly, he felt the cold
barrel of a gun press against the back of his neck. A swift and
dextrous hand removed his sidearm. Another swept down each his
legs, checking for additional weapons. As quickly and quietly as
the gun barrel appeared, it vanished and another female voice
behind him said: “I found an automatic pistol.”

“Ta’arian warrior boy, we will feed you if
you come near,” the first woman stated, her tone softening.

When he repeated that he couldn’t see
anything, Garrick felt a hand gently push his left shoulder
forward. He began walking until several pairs of bright eyes became
visible and the same hand pulled him back, halting his progress.
Female voices began whispering, giggling, then open laughter
ensued. Someone admitted she recognized his face, but whether the
widespread laughter he heard stemmed from this encounter being
innately funny at his expense–as if they’d just played some kind of
joke on him–or whether from the irony of their leader threatening
to kill Brenna’s beloved, he couldn’t tell.

Garrick simply didn’t understand Lithian
humor.

The women seated him in the back of an open
electric car, a smaller, lighter version of the Tamarian EPT, and
bade him farewell. A moment later, Garrick experienced the
terrifying sensation of whisking along a winding road in complete
blackness. Though he knew the driver could see, his lack of ability
to anticipate turns, dips and crests forced him to hold onto the
roll bar and merely react to whatever force moved his body
around.

By the time his driver slowed to enter the
Velez compound, Garrick felt too dizzy to stand and remained in the
back seat of the EPT while a flurry of conversation–spoken too
quickly for him to comprehend–swirled among several people in the
courtyard whom he could hear, but not see. He liked visiting the
Velez family villa and the people who lived here because he
experienced complete acceptance and much affection among them. At
present, though, he felt bewildered. Moments later, a familiar
voice shrieked from the main entrance to the house.

“Garrick!” she cried.

The voice belonged to Camille, the youngest
of Brenna’s sisters. Her bright eyes raced toward him, and before
he could respond, she’d taken hold of his arm and began pulling him
inside, prattling in vulgate about how grateful the entire family
would be to see him alive after hearing of the terrible battle he’d
survived.

He was supposed to have given her a kiss on
the forehead, but Camille felt too excited to pause for such
formalities. “We were just sitting down to eat,” she told him.
“You’ve come at the perfect time!”

Because the Lithians could see at night as
long as the windows remained unshuttered, the young girl lead
Garrick inside without thought that he couldn’t navigate around the
furniture and avoid tripping over stairs. Tika, Acacia’s cat, had
grown accustomed to the family dutifully avoiding her as they
walked around at night, but Garrick could not see the creature as
it lounged on one of the floor rugs and didn’t realize he was
stepping on its tail until the trusting feline uttered a loud and
pity-inspiring protest. Anxious to avoid further injuring Cassie’s
pet, Garrick stumbled at the grand staircase and smacked his left
shin hard against the railing.

Camille tried not to laugh as the cat
scurried off and Garrick landed in a heap at the foot of the
stairs. “Maybe you should wait here,” she offered, “I’ll fetch a
candle for you.”

Garrick gritted his teeth and suppressed a
curse. Lithian eyes were proportionally larger than human eyes, and
also elliptically shaped–rather than round–allowing more light in
when they opened. Behind the retina, a cat-like tapetum lucidum
reflected short wavelengths back onto specialized cells sensitive
to the ultraviolet energy, at the cost of slightly diminished
daylight color perception. This enabled Lithians to see quite well
in what humans considered complete darkness. A slight bending of
light waves through the lens structure gave Lithian eyes a soft,
eerie, otherworldly glow visible to human eyes under certain
conditions.

That feature added to Brenna’s mystique.
While he usually appreciated the beauty of her eyes in what
appeared absolute darkness to him, on this night the lack of
illumination in the Velez household, and the uncanny ability of the
Lithians to function under these conditions, just seemed
spooky.

Embarrassed that he’d stepped on Cassie’s
cat, Garrick climbed the stairs when Camille re-appeared with a lit
candle. The upstairs of the Velez villa contained its sleeping
quarters. He’d never been invited into this area before and
wondered why the family had gathered up there.

The reason for this became apparent after he
followed Cassie around the open balcony and into the wing where
Lynden and Alexina’s room lay. When they arrived at the door, where
the aroma of spicy food wafted into the hallway, Camille
paused.

“You can kiss me now,” she said, lifting her
head and standing on her toes.

Garrick complied, planting a brief and
respectful kiss on her forehead as Cynthia rose for her turn, and
Acacia followed her younger sisters. Jared, Cassie’s affianced
boyfriend, greeted Garrick with a strong embrace.

“Welcome, my brother!” he said.

The family had gathered in Alexina’s room
because the slender Lithian woman had not always successfully
carried her children to term. Muenda, Tegene’s eldest son, served
as the family physician, and he’d given strict orders for her to
rest in bed until after she’d delivered her baby. Since he’d
forbidden her to climb stairs, the family had been meeting in her
room to eat every meal for well over two weeks. Garrick did not
look at her until she acknowledged his presence.

When Alexina called him to her side, Garrick
bent so she could kiss his cheek. “Honored mother,” he breathed.
“May Allfather bless you.”

She knew he didn’t believe in God, but
appreciated the effort he made in respecting her faith. Alexina
interpreted this uttering of a blessing that meant nothing to him
as an indication of his genuine concern for her. His attitude
revealed a quality within his soul that she and the rest of her
family found noble. Brenna’s mother maintained a belief in
Garrick’s goodness, despite his lack of faith. Alexina valued her
future son-in-law with the expectation that under the nurture of
her family and the loving influence of her daughter, every good
thing in Garrick’s heart would grow, just as healthy plants crowd
weeds out of a garden.

“I am blessed by you, my brave and faithful
son,” she replied.

Garrick suppressed a wince when she uttered
that remark. He felt neither brave nor faithful, but managed to
cover his feelings until the moment passed. One of the family
servants whom Garrick did not recognize appeared, bearing a plate
of hot food and a cup of grape juice. The young lieutenant felt
relieved to sit next to Jared and simply enjoy a meal. While the
Lithians relished searing, spicy dishes, someone in the kitchen who
knew that Tamarians preferred a simpler diet, prepared a mild stir
fry of rice, vegetables and roasted fish, which Garrick ate
clumsily, using a fork.

Lingering over their food, the family waited
for Lord Lynden to return home. Conversation drifted from mundane
matters ever closer to the pair of topics Garrick really didn’t
want to deliberate. Despite his lack of fluency, the Tamarian
officer had spent enough time studying the Lithian language to
grasp the gist of their dialogue. He listened to their banter
politely, but didn’t contribute until Acacia’s cat entered, sniffed
his feet, then scampered toward her mistress and curled up in
Cassie’s lap, eyeing the Tamarian warrior with suspicion.

“Grief!” he muttered in vulgate. “I didn’t
mean to step on you!”

That action broke the mood, inspired laughter
among the sisters and instantly changed the language of their
conversation.

Camille, ever curious and extroverted, spoke
vulgate with an ease reserved for someone who’d learned multiple
languages as a child. She wanted to know about Garrick’s experience
in action, particularly in the battle during which Brenna had been
captured. In doing so, the girl hit on both issues that Garrick
felt reluctant to discuss.

Cassie hissed a warning at her younger
sister. Cynthia held her breath. Jared sipped from a glass of wine
and turned his head, waiting for Garrick to handle what the other
family members considered a very inappropriate question.

“Maybe Garrick would rather not talk about
that experience, “ Alexina offered, giving the young officer an
easy way to avoid the issue entirely.

“It’s ok,” he soothed. Then he turned to
Camille and turned the question back onto her, knowing from stories
Brenna had told him that this family had experienced more than its
share of personal grief. “Hasn’t everyone here lost a loved one in
battle?”

The expression on the Lithian girl’s face
changed as she nodded, slowly.

“That sense of emptiness–the hole that you
feel in your heart–is exactly how I feel about combat. Every time I
go into a fight, I risk the lives of people I care about. I’ve
already lost dozens of good men I’ve known, all of whom fought in
defense of other people.

“Last year my best friend, Jan Bordmann, was
slain during the Azgaril invasion. He, Sergeant Streckert and
nearly everyone in my Junior Scout class died defending the Ice
Dragon Inn. Only two of us survived, and the only reason I wasn’t
killed was that I’d been sent with Brenna to warn a village about
the invaders.” He continued, naming several other warriors who did
not survive Tamaria’s brief and bloody conflict against the
Azgaril.

“This past summer, my friend Greg Schmidt met
his end during a rebel artillery strike while we were liberating
Helena. A few days ago, I ordered a sergeant I trusted and some of
the finest men I’ve ever known to their deaths against El
Caudillo’s army. Most of my platoon is missing in action, and the
rebels have even taken Brenna away from me.” He paused to let his
words sink in. “What you feel when you think of those people you
loved is a burden I carry on my heart every hour of every day.”

He’d managed to keep his emotions firmly in
check while speaking, but the response shared among Brenna’s
younger siblings revealed their own wounds and a persistent worry
that they would never see Brenna again. Their downcast visages and
the dampness of their bright eyes testified of the deep love they
felt for their sister.

“Maybe we should pray,” Alexina offered,
holding out her hands to beckon her daughters. Understanding how
uncomfortable this would make Garrick feel, she looked directly at
him as she continued. “If you wish to join us, you are welcome. If
you wish to wait outside you are also welcome, and we will
understand.”

Knowing the deeply personal quality of faith
among Lithians and seeking to respect their privacy, rather than
intrude, Garrick arose quietly, took the candle, slipped out of the
room and gently closed the door behind him.




***




Garrick had fallen fast asleep on a couch in
the main room when the sound of opening doors awakened him. Someone
had covered him with a blanket and snuffed out the candle, but the
sudden noise pulled him so quickly out of slumber that he felt
momentarily disoriented and reached for his sidearm.

The gun was not in its holster. Garrick
panicked for a moment until he remembered the Lithian women
guarding the approach to the Velez compound had taken it from
him.

With his heart racing in the darkness, he
strained to see the figure entering the house, but lacking
sufficient light, he could see nothing.

Lord Velez did not have that problem.
“Garrick?” he queried. “My son, why haven’t you been given a room
with a proper bed?”

Apologetically, the Tamarian lieutenant stood
to greet Brenna’s father. “I’m sorry, father. I wanted to wait for
your arrival, but I must have fallen asleep.”

“This is something that could not wait until
morning?”

“It could, sir,” he replied. “But I have a
message from General Braun for you, and the captain is expecting me
back before noon.”

Lynden Velez pondered that statement for a
moment. He’d slept all the way home, didn’t feel particularly tired
at the moment, so additional rest could wait. “Let me see it now.
I’ll get some light for you.” When he returned, bearing a candle,
Jared came downstairs with him. The light illuminated Brenna’s
piano in the far corner, its keys relegated to forlorn silence with
her disappearance. Lord Velez gestured toward the study. Garrick
wrapped himself in the blanket he’d been sleeping beneath to ward
off the chill.

The three men sat with chairs forming a
circle. Garrick pulled the sealed, personal message from General
Braun out of his breast pocket for his future father-in-law to
read, and watched Lynden’s countenance darken in the
candlelight.

“Do you understand what this means?” Lynden
inquired.

“No sir,” Garrick replied. “That message was
not mine to read.”

Lynden would have handed Garrick the document
directly, but it had been written in Lithian–probably translated by
Mariel Hougen–and the fact that Garrick had been tasked to deliver
the message without knowing its contents genuinely surprised the
Lithian warlord. “They picked you to deliver ill tidings, as if I
have not had enough bad news already!” The impatience in Lynden’s
voice seemed uncharacteristic. His heart strained to remain calm
under all the stress he was experiencing.

“They told you about Brenna?” Garrick
inquired.

“No,” Lynden responded. “The rebel warlord
who calls himself El Caudillo informed me that she’d fallen into
his hands.” Lord Velez glanced at Jared, then back at Garrick. “Let
me outline the larger, military picture for you.

“El Caudillo’s army has been cut off from its
supply train by the loyalist commander, General Guerro. A large,
loyalist force has driven across the narrow plain where the Rio
Viva flows. A week ago, they bridged the river and destroyed all
the rail links with points further south.

“With the loyalist navy controlling access in
the Bay of Kameron, all the rebel forces in Northeastern Kameron,
including those of El Caudillo, have no means of resupply. Our
mutual adversary has given me an ultimatum: If I do not permit the
illicit smuggling of rebel munitions and food through the
north-south valleys of the Angelgate mountains, he will turn his
entire army against me.”

“But he has to honor the threat that we
represent,” Garrick countered, referring to the Tamarian
Expeditionary Force. “If he turns his army to face you, he’ll leave
his flank open to us. That would be military suicide.”

“Hmm . . .” Lord Lynden mused, holding up the
message for Garrick to see. “But your general has just written to
me requesting permission to re-locate the refugee camp onto the
northern reaches of my land. Apparently, he has also heard from the
rebel warlord, who wants his property purged of both foreign troops
and the refugees you are protecting. He has appealed directly to
King Alejo in this matter. You Tamarians operate under strict rules
that do not permit you to attack a legitimate landowner.”

Garrick shook his head. “But that land was
empty when we arrived here. There was no one living there!”

Jared, trained in law and well-versed in the
intrigues of Kameron, entered the conversation at this point.
“Property law in Kameron does not require physical residence of its
rightful owner as proof of title. Family inheritance rights extend
exclusively to male heirs in order of birth. Historically,
intrigue, murder and outright conflict among families have given
this nation a very convoluted patchwork of land rights. Like it or
not, El Caudillo is the legal owner of the property where your
Expeditionary Force has set up its positions.”

Lynden chimed in again. “During your battle
with El Caudillo’s army, we had a visit from the King’s Special
Inquisitor, Neron Romero. The news he brought from Kameron City
concerned the King’s alleged belief that our land reform program
will subvert the social fabric of the nation. We have been
threatened with retribution from loyalist forces if we do not
conform to traditional land ownership patterns.”

Again, Jared took his turn. “Now, that’s not
legal in Kameron, but it’s a serious threat. Essentially, Lynden is
sovereign over his own property and Romero knows this, but the
complication he’s introduced means someone in this family needs to
appeal directly to the King in Kameron City before General Guerro
reaches the Virgin River.”

Garrick began feeling angry. “Who’s to say
he’ll agree to anything? Besides, by the time you get there,
General Guerro may be knocking on your door, anyway.”

“It’s even more complex than that,” Jared
explained. He outlined a longstanding Kamerese tradition that
hostage-taking served as a hedge in negotiations. “In essence, I’ll
be going to Kameron City with Cassie as a means of demonstrating
our family’s good faith with the King. We have to stay there until
we are sent home.”

“So, you’re going to be a hostage?”

Lynden looked away, clearly unhappy with the
situation. “This is the way of the Kamerese,” he replied. “I am
compelled to comply, or be considered treasonous by the King in
Kameron City and risk the combined might of General Guerro and El
Caudillo, without your forces to help me.”

“But the rebel warlords are the real
traitors,” Garrick replied, increasingly frustrated. “El Caudillo
was even lobbing phosphorous shells into the refugee camp!”

Jared understood Garrick’s objection, but the
Tamarian lieutenant didn’t grasp the full implications of what he’d
said earlier. “El Caudillo holds title to that land, and therefore,
he has the right to defend it. Under the law he can use any force
necessary to dislodge an invader, even one allied with the King,
and there is nothing King Alejo can do about that. I think it’s
likely your general has become aware of the legal ramifications and
is looking for a way out of the situation.”

“What makes a rebel then?” Garrick inquired.
“If landowners can indiscriminately shell defenseless refugees and
basically do whatever they want, why bother engaging them in
combat? What are these people fighting over, if not to change the
status quo?”

“There is an understanding,” Lynden
continued, “an unspoken agreement among the land owners in Kameron.
What begins as a popular uprising against corruption that keeps the
vast majority of the Kamerese people in virtual slavery is
carefully manipulated by the wealthy and powerful in this country.
Civil war in Kameron always evolves into a means by which the
oppressors diffuse the vitality of the opposition. To comprehend
how it works, you need to ask some fundamental questions.

“What can a peasant, who lacks any effective
means to challenge the authorities, do to change his situation? He
is but one man, and his labor belongs to his landlord. If he
complains to his overlord, the overlord, though he is armed to the
teeth, points to the King’s garrison and lays the blame on them. If
the man runs away to find freedom, he can be captured by bounty
hunters, returned for a reward and severely punished.

“But if he hears of a leader who claims to be
fighting against the system, wouldn’t he think himself wise to join
that leader’s army? Now, instead of one voice, he is one of many.
Now, instead of one rifle, he is one of many. Now he sees cavalry
and artillery. He sees an elite officer corps. This is a grand and
glorious campaign in his view.

“What happens when that private army engages
the King’s garrison? When the underpaid and unmotivated soldiers
from across the bay see a heavily armed force marching against
them, how long do you think would they remain willing to stand
their ground and shed their blood?”

“So rebels chase the loyalist army all over
the frontier, but never engage in a decisive battle,” Garrick
correctly concluded. “That makes no sense!”

Jared spoke out. “You say that because you’re
a professional soldier. But most of the rebel forces consist of
peasantry with very little training. They have no idea what an
effective military campaign looks like. These men have never left
the land on which they were born, and once they’re led into the
frontier, where they see vast, open spaces, and hear their
preachers talk about the evils of absentee landlords and foreign
occupation, they easily misplace the responsibility for their
misery. They hear promises from their leaders, who tell them that
victory will guarantee ownership of this land, though the warlords
they serve are the very absentee owners they claim to be fighting
against. These promises become the motivation for landless peasants
to keep fighting.”

Lynden Velez resumed his explanation. “Once
the bloodshed begins, the warlords themselves ally and betray each
other in order to improve their personal positions. Armies face
defeat and break up, some re-forming under new leaders, others
becoming little more than roving bands of armed thugs. Violence
builds until the strength of the rebellion is spent, its soul
withers into hopelessness, the warlords return to their lands in
Southern Kameron, and the discontented population reverts into
terrified submission again.

“All of this is carefully orchestrated so
that the rebellion never turns into a genuine threat against the
wealth and privilege of Kamerese high society. What we have done on
this land turns that whole system on its head. Therefore, we are
considered a far more serious threat in the eyes of the King than a
megalomaniac like El Caudillo.”

Garrick thought about this for a moment.
“Ok,” he reasoned, thinking aloud. “If you’re considered sovereign
over your own land, and they can’t legally stop you from enacting
reforms, what justification would they have to attack? Couldn’t you
allow the refugees to re-locate to the camp you established last
spring along the Tualitin?”

Lynden shook his head. “The situation can’t
be solved by allowing the refugees to settle on my estate. You are
sheltering far too many people for my land to absorb. As it is, we
face huge problems stemming from those we’ve already accepted since
the crisis began, yet the people I’ve allowed to stay here have
support from their extended families.

“Our infrastructure is already strained to
its maximum. We have problems bringing in enough food to feed those
who are already living in this valley. We are short of housing,
sanitation, medical care and resources for education, policing and
community administration. We have not completed restoration of
lands damaged by the Navarro and Fang attacks in early summer, and
once the rains begin in earnest, we will suffer unprecedented
erosion.

“That erosion will take land out of
agricultural production, forcing the people who own properties
damaged by flooding and landslides into the same desperation faced
by the refugees who arrive in your camp. It’s my responsibility to
care for these people, but the war has drained our financial
reserves and put us into a precarious situation.”

Though Garrick began to grasp the dilemma
faced by the Velez family, Lord Lynden had not finished explaining
the depths of the trouble he faced. “Now those refugees in the
Tamarian camp consist mostly of women and children, along with
older folk and some displaced peasants who fled as the conflict
moved northward. The vast majority of them have no experience
working land like ours, few–if any–have trade skills, nor do they
have the specialized education we require for workers in our light
forge industry. I know it sounds cruel to say this, but the reality
I face is harsh. I cannot afford to take care of Kameron’s refugee
problem. It’s simply too big for me and my family to handle.”

He handed Garrick the note General Braun had
tasked the young lieutenant to deliver. “You will have to tell your
general that I have no choice but to decline.”

Garrick felt a heavy burden press onto his
heart. “So you can’t accept the refugees, and the law won’t permit
us to destroy El Caudillo?”

Lynden nodded. “Your days on Kamerese soil
are numbered, as long as El Caudillo maintains a claim on his lands
to the west of the Virgin River. It’s likely that as part of a
cease fire agreement, King Alejo will be forced into a compromise.
I believe he’ll petition your government to have your troops
withdraw.”

“So we’ve accomplished nothing here!” Garrick
exclaimed, exasperated.

“You speak as if you can see the outcome,”
Lynden warned. “Allfather alone knows the end from the beginning.
We explore possibilities and seek to align ourselves with his will,
but often, his working remains concealed until after all the dust
has settled.”

Garrick did not want to engage in a
discussion centering on faith, so he left that remark unchallenged.
“That may be so,” he replied. “I’ll admit that I don’t know the
future, but it seems to me that you’re being squeezed from both
sides for doing what is right.”

Lynden shrugged. “This is the essence of our
spiritual conflict. What we see in the temporal realm reflects a
larger battle waged where eyes cannot see. We act in faith based on
confidence that God has protected us in the past and will continue
to do so, provided our will aligns with his.

“Now, if I act out of expedience and permit
weapons and supplies to cross my land, the extortion will never
end. Further, I will be perceived as a traitor and General Guerro
will have the legal justification for attack to which you referred
earlier. Yet if I refuse, El Caudillo has not only threatened to
attack me, he has also warned that if I do not comply with his
wishes, he will kill my daughter.”

Garrick heard Lynden’s voice crack and saw
tears well up in the warlord’s eyes. “You say you have faith that
God’s working will be revealed, but we’re both worried that we’ll
never see her again.” No sooner had these words left Garrick’s lips
than he began struggling to compose the emotion rising
uncontrollably from his heart.

A long pause ensued. “This is a situation
that requires prayer,” Jared said softly.

“How can you say that?” Garrick snapped. “How
can you talk of prayer when the reality you face is that you and
Cassie will soon become hostages of a feeble monarch who is easily
bullied by wicked warlords, evil men who will think nothing of
asking for your foreign heads as a kind of prize in their sick
power game!”

“Allfather blessed me with daughters that I
might gain sons,” Lynden replied. “Cassie and Jared will go to
Kameron City after the birth festival, escorted by Woodwind and an
armed guard. I am not sending my children to the wolves without
protection!”

The Velez family trusted Woodwind, whom
Garrick had met at the beginning of the Azgaril invasion while the
older man searched for Brenna. Woodwind, an experienced and
fearsome warrior, boasted a Kamerese heritage. His fluency with the
language, coupled with Jared’s extensive knowledge of Kamerese law,
would serve the Velez family very well in the King’s court.

Garrick acknowledged the wisdom of that move,
but felt troubled about everything else he’d learned. “So you can’t
accept any more refugees, which means we can’t camp the
Expeditionary Force on your land, either. You can’t allow rebel
re-supply through your land without inspiring the wrath of General
Guerro’s loyalist army, nor can you refuse that re-supply without
risking Brenna’s life and a potential attack on your territory. It
seems to me like you’ve run out of options!”

Lynden Velez nodded gravely. “From our
perspective,” he replied, “it would appear that way.”

Exasperated and genuinely worried for a man
he’d grown to love and admire, Garrick put his head into his hands.
“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to pray,” Lynden replied. “I’m
going to pray with all my heart and soul.”







****
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After sealing all the windows on his new home
with an elastic clay mixture, Algernon pushed against the front
airlock door and felt a satisfying resistance as it snugged tightly
against its frame and weatherstripping. He leaned against the huge
door and glanced upward, admiring joinery that featured precisely
carved saddles, posts and pins. Not only had the giants exhibited
great strength in lifting those massive rafters into place, their
carpentry also displayed an unexpected artistry. Algernon visually
followed the perfectly straight joists to where they met at the
center ring. There, pale, pink light from the windowed cupola
bathed the stones forming the top of his masonry stove in the
fleeting luminescence of a late autumn day.

Then, as if it had been waiting to come to
life, he sensed the house breathing. Careful design utilized the
natural buoyancy of warm air to distribute heat through the rock
bin beneath the floor. It flowed through a tiny gap around the
interior perimeter, keeping the inside of the insulated walls warm.
Though he could not hear the subtle airflow, the scent and
impression of moving air within these walls conveyed the feeling of
summer, despite the wintry chill settling upon the darkening
mesa.

A calm and timeless quiet, the pleasant
feeling of peaceful solitude and the fingers of fading daylight
reached through the house to soothe Algernon’s troubled soul. While
much interior finishing work remained, he marveled at the
astonishing reality that a homestead project he’d dreamed about for
many years now sheltered his aching body from the elements.
Thinking about this made the young priest consider his fortune with
gratitude, and he offered a token prayer of thanks to the Great God
in response.

After removing his shoes, Algernon shut the
secondary airlock door. His airlock vestibule, a small, rectangular
addition that extended onto the front porch, sported a window that
enabled him to see anyone standing outside. To the left of his
front door, Algernon had built a rack for drying shoes, along with
hooks for hats, scarves and winter coats. A tin pan, placed beneath
the rack, served to catch water dripping from above. Because the
pan sat on a heated section of the floor, its collected water would
evaporate, adding much needed humidity to the interior of the
building.

As his bare feet touched the neatly swept
floor, the sound of his flesh on the smooth wood echoed from the
walls and ceiling. With the building fully closed in, his friends
from the Temple departed and would not return. He’d learned that
Kira, confined to bed rest at Mrs. Bergen’s house, now had a police
guard outside her door to prevent any contact with him. Thus, this
would be the first night since the feeding shed incident that
Algernon would sleep at the homestead, rather than traveling back
to Marvic to stay with his sister.

Though he liked solitude, a sense of
isolation took root within Algernon’s heart. Standing beneath the
soaring rafters, the physical reality of achieving his dream
transformed and vague dissatisfaction crept into his soul. Perhaps
the seemingly endless list of tasks demanding completion
contributed to the way he felt. Perhaps his triumph seemed hollow
because he would not have completed the house in such a short time
without a lot of help. Beneath these rationalizations, however,
Algernon realized that he longed to share his new place and his
experience with another person. The surrounding silence merely
magnified the loneliness of his existence.

As recently as in early spring of the same
year, he’d held fast to the belief that seeking solace in an
isolated hermitage would free his life of the complicated and
bewildering social demands other people placed on him. When
Algernon first came to Superstition Mesa years earlier, he found a
delightful and lovely, yet desolate place. It seemed an ideal
location for someone who didn’t want to be bothered. He could live
alone and study to his heart’s content without all of the messy
interactions and expectations that arose whenever he dealt with
people.

As Algernon removed a water bucket that had
been warming on his masonry stove and began preparing dinner, he
reconsidered his previous linkage between isolation and peace.
While the siren song of solitude called from the recesses of his
memory, Algernon felt grateful for the considerable assistance that
his friends–and the traditional enemies of his people–had freely
offered him.

But what was he going to do about the giants?
As he’d expected, Investigator Von Hoepen arrived earlier in the
day with a signed warrant and a crew of armed police, who’d combed
through the immediate surroundings looking for indications of
alleged complicity with giants. Though the search turned up no
further evidence, the inspector gave Algernon a summons that
ordered him to appear in Marvic’s Victory District court in two
days. The warrant also prohibited him from visiting Mrs. Bergen’s
house and communicating with Kira. Only his status as a priest gave
him the right to appear in court on his own recognizance;
otherwise, he’d have spent the next two nights in jail, rather than
at home.

Frustration and a feeling of helplessness
amplified the whispering seduction of a hermit’s existence.
Algernon couldn’t lie about the giants to an Investigative Jury
because of his sacred vow, nor could he think of a plausible
explanation for all the progress he’d made on the homestead. If he
admitted the role played by the giants in constructing the house,
it seemed likely that jurors taken from mainstream Tamarian society
would not bother trying to understand how he’d been innocently
caught up in a situation that spiraled beyond his ability to
control, but rather, would quickly recommend that he face trial for
treason.

The local prosecutor clearly thought the
evidence pointed in this direction, otherwise Algernon would not
have received the summons. But Tamarian law did not permit the
Office of Justice Administration prosecutors to press serious
charges in court without the oversight of a civilian Investigative
Jury. Algernon worried that he’d look unimpressive when facing a
panel of respectable citizens. Fear and inexperience intensified
the natural urge he felt to flee, but he couldn’t vanish into the
wilderness without abandoning Kira. Whenever the idea of running
away arose, he dismissed it as unworthy of consideration.

Additionally, Algernon understood that he
could not serve the Great God–as he’d sworn to do–in the absence of
people who needed help. Neither could he deny a simmering desire to
save the weak from the powerful who oppressed them. His education
and training prepared him for public service, and that path did not
permit social isolation. Beneath his angry veneer, below his
projected crust of indifference and behind the witty, sarcastic
criticism he often displayed lurked a young man who desperately
wanted peace, lived a soul longing to love, and lingered a hope
that his effort could improve the plight of the impoverished.

The dichotomy existing between these
contradictory expectations had to find resolution somehow. After
mixing ingredients for cornbread, Algernon took the hot water
bucket into the bathroom, plugged the porcelain tub’s drain with a
rubber stopper, stripped and stepped into the tub. He bathed using
a sponge dipped into the water, scrubbing his flesh with soap, then
subsequently dipping his head into the bucket to wet his hair.

He’d barely finished rinsing off his body
when he heard a knock on the front door. Puzzled, because he’d not
expected any guests, Algernon dried himself off and quickly slipped
into a pair of clean pants. His feet left damp imprints across the
floor as he scurried into the vestibule and glanced out the window.
He recognized Kira’s friend, Bronwyn, standing on the porch in the
fading twilight.

What was she doing here?

The girl shivered in the chill, but hesitated
to come inside when Algernon opened the door. “I’m sorry to
intrude,” she began, “but Kira begged me to bring this to you.”
Bronwyn reached beneath her coat and produced a slip of paper she’d
hidden in her bra.

“Please come in, “ Algernon offered,
evaluating her reddened cheeks and crossed arms as a blend of cold
response and defensive posture. “Let me get you some water.”

Reluctantly, Bronwyn complied. Though she
adored Kira, Algernon’s fierce reputation frightened her. “I really
can’t stay,” she said, watching the shirtless monk light a candle
with more interest than she’d have admitted, even to Kira. Bronwyn
had never seen Algernon’s physique revealed before, and his lean,
muscular back drew her attention in a manner that defied personal
expectations.

Algernon hung up her coat, poured water for
his guest, then unfolded the note. He read its contents in the
candlelight and smirked, thinking how displeased Mrs. Bergen would
feel about a court-ordered police presence inside her home.
Respectable, indeed!

“You find this funny?” Bronwyn asked in an
accusing voice, nearly spilling her water as her emotions rose.
“Your sister is locked in a room all alone and you’re
laughing?”

“That’s not it,” Algernon replied, shaking
his head. “I’m laughing because if I don’t, I’m going to cry. I
don’t understand how we got into such a mess.”

Bronwyn hadn’t anticipated that kind of a
response. She’d only known Algernon as a brooding, angry young man,
and his admission of more complex emotion took her aback.
Uncomfortably, she glanced around the bare homestead, noting a pair
of clean bed rolls and some pillows on the floor, along with a
lovely table near the masonry stove, but little else in the way of
furniture. The house looked far too large for Algernon and Kira to
occupy by themselves. “Why did you make this place so big?” she
asked.

Algernon poured the cornbread mix into a
baking pan, wondering how much Bronwyn knew about the giants.
Dmitri’s advice to speak less came to mind, so he chose his words
carefully. “Didn’t Kira tell you about our plans?” he inquired.

Something in Algernon’s demeanor seemed
vulnerable. Bronwyn, her curiosity aroused, appraised him
cautiously. As the candlelight bathed his tanned flesh in its soft
glow he did not seem fearsome, and sadness in his grey eyes evoked
the memory of a similar expression she’d seen in Kira earlier that
afternoon. “She told me she’s pregnant,” Bronwyn said at length.
“She told me that’s what the fuss with the police was all
about.”

Knowing that Kira could lie with a straight
face, Algernon initially felt grateful that his sister protected
him by covering the truth. Yet Kira hadn’t ever seen the new
homestead and didn’t know how much progress had already been made.
Wishing to surprise her after the house had been completed, he’d
said nothing to her about the giants’ handiwork. Perhaps Kira
didn’t know the real reason for the police guard, and maybe she
simply didn’t know what was going on. Given the gravity of the
charge leveled against him, the police likely would not have told
her anything until after the Investigative Jury ruling, and then,
only if the proceedings continued in court.

Though Bronwyn spoke with prudent restraint,
an accusing tone crept back into her voice as she meandered closer
to Algernon. “Mrs. Bergen told me that you’re responsible for
Kira’s pregnancy. Is that true?”

Algernon paused, a resigned sigh trembling
through his shoulders. He turned the insulated handle of an iron
door on the back of his stove and opened a baking chamber, into
which he slid the pan. “Yes,” he replied, closing the door to let
his cornbread bake. “I’m responsible, but not in the way you might
think. I’m responsible for ignoring her when we were living at the
Temple. I didn’t lift a finger to protect her when she was
vulnerable and being exploited by the older women in the cloister.
She begged for my help, but I didn’t want to listen. I didn’t want
to believe that sort of thing was going on.

“I’m responsible because when she started
sleeping with Astrid, and when they caught her fooling around with
you, all I could think to do was criticize. I’m responsible because
when she looked for love that I should have given, I got angry
instead of reaching out to her. I’m responsible because when she
acted so promiscuous all I could think to do was call her a slut
and turn my back.

“Yeah, I’m responsible,” he muttered. “She
would never have done all the things she felt compelled to do, and
she’d have never run away if I’d been the brother who loved and
protected her, instead of playing the part of a selfish fool who
let her go . . .”

Bronwyn suppressed a scowl. She didn’t like
him talking about her intimacy with Kira. That situation hadn’t
happened the way he suspected. But when she saw Algernon’s eyes
well up with tears, she felt astonished at this overt admission of
sibling affection. Bronwyn reached for his arm, her gentle
fingertips tentative and somewhat fearful, but as he turned toward
her, she welcomed him into her soft embrace.

Algernon wept until his heart emptied its
pent-up frustration. Basking in a sense of comfort that he
desperately needed, the young priest clung to his sister’s friend
and shed his tears into her thick, brown hair. As the moments
passed Bronwyn’s warmth and softness began arousing him. Algernon
pulled away, presuming she’d find his physical response offensive,
as had been the case with Astrid. “I’m sorry,” he muttered, wiping
his eyes and turning around in an effort to exert control over his
libido.

“It’s ok,” Bronwyn replied, placing her hand
on his back and letting her touch linger. The controlled strength
in his embrace felt strangely reassuring. His masculine scent and
the smooth texture of his tanned skin allured her in a manner she’d
not expected. When Bronwyn felt the sensation of his arousal
pressing against her body, it inspired a longing that genuinely
surprised the girl–not because she didn’t like boys–but rather,
because Algernon’s ability to inspire fear dominated her thinking
about him prior to that moment. This unexpected shift in
perspective completely changed her attitude. Bronwyn let her
imagination wander as he excused himself to visit the bathroom,
having never before thought of him as an object worthy of her
personal desire.

A wonderful, pleasing aroma soon arose from
the masonry stove. The sweet scent of baking cornbread, coupled
with the stove’s radiating warmth beckoned like a welcoming friend.
As darkness descended on the world beyond these sheltering walls,
long shadows softened lines lit by the gently glowing candle.
Bronwyn felt safe, relaxed and comfortable in Algernon’s house.

She could hear him washing his hands. Several
minutes later, the young priest reappeared, this time wearing a
tan-colored shirt with frayed fabric on its sleeves and small holes
here and there that testified to hard labor. Bronwyn gazed at him
appreciatively, thinking that if he combed his drying hair and put
on better clothes he’d attract more positive attention.

“Thank you for the water,” she said,
returning the mug. “I need to go.”

Algernon glanced out one of his windows and
shook his head. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but it’s not safe
to go outside now. I think you should stay here tonight.”

Bronwyn raised her eyebrows. “That’s a rather
forward thing to say!” she exclaimed.

Reaching for a cloth to insulate his hands,
Algernon shook his head. She didn’t understand the danger, yet he
didn’t want to say too much about what the girl might face if she
ventured outside by herself. “Think about it, Bronwyn. You’d be
walking in the cold and dark all alone. People are afraid to come
up here–even during the day–but it’s worse at night, and they don’t
fear without reason. Even I stay indoors once twilight falls on the
mesa.” Opening the oven door allowed a rush of warm, sweet-scented
air to wash over his face. “If you stay until morning, you’ll be
safe. That may not be true if you leave now.”

“I have to be back at the Temple,” Bronwyn
protested. “I can’t just disappear like you used to do.”

Algernon pulled his cornbread out of the
oven, placed it on the table, then shut the door. “If you explain
what’s going on to Astrid, she’ll protect you.”

Bronwyn put her hands on her hips and turned
her head to the side in a manner that Algernon had never known
anyone else to do. “Astrid hates me,” she replied. “She didn’t like
me spending time with your sister.” The brown-haired acolyte didn’t
mention Astrid’s ongoing campaign to make her life miserable after
she’d been caught with Kira. Bronwyn felt ashamed about consenting
to Kira’s advances and wished their friendship had not been
compromised that way.

“I know how Astrid feels about you,” he
responded, nodding. “But she loves Kira. She’ll protect you if she
thinks it will help us.”

Shocked, Bronwyn’s jaw dropped. “She doesn’t
like you either!”

“Yes, she does!” Algernon said, perhaps more
defensively than the situation warranted. He pulled a ceramic
butter dish and a glass bottle that contained honey, along with two
plates, from a wooden box beneath the table. “Things changed
between us. Things changed between the two of them as well. Didn’t
Kira tell you?”

“No,” Bronwyn replied. “We don’t talk about
Astrid, and I spend as little time in that woman’s company as
possible. I’d rather focus on more positive things. Besides,
everybody knows she’s Kira’s girl.”

“It’s more complicated than that,” Algernon
replied, reaching for a side vent on his masonry stove. He pulled
it out and activated a bellows lever, feeling the air drawn through
the vent with his right hand. “My sister ran away from the Temple
in order to escape Astrid’s control.” The young priest took a
handful of sticks and placed them in a built-in burner pot below
the vent. “I know Astrid meant well, I know she didn’t intend to
hurt Kira in any way, but my sister doesn’t like being dominated .
. .”

Bronwyn correctly evaluated Algernon’s
posture and facial expression, astonished at the affection for the
priestess revealed in the way Algernon spoke of Astrid. “You like
her? Algernon, she’s a lesbian! I thought you were smarter than
that!”

He shrugged. “I can’t help how I feel. She’s
a nice girl.”

Betraying her skepticism with raised brows
and the hint of a smile, Bronwyn responded with bemusement. “I
thought you had a thing for Marie.”

She’d uncovered a sore spot. “Speaking that
girl’s name isn’t worth the effort of my breath!” he snapped.
“There’s nothing about her that’s worthy of discussion!”

Bronwyn shrugged. “She’s got beautiful
boobs!”

“Yeah, well, so do you!” Algernon replied,
returning to the task of lighting his gasifying cookstove. He let
those words linger for a moment while he struck a match and worked
the bellows to draw air through the gasifier.

A tingling sensation resonated within
Bronwyn’s body. Nobody had ever favorably compared her to the
lovely, pale-skinned, blonde-haired and spectacularly
well-proportioned Marie. Her cheeks suddenly felt hot. “You are
very forward!” she remarked.

As the dry kindling in Algernon’s cookstove
caught flame, a wisp of smoke curled into the vent and whisked away
as Algernon gently pulled and pushed on the bellows. “Maybe you’re
just not used to people being honest,” he stated. “I’ve taken a vow
to speak the truth, and I intend to honor that vow.”

“Did you take a vow of celibacy, too?” she
asked.

Algernon watched the smoke vanish and a hot,
blue flame dance magically above his cookstove. He put a small tin
of water on the top and adjusted the vent as the fire became
self-sustaining. “Nah,” he groaned. “Celibacy isn’t for me. I want
to find a nice girl and marry one day. What about you?”

Bronwyn shook her head. “Not my chosen vow,
either. I want to have children.”

“Really?” Algernon inquired, leaning against
the table. “How are you going to manage that?”

She laughed. “If you don’t know how little
ones are brought into the world, maybe you need to talk to your
sister!”

“My sister is not a lesbian. That’s one of
the reasons why she and Astrid were fighting all the time.”

“Neither am I,” Bronwyn replied.

This genuinely surprised Algernon. Astrid
always referred to Bronwyn as that little slut, and he’d presumed
that Bronwyn competed with Astrid for Kira’s affections. “Then
what’s the deal between you and Kira?” he asked. “She’s admitted to
kissing you, and I heard whispers that Abelard caught the two of
you together, with my sister under your skirt.”

Bronwyn glowered at him. “You’ve got it
wrong. All the girls in the cloister were kissing,” she admitted,
frustrated and embarrassed. Algernon made it sound like she’d been
a willing participant with Kira, when in reality she’d caved in to
intense pressure. Bronwyn had long struggled to fit in among the
slender, fair haired girls in the women’s cloister, and that
incident had been the low point of her experience. “Back when Alba
was in charge that kind of thing was actively encouraged. I used to
think it was normal.”

Algernon rolled his eyes.

“You mean you never experienced any kind of
exploratory behavior with the boys?” she asked.

“No,” he said flatly. “That’s one of the
reasons why I found it so hard to believe what Kira was telling me.
I’d thought that when it came to sexual morality, the priesthood
had the concept pretty well locked up.”

Bronwyn looked away, uncomfortable with the
memories of that period. She’d been put on Discipline for being
caught with Kira, and that singular instance put her eligibility
for acceptance into the priesthood in jeopardy. Bronwyn felt that
this was unfair, but it was part of the Supreme Council’s response
to the revelation of widespread abuse in the women’s cloister.

“It seemed innocent enough at first,” she
began. “A little token kiss was no big deal. But with Alba and a
few of the others, one thing led to another. They each had their
personal harems, and some of the girls actually got held down if
they refused to participate.”

Algernon squinted, as if in pain. He really
didn’t want to hear this. “Astrid told me that sort of behavior
stopped after Priestess Alba was defrocked.”

“It did,” Bronwyn replied, relieved that the
focus of their conversation drifted away from her own involvement.
“Astrid fought for Kira, but after she went to the Supreme Council
and started naming names, she also became very possessive. Astrid
got jealous if I spent time with your sister, even though we’d been
friends since you two first arrived at the Temple. After Abelard
found me with Kira, Astrid went around telling everyone that I was
a slut. But I’m not like that at all. I wasn’t the one sneaking
into Kira’s room at night. I wasn’t messing around with the boys,
either. After that I hardly ever saw your sister anymore, and for
awhile, Astrid made life really hard on me.” Bronwyn spoke with
tears in her voice.

Though Algernon didn’t like hearing anyone
speak badly of the priestess he loved, Kira had given him a similar
story and Algernon discerned lies easily. By carefully observing
her posture, eye movement and skin tone, he knew that Bronwyn spoke
truthfully. Algernon lifted the boiling water tin off the burner
and slid an iron lid into place to quench the fire and evacuate
residual smoke through the flue of the masonry stove.

“My sister could really use a good friend
right now,” Algernon stated.

“I know,” Bronwyn replied. “But I’m risking
my reputation whenever I visit either one of you, and staying here
tonight won’t help my cause. My ordination is coming up, and I
shouldn’t be giving the Supreme Council any reason to deny my
calling.”

Algernon dumped a cachet of tea leaves into
the boiling water, then touched the cornbread loaf to test its
temperature. “There are many paths to ministry,” he said.

“Not for me,” she replied. “Nobody takes a
woman seriously unless she has the blessing of the Supreme Council,
and I don’t fit in very well as it is. What High Priest Volker did
for you was risky. If you betray his trust, you’ll also ruin the
reputation of the Temple. There are some members of the Council who
openly doubt his wisdom in ordaining you.”

That accusation stung Algernon’s heart. He
not only felt compelled to engage in a life of religious service,
he also felt a strong desire to prove that High Priest Volker had
been right. With a single, deft motion, the young monk flipped the
cornbread out of its pan. After cutting the loaf into slices, he
buttered a piece, drizzled it with honey, then put it on a plate
for his guest. After this, he poured tea into the same mug Bronwyn
had used for drinking water, then he served himself.

“Tomorrow morning, I’ll need you to go back
and deliver an urgent message to my sister,” Algernon stated.

Bronwyn sighed. “You don’t think that by
staying here I’ve gotten myself into enough trouble?” she inquired.
“When I don’t show up for prayers tonight, I’ll automatically
qualify for Discipline. Going to see Kira first will only make
things worse for me.”

She hadn’t needed to tell him this. Algernon
understood the dilemma from experience, but if Kira said anything
about the giants, they’d both face the hangman’s noose for treason.
Kira had to keep quiet and trust that he could deal with the
Investigative Jury on his own. Additionally, Algernon worried that
if Bronwyn departed that evening, one of the young giants lurking
on patrol outside would take her for a slave, likely inspiring
another investigation–one for suspicion of murder–that would be
very difficult to explain without admitting knowledge of the
giants. He didn’t like using Kira’s friend this way, but Algernon
realized he had no choice in the matter.

“Talk to Astrid,” he reassured her. “She’ll
understand. If you want, I’ll even write a note asking her to
protect you. I’m confident she will.”

Bronwyn didn’t seem convinced. “I hope you’re
right,” she replied. Then, biting into the cornbread, her
expression brightened. The combination of cornbread, butter and
honey tasted delicious!




***




Bitterly cold air descended from the western
mountains. Ófeigr, wrapped in furs to protect his flesh from
frostbite, watched the candlelight flicker out from within the
small one’s dwelling. The girl he’d smelled earlier did not depart,
so he presumed she’d come to mate and would likely remain inside
until morning. Though he hadn’t lingered near the small one’s home
with the intent of taking a slave, had the opportunity presented
itself, Ófeigr would have captured the wench and she would have
served him for the rest of her days.

Sigrid forbade taking slaves and cattle,
using her authority as Lawgiver to stifle the natural order of
things. She claimed that The Clan of Broken Bones could not survive
here if they provoked the small ones. She prohibited a rightful and
manly attack on the small ones’ house, though she’d suffered insult
and indignation from the boastful boy who lived there.

It didn’t seem right. Ófeigr could easily put
an end to that kind of arrogance. He could have avenged the outrage
quickly, quietly and permanently. The young giant chafed under the
Lawgiver’s prohibition against taking a token slave when the Mother
had given him the strength and cunning to snatch a valuable prize
that dangled within his reach.

How long could the Lawgiver’s authority
prevail? Her wisdom had preserved The Clan of Broken Bones in this
place for longer than Ófeigr could remember. But now the mesa, the
only home he’d ever known, had been defiled by the settlement of
this small priest and his fork-tongued sister. Worse, under the
Lawgiver’s command, the People did most of the work to build the
small house. Under Sigrid’s orders, they’d worked like slaves of
the small ones, and by doing so, she turned the natural
order–ordained by the Mother–upside down!

The Lawgiver seemed more intent on protecting
the small ones than on sustaining community within the clan, and
rumblings of dissent within the ulfhedinn festered beneath the
surface of their obedience to her commands. They might, one day
soon, throw off her authority and assume an honored place in the
oral history, their deeds recalled in verse and song. But first,
Jarl–their chieftain–had to die. Only then could another, who did
not support Sigrid, rise to take his place. Væni, Jarl’s son and
the heir apparent to clan leadership, cringed under his father’s
domination, and Eyjólfr, the clan’s most fearsome warrior, fully
supported his uncle’s leadership. Who, among the ulfhedinn, had the
courage to defeat Jarl and his nephew?

Frustrated, Ófeigr turned away from the
homestead. A sense of foreboding filled his mind because something
in the air smelled vaguely threatening. A very faint odor drifted
down from the western mountain, and since his duty involved
patrolling the clan’s perimeter, he trotted between the pine trees,
circling toward the west. The aroma grew stronger when he arrived
at the precipice where Superstition Mesa dropped abruptly to the
verdant valley below. Skirting the cliff, the young giant followed
the rising landscape for nearly half a mile. Here, the tumbling
waters of Augury Creek descended from a steep ridge, beyond which
lay the territory of his clan’s enemy, The Clan of the Red
Hand.

Ófeigr stopped, his mind increasingly aware
of an impending threat. The aroma of masculine musk aroused his
fury long before he could see the enemy, and though rage rose in
his throat, the young giant restrained his instinct to fight. As an
armed war party crept down from the heights, he waited, crouched
behind a boulder. If they smelled him all alone on patrol, they
might kill him and attack the keep without warning. Like all other
giants, Ófeigr could see into the infrared spectrum, but the
approaching humanoids had to come dangerously close before he could
discern their number.

Unfortunately, they smelled him. Pausing, as
if reconsidering the wisdom of attacking an alerted foe, one of the
Red Hand warriors made up his mind to fight. He placed a heavy,
steel ball into a sling and heaved it toward Ófeigr at a range of
nearly 100 yards. The weapon whisked invisibly through the
darkness, smashed into the great rock and bounced into the
shadows.

Ófeigr slipped into the forest. His enemy
cursed, the rhythmic clanking of hauberk and plate ringing with
their heavy footfalls pursued him through the trees. The young
giant lumbered toward the keep as fast as his legs could carry him.
Jarl and the ulfhedinn would stand with him to fight, but they
needed time to don their armor. Racing across the open ground,
Ófeigr arrived out of breath, with the thunder of the approaching
enemy force emerging through the quivering trees. Ófeigr wasted no
time explaining the danger. He simply pulled the gate shut.

Alarmed, Jarl arose. “What is wrong?” he
demanded.

“Red Hand,” Ófeigr panted. “Coming now!”

Víghvatr, whom the clan members called
“Vigi,” let out a warning cry from his perch in the lookout tower
as the enemy assembled in the clearing. Their warm bodies glowed
red and yellow against the black background of the forest. He
raised his scattergun to his shoulder and fired into the center of
the attacking formation. Two of the enemy giants fell as iron
pellets, each the size of a child’s shooter marble, tore through
their armor and ripped open their flesh. Undeterred, the Red Hand
warriors charged forward.

Vigi, deafened by the sound of the big
weapon, picked up the second gun of his pre-loaded set. Though he
could see Jarl gesturing to him from the courtyard below, he could
not hear the chieftain’s shouted commands. After he fired the
second shot, Vigi did not have time to reload the cumbersome
weapons. He abandoned the lookout and clambered onto the sentry
gallery to defend the keep’s wall.

The Red Hand raiders seized the initiative,
hurling their huge, sling-propelled steel balls at the gate.
Massive chunks of wood splintered from the protective timbers.
Beneath this covering fire, two teams of the Red Hand giants raced
forward, swinging thick ropes with grappling hooks onto the top of
the gate in an effort to pull it down. They heaved backward in
unison–bending the palisade wall like a massive bow–while two of
their comrades swung their great axes at both bases that formed the
gate frame. Its timbers groaned from the strain like a thing
alive.

Vigi braved the steel rain and cast a spear
that slew the axe-wielding giant beneath him. Ráðvaldr climbed up
the gallery on the opposite side with a battle axe in hand. The
great giant struck and severed the rope attached to a grappling
hook, sending the team on its other end sprawling into disarray.
However, when the timber wall sprang back, Ráðvaldr lost his
balance on the narrow gallery and fell. Momentarily distracted by
the plight of his brother, Vigi felt a lightning bolt of pain sear
into his right shoulder as a javelin found its mark in his
unarmored flesh. One of the heavy sling balls smacked into his
helmet, knocking the great giant off balance and into the compound
courtyard. Snarling in fury, Vigi tore the javelin from his
shoulder. In doing so, its barbed tip ripped open an artery and a
fountain of blood gushed from the wound.

That action gave the surviving giant
attacking the gate frame a crucial moment to complete his deadly
task. His steel blade bit and splintered wood. With a great crack
and a lengthy, splintering sound, the right-hand side of the main
gate twisted under its now unsupported weight. As the rope team
pulled, the axe-wielding giant moved to the left and attacked the
other side of the frame, which lay roughly eight feet away.
Throwing off his shield, the giant cut through the timber in two
swings. The combined strength and mass of the rope crew overwhelmed
resistance until the entire gate came down.

As the wall fell, Vigi grabbed a battle axe,
raced onto the ruined timbers and hacked at his enemies in an
adrenaline rage. He thrashed to the right, smashing a shield, then
lashed to the left, burying his blade in the chest of an adversary
swinging a huge club overhead. Valiantly, Vigi stood in the breach,
defending with all his great strength and deadly determination
while his kinsmen rushed to his aid.

The Red Hand warriors focused their attack on
the aperture. Four spear heads converged on the badly wounded Vigi,
who slashed with progressively weakened effectiveness as life
poured from the deep puncture in his right shoulder. He cut two
spear heads off before the third found its mark in his neck, and
the fourth plunged beneath his ribs and skewered his liver.

Ráðvaldr stood by his brother, holding the
enemy at bay with crushing blows to armor and shield. Roaring
furiously, he pressed forward, hacking into his enemy’s ranks, his
battle axe swinging in graceful rhythm. Though he fought with great
courage, Ráðvaldr faced a worthy foe. As his axe arced to the
right, a Red Hand warrior thrust his spear head into Ráðvaldr’s
exposed left side. The enemy shoved his weapon onward, through
muscle and lung, then finally into the heart with a shout of
victory.

Væni, Jarl’s son, brought his broadsword into
the fray, moving into position on Ráðvaldr’s right flank while Taf
leaped in to fight on the left side. When Ráðvaldr fell, Væni moved
into the point position and proved by his utter fearlessness, his
rightful claim as Jarl’s heir apparent.

When Eyjólfr raised his voice and brought his
blade to battle, the Red Hand warriors trembled. With astonishing
speed, the giant raced around Væni’s side, bashing back two big
males. He thrust his great sword and an attacker went down with a
gaping hole in his belly. Eyjólfr withdrew and slashed to the
right, killing another, then turned left and brought the weapon
down with such force, he cut through the upper left arm of the
raiding party’s leader. Lashing back to the right, Eyjólfr
decapitated his foe, shoved the body to the ground and stomped on
it triumphantly.

Jarl did not get a chance to kill any of the
attackers before the enemy raiders realized their cause was lost
and retreated into the darkness. Cursing angrily, the chieftain
appraised the damage to his keep. Repairs to the gate required
immediate attention, but he could not leave the women vulnerable to
attack without warning. The Red Hand warriors had become bold, and
they would surely return!

“Ófeigr!” he called. “Go and tell Sigrid what
has happened here. Be quick!”




***




As was his custom, Algernon arose in the cold
darkness before dawn and quietly crept to the bathroom. When he
emerged after washing his hands and face, he noticed that Bronwyn
had already begun chanting her morning prayers. She sat on a
pillow, wrapped in Kira’s new blanket, gently rocking in rhythm to
the cadence of sacred verse.

Though he wanted to get the stove running to
warm up the house, Algernon didn’t want to distract her by making
noise. He lit a candle, sat next to Bronwyn and discreetly added
his own murmuring recitation to the memorized ritual of their
shared faith. While his devotion to spiritual discipline also
surprised her–for though he’d been ordained, she had not thought
him sincere–Bronwyn remained focused on her task and soon immersed
her soul in the mysterious connection to the spiritual realm
facilitated by the Temple liturgy.

After their prayers, Algernon stirred the
ashes in his masonry stove’s firebox to reveal a bed of hot coals,
then placed a load of fuel on top. He left its door ajar until the
wood caught fire, then closed it so the designed ability of the
stove to draw in and pre-heat air soon created an inferno in its
ceramic combustion chamber. Algernon muttered a muted curse about
having to burn a lot more wood to keep warm than he’d planned.

Bronwyn returned from the bathroom, huddling
near the stove’s door to partake of its warmth. “Did you hear the
gunshots last night?” she asked.

“Gunshots?” Algernon replied in surprise. “I
hit the pillow and heard nothing!” He began working on brewing tea,
presuming the girl had been dreaming.

“They came from that direction,” Bronwyn
claimed, pointing toward the northwest. “I heard two of them, one
right after the other.”

Algernon suppressed a shudder, knowing that
she’d pointed in the direction of the giant’s keep. “Maybe it was a
hunter,” he offered.

Bronwyn narrowed her eyes. Something subtle
in Algernon’s body language betrayed that he knew something he felt
reluctant to admit. “Who hunts in the middle of the night?” she
asked.

While Algernon had not previously respected
Bronwyn for her mind, the logic of that remark demanded a more
intelligent response than he wanted to offer, inspiring worry that
she might draw conclusions damaging to his situation and voice
those suspicions to the wrong people. The temptation to snap at her
for questioning the wisdom of his interpretation tempered under the
influence of a Gottslena verse: “Let your words be gentle and your
tongue speak no lie, then trouble will flee from you.” Not wishing
to tell Bronwyn an outright truth, he settled for obfuscation.
“Have you a better explanation?”

The girl remained silent, warming herself in
the radiant heat. She examined the immense rafter beams in the
candlelight, contemplating the complex joinery with appreciation
for the craftsmanship they displayed. She marveled at the ring that
held the entire roof aloft, as if by magic. “I admire your work
ethic,” she said, appearing to change the subject. “I’m impressed.
But when I mentioned gunfire in the middle of the night, you acted
like there should be no cause for alarm. What happened to your
sacred vow to speak honestly?”

“I am telling you the truth, “ he replied,
speaking softly. “I’m not denying your story, but I fell asleep and
didn’t hear a thing.”

“Hmm . . .” she mused, careful to ensure that
her tone did not sound accusatory. “I’m also curious. How are you
going to justify living in such a nice place after taking a vow of
poverty? The way Kira talked, I thought you lived in a shack.”

He nodded. “It’s my design. It’s practical,
but I wanted it to look beautiful, too. You know that Kira likes
nice things, and this is as much her place as it is mine. She
hasn’t seen the house yet, I want it to be a surprise, and mostly,
I want her to love living here.”

Bronwyn knew that Kira despised the idea of
impoverishment, openly hated being the object of anyone’s charity
and privately ridiculed her brother for having sworn himself to
living a pauper’s lifestyle. Worry about Kira’s condition nagged at
Bronwyn’s consciousness. “I can see you’ve worked hard to that
end,” she remarked. “But do you think it’s going to be enough? Kira
loves people, but there’s no community here. She thrives on
attention. She wants to be appreciated. How can she be happy in a
place where other people are afraid to go, a place with such a bad
reputation that you won’t even go outside after dark?”

“Superstition Mesa is ideal,” he replied,
shaking his head. “We can’t live in the city and serve the wayward
where they remain within the reach of those who have led them
astray. The bad guys are too busy being bad to come up here, so
those whom we rescue will be safely out of reach. We have plenty of
room to build an entire mission complex as our service grows.”

“Ok then, let’s talk about safety,” she
continued. “What if something bad happens? It’s not just about you
anymore, Algernon. It’s going to be hard enough for you and Kira to
be isolated, but once she has her baby, the three of you will be
far more vulnerable.”

Algernon poured tea for Bronwyn and handed
her the mug. “You know very well that the two of us can take care
of ourselves.”

Bronwyn accepted the tea and relished its
warmth in her hands. “I’ll concede that you’re both gifted
fighters,” she admitted. “But someone out there has a gun. Neither
of you can defend yourselves against someone who is armed with a
gun.”

A sense of relief washed over Algernon’s
soul. She didn’t suspect that giants lived in the area. “Astrid can
tell you about our experience with guns in Kameron,” he stated.
“For all we know, you heard someone trying to frighten off a wolf
or a bear. Maybe it was an army unit on maneuvers. I don’t really
know, but I’ll tell you honestly that I’m not afraid of people with
guns. After dealing with lowlifes in Kameron, I’m not afraid of
criminals, either.

“We’ve got cave bears, wolves and other
creatures living in the area, and they demand our respect. The
Glacier Gulls that nest on the lake soar up to Augury Creek to
catch fish in the late afternoons when the wind is up, and they’re
about the nastiest animals alive. We only go to the creek in the
morning to avoid them. But no wild beast is going to break into the
house and attack us in the middle of the night.

“We’re on good terms with our neighbors down
the hill. We help Mrs. Vandegraff, one of the widows in the valley,
with heavy labor–like mucking out her barns–and Kira has looked
after her little ones to give the woman a break every once in
awhile. The farmers and their families have come to know us. Some
of them even helped with construction!

“My point is that it takes time and effort to
build community. We’ve only been here a few months, and I think
we’ve made good progress already. Just because we’re isolated now
doesn’t mean we always will be. Besides, Marvic is only twenty
minutes from here on a bike, and it’s all downhill. If we needed to
get there in a hurry, we could.”

Bronwyn sipped her tea. Algernon exuded
confidence in a way that she’d never seen in anyone else. Deepening
appreciation took root in her soul as she watched him prepare
breakfast. He’d changed a lot since his days at the Temple. He’d
grown up. Maybe High Priest Volker had been right to ordain
him.

She stayed to help him clean up after
breakfast. Within an hour the house felt warm and comfortable
again. Daylight soon flooded through the cupola and windows,
revealing a peaceful, quiet world beyond the sheltering walls.
Algernon sat on a pillow, using a board and a bit of new paper to
write a cryptic note to his sister and another, in plain language,
to Astrid seeking an indulgence on Bronwyn’s behalf.

She wondered how he could afford new paper
and a nice pen, then noticed that everything inside the house
looked brand new. A cooking pot, his stainless steel utensils, the
mugs and the water basin, the bed rolls and blankets showed no
wear. A series of ceramic cylinders, likely containing dry goods,
lined the counter near the kitchen sink. Bronwyn wondered how
Algernon could afford these nice things, but she kept her thoughts
private.

Further complicating her befuddlement,
Algernon pulled a silver sterling out of a small bag and gave it to
her. “Buy a dress for Kira,” he ordered. “When you get to Mrs.
Bergen’s house, the police officer standing guard will have to shut
the door to honor my sister’s privacy as she tries it on. That way
you can give her my note without raising any suspicion. Do with
whatever is left over as you see fit.”

Bronwyn raised her eyebrows. She’d come from
a wealthy family, but had never held so much money in her life. Yet
the bag from which Algernon had drawn the coin seemed full. “You
took a vow of poverty?” she mused. “This is an interesting way of
being poor!”

He winced. “It’s all we have.” Realizing she
wasn’t satisfied with that remark, he explained further. “The
father of my brother’s girlfriend is an affluent warlord. We stayed
at his house in Kameron, and before we left, the family took up a
collection to help us get started and see us through the
winter.”

She accepted his testimony, but the story he
told didn’t harmonize with the spiritual principle that poverty was
intended to promote. Though she felt a little disappointed, Bronwyn
said nothing. Algernon’s complexity defied her expectations!

As they strolled toward the door, the girl
lingered, as if reluctant to leave. He reasoned she didn’t want to
venture out into the cold, but she also seemed far more trusting
and friendly than she’d been the night before. Soon, he found
himself running out of ideas for conversation. As Bronwyn moved
into his personal space, her proximity began making him feel
uncomfortable. Anxious to see her depart so he could get some work
done, the boy missed the significance of her loitering, her
closeness.

Bronwyn straightened her back and stretched,
running her fingers through her shoulder length hair. She put on
her overcoat in a leisurely fashion, noticing that despite his
favorable comment on her figure, he didn’t let his eyes wander when
she displayed herself for him. That kind of thing frustrated
Bronwyn, who’d always had to watch her weight and fretted that she
didn’t compare well to girls with a more slender build. She’d been
teased relentlessly about her size and dark hair while living in
the Sacred Enclosure, and had secretly worried that she’d never
attract a worthy husband. How had skinny, flat-chested Astrid so
turned this boy’s heart toward her that he simply didn’t clue in to
another girl’s interest?

Realizing that he wasn’t taking the hint,
Bronwyn put her hand on the back of his neck, pulled him close and
planted a brief kiss on his lips. “A token of my gratitude for your
excellent hospitality,” she said. Bronwyn smiled, let him go, then
braced herself to walk into the freezing, late-autumn morning.

Algernon caught his breath, watching the
sensuous sway of Bronwyn’s hips as she retreated downhill. “What
was that about?” he wondered as he shut the outside door. It had to
be a girl thing!




***




Anja Ingebretsen, though she remained fit for
a woman approaching sixty, struggled to climb the steep, forested
slope leading to the top of Superstition Mesa. Cold air hurt her
lungs now. As a teenager, she’d packed a rifle to defend her
family’s wandering wildederii, a species of domesticated ungulate
that resembled an elk with thick, white fur and broad feet
particularly well-adapted for the snowy, Vatheran landscape. The
herd provided milk, meat and fur, but needed protection not only
from wolves and other natural predators, but also from other
Vatherii. Anja had camped alone in the dead of winter for weeks on
end, tracking the herd across the snowy landscape on cross country
skis. Her keen eye, steady hands and a strong heart allowed her to
wield that rifle to deadly effect, even after skiing over long
distances. In her youth, she’d been a formidable guardian.

Now, elderly and far more frail than she
revealed to anyone, the woman leaned on her walking stick and
paused to catch her breath. She carried no rifle. Instead, her
backpack contained a meal, a woolen wrap, and a precious book of
extensive notes, detailing her experience living among the women of
The Clan of Broken Bones.

When the traditional lifestyle of the
Vatherii came under various threats from modernization and
population growth, Anja’s parents realized that their daughter’s
destiny lay in higher education. The work ethic instilled during
her childhood paid off as Anja moved through college. She studied
mathematics and engineering–which she didn’t like–then moved into
cultural anthropology. As an adult, Anja studied in Marvic, where
she learned Tamarian, then traveled west to live among the Nordans.
In completion of her graduate degree, she composed an astute
anthropological account of indigenous tribes living in the
mountainous isolation of deep fiords between the Vatherii and the
powerful, coastal Nordans.

For the past three years, she’d been living
with The Clan of Broken Bones, studying the giants for her next
book. Knowing the threat represented by Tamarian military power and
the long-simmering antipathy Tamarians felt toward the giants, Anja
reasoned that the mountain giants would not survive more than
another generation or two. Without a rigorous, scientific study and
a written record of their culture, the only memory of their
greatness would echo in violent stories Tamarian parents told their
children in an effort to frighten the young ones into slumber.

Anja hadn’t obtained permission from the
Tamarian government for her work. Though friendly relations with
the big humanoids warranted prosecution in a Tamarian court, as a
foreigner, Anja faced no sanction more serious than a fine and
deportation. She’d been careful to avoid human contact, but the
deteriorating situation with The Clan of Broken Bones warranted
decisive action. If she did nothing, the boy and his sister would
die, inspiring the wrath and revenge of the Tamarian military, who
would quickly discover and decisively destroy the giants she’d been
studying.

Few of the giants understood the relationship
between their actions and potential outcomes. Most simply lacked
the capacity to project consequences into the future. Sigrid
excelled above the other clan members in this regard, and for that
reason, she held the exalted position of Lawgiver. For many years,
her authority restrained the rage of the males; her wisdom
prevented much folly.

Unlike the males, who asserted power through
physical force, female giants maintained their status through
relationships and charisma. However, several unfortunate events,
culminating with the enemy attack, eroded Sigrid’s credibility. The
males increasingly viewed her protection of the Tamarian priest
living on clan territory as an act of treason. How long could the
wise giantess retain power and contain their aggression?

Though any effort to resolve a dispute on
behalf of her hosts constituted interference and compromised the
scientific integrity of her research, Anja had grown fond of Sigrid
and her sisters. Listening to Jarl’s raging early this morning
convinced Anja that if she didn’t intervene, The Clan of Broken
Bones would not survive the winter.

The house looked far more beautiful than
she’d imagined when looking at the boy’s blueprint. It sat on a
cleared knoll, rising from the trampled grasses as if the building
had somehow grown there long ago. Perhaps the silvery, weathered
cedar siding contributed to its natural appearance. The way
daylight shimmered on the autumn frost, glinted from glass panes
set into the cupola, and reflected off the galvanized roofing lent
a hopeful air to a scene that represented a serious threat to the
well being of Anja’s study subjects.

Beyond an elevated food cache, the aroma of
burning wood wafted on unseen air currents. Anja saw no smoke
emitted from the chimney that extended through the cupola.
Tamarians suffered from a national obsession with eliminating
waste, she mused. Though the mesa could indefinitely supply
firewood for many families, this Tamarian monk faithfully reflected
his culture’s compulsion to conserve. He’d built a masonry stove
that likely required more energy to collect materials and build
than he’d have exerted simply cutting more firewood for a cheaper
design made from old barrels.

As Anja approached, she heard the front door
open and saw a young woman dressed in a Temple overcoat emerge. The
girl carefully descended from the porch surrounding the south side
of the house–where daylight had begun melting the thick frost that
had collected overnight–her smile lingering even after she turned
to wave toward the window and continue down the path leading toward
the city. Had the girl come to visit earlier that morning, she
would have left footprints visible in the frost. The fact that none
existed meant she’d been there overnight.

Though the Vatheran social scientist smiled
at the irony of a monk entertaining guests of the opposite gender
at this hour, his social life did not concern her. She had not come
to pass judgment on his morality. Steeling her nerves and hoping
for the best, Anja pressed forward, holding onto a sturdy rail as
she climbed the slippery stairs. Pausing on the deck to catch her
breath before knocking on the door, the Vatheran scientist spent a
moment observing the young priest’s domain.

The porch overlooked a meadow, with a narrow,
gravel track serving as a kind of boundary between the trammeled
grasses surrounding the homestead and the wild growth beyond.
Further south, the crumpled remains of an old barn lay forlornly
scattered among leafless, pioneering aspen saplings. Pines formed a
screen to hide the main road from where it turned onto the mesa. To
the left of this lay the foundation ruins of an abandoned
farmhouse. Distant mountain peaks arose above the tree tops.

Long before she’d gathered the courage to
knock on the stranger’s door, it opened and a young man appeared in
the aperture. “Can I help you?” his strong voice inquired.

As she turned to see him for the first time,
Anja gasped in surprise and nearly fell. The woman grabbed onto the
hand rail surrounding the porch to steady herself.

His face reflected alarm. Algernon hurried
out to render assistance. “Ma’am, are you ok?”

She nodded, accepting his arm, then
introduced herself. When he asked why she was wandering around on
such a cold morning, Anja outlined her role in the scientific study
of giant clans. When she spoke, a thick, Vatheran accent betrayed
her origin. “Sigrid told me you were young,” she continued, “but I
didn’t think you were quite this young!”

At the mention of Sigrid and the giants,
Algernon stiffened. He made her acquaintance in a neighborly
manner. Though he didn’t like the way she smelled, Algernon
recognized the opportunity to talk to someone about his problem
with the giants, someone who wouldn’t immediately condemn him for
relating to them. Besides, he could not leave the old woman out in
the cold, even if she did smell a bit rank. “Please come in,” he
offered. “Let me get you some tea.”

Anja appraised him in wonder. This was the
boy who faced down a cave bear and beat the daunting Eyjólfr in
hand-to-hand combat? It seemed laughable that the big males feared
a stripling like this! And for all of Sigrid’s complaining about
the boy’s rudeness, Anja found him polite and completely
respectful. The contrast between the actual boy and the reputation
preceding him made the Vatheran scientist wonder if the perception
of clan members had, perhaps, inflated the threat he represented.
Giants did not lie. However, Anja’s long study of culture gave her
an objectivity in situations where a-priori presumptions skewed the
awareness of otherwise intelligent minds.

Anja felt warmth embrace her flesh as the boy
closed his front door. The air inside the house, while scented with
cedar, also carried a freshness that reminded her of dawn on a
summer day. She’d worked with the blueprints that Ljúfa recovered
and understood the engineering principles the boy had drawn into
the plans for his house. Actually experiencing the magic of a
building that seemed alive, of an inanimate structure that worked
to regulate its own temperature, gave her pause. How did such a
young man understand how this worked? Either he was exceptionally
bright, or someone else had done the hard work on his behalf.

“You’ve built a remarkable place here,” she
began, admiring the house. “Where did you learn how to design
buildings?”

Algernon fussed with his stove, heating more
water for his guest. “Nothing you see in this house is original,”
he replied. “I just put several different things together. The
layout is traditional, but the mechanical features and the
construction details came out of books on architecture that I’ve
been reading. The stove design originates with people living in the
Northern Saradon foothills. The roof ideas, including the center
ring, I borrowed from Saradon yurts . . .”

She knew everything he told her, but the old
woman let him talk. He wasn’t boasting. This boy didn’t need to
brag. Everything he said about the house reflected considerable
thought, a strong understanding of mathematics and physics, and
familiarity with engineering that surprised her. He explained how
the house worked in terms that an average person would understand.
Interestingly, many of the features he outlined were intended to
enhance the comfort and safety of his twin sister, who seemed
conspicuously absent. He never said a word about her after
this.

Anja accepted the tea he offered several
minutes later. “Tell me,” she encouraged. “Why did you decide to
build this place on the clan’s territory? Didn’t you know that
living here put your safety at risk?”

Algernon sat on a pillow, across from her. A
frightening expression flashed across his face, that while visible
for a moment, he quickly suppressed. “Let’s make something clear,”
he stated, struggling to control the emotion rising in his voice.
“This is Tamaria. This land belongs to my people. The giants have
no rightful claim on this place.

“All of the big guns defending Marvic can hit
any target on the mesa, including the keep where the male giants
live, and the long house above the valley where the women stay. I’m
here because I belong here, and whether you like it or not, once
the army finds out that there are giants in this area, they will
not hesitate to destroy them.”

Anja nodded, perceiving that this was a topic
the boy really wanted to discuss with someone. “I was afraid you
would say something like that.”

“What other outcome can there be?” he asked.
“The giants either kill or take our people as slaves, feast on our
livestock, destroy our homes . . .”

This time Anja stopped him. “When has the
Clan of Broken Bones done any of these things?” she asked. “What
evidence can you offer me that they represent such a threat to you
or your people?”

Algernon shook his head. “It’s only a matter
of time. Look what happened to my camp and my goose!”

“That was an unfortunate incident,” she
admitted. “But only one. Have you any idea how long the clan has
lived here?”

“It can’t be very long,” he replied.

Anja laughed. “They have stayed in this area
for more than thirty years!” She let her words linger in the air,
evaluating his response. “Are you surprised?”

Eyes widened, Algernon nodded.

“Never in that time has a member of the clan
stolen anything from a Tamarian family. Under Sigrid’s leadership,
they’ve been good neighbors among you.”

“Well,” Algernon countered. “I’ve seen how
they’ve cleared out the forest. I’ve smelled the stink of their
camp. There are stories about people who disappear on the mesa,
never to be seen again. Were they killed or taken as slaves? I’ve
heard rumors that some of the homesteads that burned down here were
destroyed by giants who torched them late at night. Have your
friends been involved in this sort of thing?

“Even if those rumors have no basis in fact,
if the giants lived here for over thirty years, they’ve had to live
in secrecy and with great restraint. If they acted like normal
giants did, they would have been wiped out long ago!”

Anja sipped her tea, allowing Algernon’s
intensity to dissipate. She glanced toward the ceiling again.
“Those are strong words, coming from someone who directly
benefitted from the clan’s help.”

Algernon rolled his eyes and let out a deep
sigh. “They’re the enemy of my people. I didn’t ask for their
assistance.“

Anja raised her eyebrows. “Your enemy? You’re
a monk, a man of peace, and you speak this way? If they’re your
enemy, why did you save Ljúfa from the cave bear?”

Algernon felt been trapped by a situation
over which he’d had very little control. He shook his head,
repeating the words to a Gottslena verse: “Do not pray for the
demise of your enemy and do not wish harm on those who hate you.
Pursue peace and it will find you. Welcome reconciliation and it
will arrive as a gift at your door.”

“How appropriate!” Anja replied. “That’s why
I’m here.”

A quizzical expression passed over Algernon’s
face. “Peace?” he queried. “Tell me how there can be peace with
giants!”

“Again, you are a spiritual man, and you’re
asking me such a question? I’ll tell you this much in all honesty.
If you don’t make peace with The Clan of Broken Bones, they will
kill you and burn this place to the ground. Is that what you
want?”

It took every bit of self control for
Algernon to avoid growing angry. “What I want is to be left alone,”
he began. “I didn’t ask for trouble. You told me that your friends
have been good neighbors, then you say that the very giants who put
up the structure of this house as a gift for rescuing their
princess are going to come here and destroy it! How neighborly is
that?”

He didn’t understand the situation. “I’m here
in an effort to avoid that outcome,” she replied. “You are walking
a perilous path with a people who have always believed that nature
gave them authority over your ancestors. Your courage and restraint
have served you well, but now that the clan has had a run of bad
luck, the chieftain is convinced that you are the cause.”

“What?” Algernon cried, incredulously. “I’ve
done nothing harmful to them! I even gave my word that I wouldn’t
speak of their presence to the army, and I’ve kept my end of the
deal. I’m the one who’s in trouble here! If anyone has had bad
luck, it’s me!”

“They don’t view it that way,” Anja replied.
“To them, you’re the trespasser. Sigrid has protected you to
prevent the Tamarian army from attacking her people in
retaliation.”

“You see!” Algernon exclaimed, triumphantly.
“The only message the giants understand is brute force. They boast
about how they don’t lie, but they can’t restrain their propensity
to violence. I beat their warrior in a one-on-one fight, and the
big chieftain promised that he would leave me alone. Now you’re
telling me that they want to kill me and burn my house down. So
who’s the truthful and honorable neighbor?”

Anja closed her eyes and shook her head.
“They cannot understand the way we think. They cannot see how the
path leads from where it was to where it goes. To them, you have
brought on the disfavor of the Mother. To them, it’s a matter of
restoring balance, and when faced with an obstacle they cannot
surmount, they rely on their great strength.”

“What do you mean, they can’t understand? You
make it sound like they have no mind for the abstract, but you know
they’re the ones who put the frame up for this house. Look at the
beams! Look at the joinery! Look at the angles and the bird’s mouth
cuts where the cupola sits. Everything’s two times bigger than it
should be, but everything fits perfectly! You can’t just double the
dimensions and have it all work together like this! You’re the one
who is studying them, but they’re a lot smarter than you seem to
think!”

The old woman held her head up, a fire
burning in her pale eyes. “You think they could build a place like
this on their own? Have you examined how they put their own camps
together? There is nothing like this there! They rebuild every
couple of years because their dwellings are not strong enough to be
permanent.”

“Well, unless they burn it down, this place
will stand here long after my children’s children have died. You’re
telling me they’re smart enough to do the math for my house, but
not smart enough to engineer their own?”

Anja shook her head. “They did not do any
math,” she replied. “Giants have great strength and stamina. They
are clever with tools. They make excellent textiles, ceramics and
steel, but they do these things from experience, not planning. They
learn whatever craft they undertake by studying how their masters
work, whether at the forge, the loom, the kiln or in armor. They do
not think like we do. In fact,” she concluded, pausing for
emphasis, “they cannot think like we do.”

Silence prevailed in the house as Algernon
digested Anja’s words. “Well then,” he said at length. The boy
pointed to the perfect fit of the bird’s mouth joints. “How did
they do that? Three-dimensional carpentry like that requires more
than just skill with tools! By changing the length of the beams,
they changed the angle of every cut!”

“I modified your plans,” she admitted. “Ljúfa
brought me your blueprint. Sigrid believed that if they collected
the materials and started building for you, it would make up for
the destruction that Væni caused when he tore apart your original
dwelling.

“They wanted to offer a token of their good
will, to show that you would not be harmed here as long as you kept
your word. But Sigrid felt your plans were too modest in size.
Their hands and tools are large, and it’s difficult for them to
work in small dimensions. Your bathing room, for example, was the
hardest thing for them to frame.

“Sigrid believed that your battle with the
cave bear warranted something of greater value. So she asked me to
make the plans larger. I re-drew the blueprint with bigger
dimensions and created a materials list for them to follow. For two
days, the men collected stone, rock, timber and glass from the
abandoned homesteads on the mesa. They worked on cutting foundation
stone. On the third day they put the framework together, but did
not help you further because you brought your own people here to
finish the job.

”They did this to reward you for your
courage, but you repaid Sigrid’s kindness with insult and
ingratitude. You blasphemed the Mother. Then they saw your police
come, and to make matters worse, The Clan of Red Hand attacked last
night. They killed Vigi and Ráðvaldr. Jarl, their chieftain, says
all of this happened because Sigrid has protected you.”

Algernon nearly spilled his tea. “That’s
ridiculous!” he spat. “I had nothing to do with internecine warfare
among the giants. My only part in this drama involved warning
Sigrid that the size of the house would raise suspicion on the part
of the authorities, and I was right about that. She may have been
well-intended, but now I’ve got to explain all of this in court,
and nobody will believe me if I say that a clan of giants has
helped me out of the goodness of their hearts!”

Anja understood his problem, but she also
knew that the giants considered his role in the drama connected to
their misfortune. “I’m here to help you,” she soothed. “If you and
I can’t think our way out of this, bloodshed will result. You’re a
holy man. I’m a scientist. Surely we can think of something!”

Algernon scratched his head, frustration
welling within his soul. “The best thing would be for the giants to
leave, to go back into the mountains where they came from.”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Anja
countered. “They’ve been driven from their ancestral home in
disgrace. The Clan of the Red Hand is trying to destroy them.”

“Why?” Algernon queried. “They’re all of the
same kind!”

“They believe you can say this house is a
gift from the Mother, and that should suffice,” Anja said,
smiling.

Incredulous, Algernon’s eyes widened. “You
expect the civic and military authorities to believe that?”

“My point,” she began, “is that you don’t
understand them any more than they understand you. While you know
it’s ridiculous to think your people will accept an explanation
that makes perfect sense to the giants, likewise, it’s ridiculous
for them to accept a course of action that makes perfect sense to
you.

“Territorial disputes among the giants are
not settled by negotiation. They are settled in battle. The Clan of
Broken Bones was not strong enough to defeat The Clan of the Red
Hand, and thus, they’ve been cast out. Sigrid’s wisdom has
preserved them here until the present time.

“Now, however, The Clan of the Red Hand has
grown even stronger. Where they once feared to approach the mesa,
they’ve seen The Clan of Broken Bones survive here long enough to
think that they can expand their territory.”

“So your friends are blaming me for the fact
that they’ve picked a bad place to live?”

“I remind you,” Anja warned, “that the clan
has lived in this area far longer than you have been alive. You now
have a beautiful home and survive here because they have rendered
their aid. So don’t dismiss them. Laying blame will neither prove
anything nor save anyone’s life. I’ve come here to save life, not
to establish anyone’s guilt.”

“Ok,” Algernon conceded, far more gently than
he actually felt at the moment. “Even if I abandoned this house to
the giants this morning, that will not change the fact that I have
to answer charges in court. The police think they’ve got enough
evidence to prosecute, so no matter what happens to me, the news
will get out that there are giants on the mesa. Whether they attack
me and instigate the vengeance of the army, or whether the army
attacks preemptively under court orders, the giants die.”

Algernon paused, his mind racing. “You say
they can’t flee to the mountains because there’s a stronger clan
living there. But what if that other clan was destroyed? Couldn’t
your friends simply move in and take over that territory?”

Anja nodded, her wrinkled brow showing some
skepticism. “Yes, I suppose they could do that.”

A sense of excitement rose up in Algernon’s
soul as a flash of brilliance inspired him. “Ok, then. I’ve got an
idea!”

It didn’t take him long to outline his plan.
Anja discerned the wisdom of it right away, but it would require
cooperation and trust on the part of the clan members. “They will
want some token of sincerity from you,” she said. “Something that
proves you’re serious.”

Algernon closed his eyes. Bronwyn had been
right about his vow of poverty. He knew it was time to honor his
promise. “I know just the thing,” he replied, patting the Auðr at
his hip. “Tell them to meet me near the cliff overlooking Augury
Creek at noon. The men will know of the place.”







****




Cruelty and Kindness







Trembling and hungry, Brenna curled into the
corner of her cell with her knees pulled up to hide her
disconsolate face. The sense of denial that characterized her
initial response to losing her hair yielded to inconsolable weeping
as she ran her fingers over the stubble now growing on her scalp.
Upon hearing the sounds of abuse in adjacent cells the Lithian girl
closed her eyes and prayed in desperate intercession, wishing that
her words invoked the power to stop every evil act imposed on other
prisoners.

Yet the affliction continued for an
unbearably long time, unsated and intense. Visions of torture and
abasement meted against other men and women with whom she’d worked
in the Expeditionary Force Infirmary flashed through Brenna’s
memory. Deep and lasting sadness filled her soul. Rebel officers
ordered other prisoners dragged into her cell, forcing the
recalcitrant young woman to watch abuses inflicted upon her
comrades that they could not do to her.

And thus she felt emotionally torn apart. At
the foundation of her soul Brenna longed to please Allfather God in
every action, by every motive and thought; yet as she watched
brutality unfold before her eyes, the Lithian girl lost hold of the
compassion that should have underlain her piety. A strange,
unfamiliar sense of detachment took root and blossomed until the
horror that should have delimited her response became an
increasingly distant thing, observed from afar in her mind’s
eye.

Her unblinking stare took in the repugnant
deeds, while her mind drifted away. Brenna removed her soul from
captivity, retreating into a sanctuary of pure light, only to find
herself wrenched back to reality in her nightly dreams, or whenever
her tormentors tried again to forcefully take away her virtue.

Pitted against men whose unrestrained rage
found expression and release in imposing indignities on the
powerless, Brenna, who appeared small, weak and utterly
defenseless, willfully refused to comply with any demand that
compromised her integrity, until that battle became the defining
aspect of her conflict with them.

In an effort to break down Brenna’s
resistance the rebels made several attempts to physically humiliate
the girl. They tried, repeatedly, to forcibly remove her clothing.
But the fine, translucent, form-fitting fabric she wore possessed
mystical properties that responded to her will. Their efforts
proved feeble against her determination to resist. Even after
holding her down and clawing at her with all their strength, not
even the strongest among the rebel soldiers could get a finger
beneath the magical material, and one man actually broke three
teeth trying to bite through fabric covering soft flesh, whose
threads suddenly and inexplicably proved tough as steel. The men
beat her savagely and retreated, eyeing the Lithian maiden with
deepening fear, muttering degrading vulgarities as they
departed.

Brenna understood none of their words, but
their actions and attitudes portrayed contempt clearly enough. She
prayed through the pain and healed every scratch, every bruise
these men left on her arms, shoulders, abdomen and thighs that she
could actually reach. That way, whenever they returned she appeared
as if she’d never been touched. This fact deepened their dread of
her, and something less than pure that sprang from within her soul
wanted them to fear.

As the long hours stretched into days, the
Lithian girl often stood and prayed toward the light that spilled
through the lofty, barred window of her cell, passionately
entreating God for deliverance. Witnessing her conduct, some of the
superstitious Kamerese charged with her care began regarding her as
a demon.

Raised in a society whose people associated
nakedness with innocense rather than ignominy, Brenna–standing in
her underwear–glared at them without a trace of dishonor. Because
she held her head high and refused to cower in shame, her
tormentors interpreted her behavior as brazen. Hearing of this,
some of the better educated officers from El Caudillo’s personal
army came to stare. “She doesn’t even know how to blush!” they
whispered among themselves.

Brenna’s rations dwindled. With increasing
frequency, she endured days without anything to eat and nothing at
all to drink. One of the officers told her that she would get all
the food and water she wanted, if only she’d let him have his way
with her. The temptation to give in whispered wickedly as the days
passed by, hunger gnawed at her belly and her tongue stuck to the
roof of her mouth.

A middle-aged rebel soldier took over guard
duties a few weeks into Brenna’s captivity. He had kindly eyes that
did not leer at her, and under his watch, she always received her
rations. Men like him made it difficult for Brenna to hate the
Kamerese, for if they had been uniform in their cruelty, she could
easily have justified unkindness. Though outrage filled her soul,
this man’s conduct soothed the pain she experienced. Without ever
speaking a word, his humane and gentle manner gave Brenna hope.

When he disappeared, replaced by a younger
guard who sneered at her and stopped bringing food again, Brenna
felt herself sliding into despair. Why had God forsaken her? Why
weren’t the Tamarians mounting a rescue mission? Why was she being
abandoned by the powerful people who should have protected her?

In the midst of another forced fast, at a
time when she felt so weak she could hardly stand, the amorous
officer returned to her cell. He drew near, caressing her flesh,
murmuring that it would not be so bad to sleep in a clean bed. He
whispered promises of comfort, fine clothes and warmth. “Submit to
me,” he urged in vulgate. “Let me have you and I’ll give you
whatever you want.”

Brenna, backed into a corner, glared at him
while his fingers stroked her neck. “I want to be free,” she
said.

“That might be arranged,” he replied, his
touch drifting lower and lower, gently caressing her.

She wavered for a moment as the thought of a
bath and a soft bed teased at the fringes of her consciousness.
While she hesitated, he stroked her breast and her flesh responded
with disconcerting automaticity. “Liar!” she accused, knocking his
hand away. “I would sooner die than sleep in your arms!”

He smiled, took her face into the hand she
had struck and kissed her cheek. “I can arrange for that, too!” he
warned. “And I will have you afterward!”

Brenna turned her face away. “Ugh!” she
breathed. “You disgust me!”

“Then you’re not hungry enough,” he replied.
“We’ll see how long you can hold out before I get my way. I only
hope you’re worth the wait!” The officer backed away, a wicked
smile etched on his face that lingered in Brenna’s memory after he
locked her door.

Her promise to Garrick and her loyalty to
Allfather seemed distant and unfocused as she grew steadily weaker.
For hours on end Brenna prayed for Allfather’s protection,
believing, despite her discomfort, that he could make his power
known through her.

And he did, in imaginative ways no mortal
could thwart.

Nighttime darkness deepened as summer gave
way to autumn and the Great Eye Nebula–the ghostly remnant of a
distant, dead star that haunted the heavens during the summer–faded
again behind the glare of the Daystar. Rain began pelting the
prison compound late at night. Concealed by the darkness, Brenna
pulled off her blouse, and standing on her toes, placed the
pullover shirt on the sill, where it soaked up rainwater driven by
strong wind into her cell. She thanked Allfather for the miraculous
gift as she stuffed the fabric into her parched mouth and sucked
water from the swollen garment.

Long after the guards had fallen asleep, rats
scurried along the prison walkway, rolling stolen oranges, limes
and grapefruit through her cell bars as if aware of her plight.
Once they even brought a small cluster of grapes. These food
offerings, though meager, took the edge off the hunger she
experienced.

During these long, dark hours Brenna drifted
into a reverie of pleasant memories that kept her mind alive.
Though she could sing powerfully, despite her diminutive size, the
Lithian maiden sang quietly to herself. The sound of her own voice
echoing sweetly off the stone walls wrought comfort, and soon she
became lost in the prayerful melodies of her childhood until the
pain of her present experience faded and a sense of joy returned to
her lonely soul.

One night, at a time when she felt
particularly isolated and spiritually low, she heard the weak voice
she recognized as Dagmara’s call to her in Tamarian. “Sing,
Brenna!”

Convinced that she hadn’t actually heard
anything, the Lithian girl remained silent. Moments later Dagmara
encouraged her again, then Fallon seconded the request, and even
Palja and Maarit joined in, imploring her to sing.

So Brenna lifted her voice and sang in the
language of her people. She emptied herself of all pain and in
doing so, soothed reborn hope and solace into hearts sliding toward
an abyss known only to the forsaken. The guards on duty shook their
heads at the sound of her voice, having never heard anyone singing
in prison before.

At dawn the next morning Brenna awakened to
the flutter of wings. An osprey landed on the ledge, gave a cry
that caught her full attention, then departed, leaving a fish
behind. Brenna took hold of the slippery meal and ate greedily,
dexterously spitting out bones while she chewed on the soft, cold
flesh.

Later, as the guards made their morning
rounds, one of them noticed the smell, the bones and skin of a
freshly killed fish and a collection of citrus rinds in a corner.
He shouted toward the officer in charge. A cluster of men appeared
at Brenna’s cell door, exchanging angry, agitated words with one
another until an authoritative voice called them from down the hall
and they departed in haste.

Several moments later two men appeared, one
bearing a machete. Brenna’s heart fluttered fearfully as the men
unlocked her cell door. Knowing the Kamerese penchant for hacking
off limbs, she prayed earnestly and watched in terror as the men
approached. One of them began yelling a tirade of invective toward
her while his comrade stared lecherously. The anger in their eyes
clouded all judgment, and in that moment Brenna clearly understood
their intent. Weaponless and weakened, she could not defend herself
against the evil these men wished to inflict upon her.

The Lithian girl began trembling and
whimpering as they neared, backing away until she encountered the
rough, unyielding surface of her prison cell’s wall. “Don’t hurt
me!” she begged in Azgaril Vulgate, holding her hands out with
palms up as if to stop them. “Please, don’t hurt me!”

But her hands turned out to be the target of
their attention. The leering man grabbed her right forearm with
great force, then smashed his left palm into her upper back and
shoved her hard against the wall in an effort to straighten her arm
so that his friend could amputate her right hand. She groaned as
her face met brick, her soft flesh compressed and the breath in her
lungs escaped. Reflexively resistant–for she was, after all, the
daughter of a warlord–Brenna bent her elbow and launched herself
toward her tormentor with all the strength her legs could
muster.

He gasped as the Lithian girl’s bone sank
into the soft spot just beneath his rib cage, but this only enraged
him further and he beat her face so ferociously that blood burst
from her nose and spattered both of them with wet, warm gore. He
took hold of her by the shoulders, spun the slender girl around and
slammed her body against the wall repeatedly, his every action
scraping her bare flesh raw against the rough hewn brick and
mortar. The man pummeled her vulnerable backside repeatedly with
his fist, then tore at her right ear as he turned her around
again.

Brenna reeled, dizzy and disoriented.
Bludgeoned and battered until nausea from the beating burned in her
throat, she choked and coughed as a fresh wave of intense pain
rippled across the right side of her head and inspired an
unsuccessful scream. Gasping for breath, she saw the bright gleam
of steel flash in the morning light and desperate to save her life,
squirmed downward, cowering into the corner.

She heard the whoosh of a wild stroke,
followed by clang of metal ringing against something hard and the
whisper of sharp steel slicing through the air above her head. A
shriek burst from the man who’d been beating her, then a shower of
loosened brick fragments rained upon her flesh. Glancing upward,
Brenna’s eye caught the blur of a blade as the machete-wielding man
slashed at her again in a backhanded motion. Though she tried to
duck down, Brenna couldn’t move fast enough to avoid a blow that
gashed deeply into her neck, half a handbreadth above her shoulder
blade.

A spray of arterial blood erupted from the
hot fire of an open wound. Instant weakness trembled through her
arms, and as she pressed her left hand against the damage Brenna
felt too afraid to look at the blood gushing around her fingers.
Darkness descended upon her consciousness. Having fallen to her
knees, she fought hard against the black abyss, gurgling words to
an ancient psalm that invoked Allfather’s power as she squeezed her
head against her shoulder, kissed her fingertips and pressed them
against badly lacerated flesh. As the familiar and miraculous
healing force flowed through her fingers, the severed artery melded
back together. The threatening darkness faded into a swirl of
yellow and purple weariness against which the Lithian girl could
offer no effective resistance. She slumped, face first, to the
dirty floor.

Her enemy panted above her with his blooded
blade raised, surprised that she’d succumbed to his attack so
easily, yet ready to hack at her flesh again. As his companion
continued to scream, the man’s attention turned away from the
Lithian girl and a sudden, dreadful realization dawned upon
him.

All that remained of Brenna’s youthful
strength drained away. She felt too weak to move as she gasped,
trembling and wide-eyed, awaiting doom. She saw the machete fall,
wincing as she heard it crash against the floor. Bits of concrete
dust fluttered in response as the man who’d slashed her throat
knelt beside his companion, crying out in a desperate tone of voice
that demanded help.

“Allfather . . .” she breathed weakly,
succumbing to the strong possibility that her own life lay at its
end. Brenna thought of Garrick, recalling his face, hearing his
voice, and remembering the comfort of his gentle hands on her body,
then closed her eyes and tried to pray for him through the haze of
pain and fleeting, fearful thoughts. “May your will be done,” she
repeated, over and over again.

Fast footfalls pulled her back into the
moment. Brenna opened her eyes and saw another man appear in front
of her cell. She listened to the rapid, terrified chatter of
Kamerese language exchanged between them until the man departed,
racing down the hall and calling out in words she didn’t
understand.

Then her eyes glanced up. Brenna saw the man
who’d held her down and beaten her. He too, lay on the floor, pale
and nearing death. A dark, red pool widened at his head, spilling
from an ugly gash that cut deeply across his right eye, down his
cheek and ended in his shoulder. Helplessly, the man who’d attacked
her with the machete pressed against his companion’s face in a vain
effort to staunch the flow of blood from a wound that, in his rage
against her, he’d accidentally inflicted upon a friend.

Something stirred within Brenna’s heart, a
zeal for goodness that no evil could overcome. Weakly, she dragged
herself forward. In slow, labored breaths she called upon
Allfather’s favor. Brenna Velez, the mistreated prisoner of El
Caudillo who now lay in a smear of her enemy’s blood, kissed her
fingertips and reached for the stricken man’s face.

When the uninjured soldier felt a soft hand
lay over his own and touch his dying companion he scrambled
backward and reached for the machete again. Surely he’d slain this
girl! Surely she ought to be dead! Yet she breathed, and wherever
her trembling fingers met wounded flesh it knitted together
mysteriously, inexplicably, miraculously.

Terrified, the soldier picked up the machete
and struggled with the temptation to cut the maiden to pieces. Then
a powerful, paralyzing dread of the force flowing through her
restrained him. Deep, compelling fear rose in his throat. Flooded
by anxiety that submerged his soul in absolute horror, the strong
desire to escape drowned every other thought. The man inched
backwards, swearing and evoking the protection of his ancestors in
a trembling voice, until he abandoned the cell entirely.

Brenna exerted the last of her energy to heal
the man who had beaten her. The swirl of yellow and purple
overwhelming her vision darkened as weakness undermined her will.
She closed her eyes in exhaustion and as her healing fingers
stitched the last of her tormentor’s damaged flesh, Brenna’s arm
slackened and fell into the sticky puddle that lay beneath his
head.

Many hours later she awakened. Alone in her
cell, the Lithian girl pushed her battered body into a sitting
position and appraised the maculation of dried blood that painted
much of her skin. Everything hurt. A headache pounded in her skull
and thirst clawed for relief in her mouth. Brenna wept in despair
and prayed.

A long time later she heard movement in the
hallway again. Though the familiar ritual of soldiers snapping to
attention should have caught her interest, Brenna ignored the
commotion and continued with her prayer until the sound of the
sliding lock at her cell door hastened its conclusion.

“Rise in the presence of El Caudillo!” a male
voice ordered in vulgate.

Though she felt weak and could hardly stand,
Brenna complied.

Breathing heavily, the corpulent, elderly
Kamerese general appraised his captive in disgust. He’d been told
of this girl’s exceptional beauty, and though her form inspired
arousal in younger men, El Caudillo took no delight in her figure.
Beneath the accumulated grime of her captivity, behind the dried
gore spattered upon her skin the Kamerese commander could see clear
evidence of her Lithian heritage. And just as he’d been warned, she
raised her dark blue eyes to meet his with no attaint visible on
her bruised and swollen face.

“My men tell me you’re a witch,” he stated,
speaking vulgate so she’d understand.

Brenna, who barely had the strength to stand,
didn’t respond.

“I have the power to preserve your life or
take it from you,” the old man continued. “Will you dishonor me
with silence?”

“I’m thirsty,” she replied.

El Caudillo nodded, turned to his aide and
said something in a low voice. The aide rushed off while the old
man’s attention returned to Brenna. “By what black art do you heal
wounds?” he asked. His thick-tongued speech clicked in rhythm to
his strained breathing.

Brenna feltindignation rise and flush hot on
her cheeks. “You profane the sacred,” she spat. “It’s you and your
men who love the deeds of darkness!”

“I say again,” El Caudillo replied. “I have
the power to preserve your life or take it from you, yet you speak
to me like an insolent whore!”

“I am a virgin!” she interjected, weakly
gesturing toward her maiden clothing. That fact should have been
obvious to him. “There is no guile in me, and you have no power
over my life aside from what Allfather has granted you.” The girl
paused for a moment, feeling dizzy, noting that the younger man
returned with a flask and a cup. She could smell water, eyed the
container longingly, then closed her eyes and breathed a sigh. “In
my life may his will be done.”

El Caudillo looked into the flask, then
motioned with his head toward his captive. The attending soldier
handed her the cup and poured clean water into it. Brenna leaned
against the wall and drank deeply, then held the cup out for a
refill, but the old man stopped his aide with an uplifted hand.
“Tell me your name!” he demanded.

“I am Brenna Velez, first daughter of Lord
Lynden and Lady Alexina.” She wiped her mouth and noted that bits
of dried blood from her lips lingered on her right arm.

El Caudillo knew who she was, but his inquiry
was an accusation against her heritage, not a question of identity.
“Velez is a Kamerese family name,” he said in response. “You are
Lithian and a liar!”

Brenna shook her head, struggling to keep her
knees from buckling. “My paternal great grandfather was Amadis
Velez of the Valle Verde in Southern Kameron,” she explained.
“About six hundred years ago he renounced the superstitions of his
people and accepted faith in Allfather, the one true God. He
married Saeran Illaenwaet and settled near the Sea of Tranquility
in Illithia. His son, Lewellyn, became a priest and defender of the
faith. My father is his tenth son, and thus I carry a Kamerese
name.”

El Caudillo remembered a battle in early
summer for the land occupied by Lynden Velez. His friend, Antonio
Navarro, had been suddenly and surprisingly defeated by the
Tamarians after suffering heavy losses in battle against troops
loyal to the Lithian warlord. Knowing that Lord Navarro faced a
firing squad after failing to wrest control of his lands from the
Velez family, and having fared badly when his own forces
encountered the same Tamarian army, El Caudillo felt cold fury race
up his spine.

“Your father is a lap dog of the King,” the
old man accused, his breathing intensifying and his face reddened
in rising rage. “He survives only because an imperialist, foreign
army from across the river defended him from the rightful owners of
his occupied territory. Now your Tamarian allies have squatted upon
and defiled lands that belong to me, harboring traitors and
terrorists with the protection of rocket artillery under the guise
of a humanitarian mission. What nonsense!” El Caudillo approached
and pointed his finger at Brenna as if she were a wayward child.
“Your father is a pretender,” he continued, “a vile disease, a
blight upon the land. The people of Kameron will rise against your
family and vomit them out!”

“Save your breath!” Brenna retorted, shaking
her head. “You don’t know my father!”

El Caudillo narrowed his brown eyes and stood
with his arms akimbo. “With longsuffering patience I remind you of
my power over your life. When the imperialists retreat and the
King’s army bends its servile knee and captive neck to my sword,
you will not utter such arrogance.

“You would do well to listen now, as your own
future depends on my clemency,” the rebel warlord stated. He
paused, letting his words sink in and his anger cool. “This healing
power of yours is a valuable skill. My staff says that the
ancestors delivered you into my hands with other captives from our
victory against the Tamarians. Is this not so?”

Brenna felt her legs trembling and held her
right arm against the adjacent wall for additional support. She
said nothing, glaring at her abductor.

El Caudillo continued as if she’d agreed with
him. “You will use this skill in service to the Kamerese people in
exchange for your life. If you are truly virtuous this will be a
small task and I will grant mercy, despite your petulance.” The
elderly man, thinking he’d spoken in benign magnanimity, turned to
leave.

The Lithian maiden leaned her head back until
it contacted the wall. “It doesn’t work that way,” she replied, her
voice barely loud enough to draw her captor’s attention. “Healing
is a gift, not some kind of magic trick I can do on demand.”

El Caudillo stopped, as if pondering for a
moment. He turned back and approached with menace in his eyes. “Are
you refusing me?” he inquired.

“You think I can heal as if I have a choice
in the matter,” she replied, shutting her eyes and opening them
with great effort. “You’ve got it all wrong. The healing is not
mine to bestow. I don’t choose whom Allfather elects to spare. He
gives according to his will, and I am merely the vessel through
whom his power is displayed.”

“So you are refusing me?” he more stated than
asked.

Brenna shook her head. Clearly, this man
didn’t want to understand. “Your wickedness turns Allfather’s face
from you,” she replied. “Repent of this and maybe . . .”


“My wickedness?” he questioned, interrupting.
“Repent of my wickedness? By the divine will of the ancestors you
are my prisoner! Who are you to judge me? You are an impudent
strumpet with a brazen face and a demon’s heart, a wayward child
who scorns the ancestors’ favor. You show contempt for clemency and
scorn my offer of mercy. Thus you bring judgment upon
yourself!”

Brenna held her tongue, sensing the evil that
steeped through this man’s soul.

He paused, his eyes afire, then he nodded
knowingly, his jowls echoing the motion a moment later. “Very well
then. Since you despise my kindness, you have sealed your own fate,
and your blood remains on your own head. I am absolved of all
responsibility for your death.” El Caudillo motioned for his aide
and spoke to him in Kamerese, then turned away.

As the cell door shut Brenna’s heart slumped.
She slouched onto the dirty floor facing the far wall, too
exhausted for tears, a sinking sensation of despair deepening
within her soul. Feeling helpless and alone, Brenna worried that
perhaps Allfather had given her the opportunity to survive and
possibly escape at a later time, but in her pride she’d flatly
refused it.

Yet as God’s Spirit breathed through her mind
she felt comforted and perceived what had motivated the Kamerese
general to extend such an offer. El Caudillo made his demand from a
position of apparent strength, but in reality, he’d approached her
in weakness. Though she’d barely managed to stand on her feet,
God’s power in her represented a valued prize. The irony of this
contrast brought a laugh to her lips. Themes of this kind permeated
the worship music of the Abelscinnians whom her family had
befriended. Tegene would, no doubt, smile broadly if she lived to
tell him this story.

Brenna drifted back to sleep with these
thoughts flowing through her mind. Late in the evening as rain
streamed through her open window she awakened. Too weak to reach
the sill, the Lithian girl turned her attention toward the cell
door, where she found a plate filled with fresh citrus fruit, a
roll of soft bread and a pitcher of clean water. Her benefactor had
returned! She ate and drank, slowly at first, but with increasing
vigor as strength seeped back into her body.

Days later, a little more than an hour before
dawn, silence reigned within the prison compound. Brenna heard the
latch of her cell door slide open and a single man, bearing a
flashlight, rifle and a length of rope, crept inside. She backed
into the corner, recoiling in recognition, and as she stared
fearfully into the restored eyes of the man she’d healed, he
pointed his flashlight into her face, blinding her.

“Keep your mouth shut and get up!” he
whispered in vulgate.

Brenna shook her head in terror.

“Obey me or I’ll kill you,” he warned. “I’ll
put a bullet in your brain without remorse.” He paused, glaring at
her. “What will it be?”

The Lithian maiden struggled to her feet,
vainly blinking back tears that flooded her eyes and streamed down
her dirty cheeks.

“Hold out your hands!” he insisted, laying
his rifle down. When she complied, he bound her wrists tightly with
one end of the rope, then picked up his weapon and pulled her out
of the cell.

With everyone still asleep, no one saw the
Lithian girl stagger weakly into the hallway. She followed the
rebel soldier into a dusty room around a corner. It smelled like
old books inside, and Brenna trembled fearfully as he carefully
shut the door and quietly spoke to her. “You will do exactly as I
say, or I will kill you. Understand?”

“Yes,” she replied in a whisper, not
realizing his intent, but willing to comply as long as he didn’t
compromise her integrity.

A secret portal lay behind a bookcase. He
knew how to open the aperture, and once that had been done, the
soldier pushed Brenna through and put his rifle into her back. “If
you try to run away I will kill you,” he warned.

She felt him coil the rope until he stood
right behind her. Brenna could feel his hot breath on her bare
shoulder as he closed the portal and urged her down the stairs. A
cool, musty smell permeated the air from below. The soldier let out
enough rope for her to lead him by several yards, but his light
ruined her night vision and she could barely see anything.

“Where are you taking me?” she whispered,
worried that in this isolated place, he would either kill or try to
rape her. She wouldn’t let him get away with the latter, but the
former scenario lay beyond her ability to control.

“Just go,” he replied, his words carrying
down a paved corridor of some kind and echoing back a moment
later.

She obeyed, stepping slowly until he
compelled her to pick up the pace. The stairs yielded to smooth,
paved flooring that felt cold beneath her bare feet. Gradually, she
could see purple light descending from an opening some distance
away.

There, a hidden gate guarded the entrance.
The soldier fumbled with a key, opened the iron lock, and pushed
Brenna outside. A horse, laden with supplies, grazed on grasses
that had sprouted during recent rains.

The rebel warrior tied one end of the rope to
the saddle horn, then pulled himself onto the creature’s back. With
a vocal click and slight pressure on the animal’s belly, he guided
its quickening steps eastward.

Weakened from hunger and blood loss, Brenna
could neither keep up with the horse nor complain loudly enough to
draw her captor’s attention. She prayed for deliverance until the
words caught in her throat. When her weary legs collapsed beneath
her weight Brenna fell to the dirt and scraped along the ground for
a moment until the horse inexplicably stopped.

Though its rider encouraged the animal
onward, the gelding stamped his feet, raised its tail, lowered his
head and refused to move. The beast turned to look backward, then
strode over to the fallen girl and gently nuzzled her. As if pitied
by her plight, the creature knelt on the ground, keeping his tail
held slightly up, occasionally swishing the dust.

The soldier dismounted, looked heavenward and
swore at his ancestors! Perhaps he should have left the girl to her
fate, rather than taking pity on her. But after having his life
spared and his vision restored, he’d spent many sleepless nights
thinking about how his comrades wickedly plotted to get their way
with this girl.

Everyone said she was a witch. They intended
to kill her Tamarian comrades, one at a time, until she agreed to
remove her protective clothing. Then they’d all have her and thus,
purify the land from her wickedness. This girl and others of her
kind dishonored the ancestors as their settlements spread, like a
vile disease, across the sacred soil of Kameron.

Yet if evil really lived within her, why had
she responded to his cruelty with kindness? Why had she not simply
let him die at a moment when his own blood flowed and his life
slipped toward the abyss?

He looked back toward the stronghold,
realizing that once the Daystar rose, he and the girl would be
missed. “Come on,” he urged, more gently than she’d ever heard him
speak. “If you can’t walk then get on the horse!”

Brenna struggled into the saddle as the
soldier removed his rifle. “What’s your name?” she asked,
weakly.

This raised the rebel warrior’s eyebrows.
“Zavela,” he replied. “Ernesto Zavela.”

“Where are you taking me?” she
reiterated.

The soldier, worried that his treasonous
course of action would result in far more personal suffering than
would have resulted from ignoring his stricken conscience, took the
reins of his horse as it stood and led it eastward. “You’ll see,”
he grunted.

For a very long time the horse plodded
through a broad grassland that rose steadily toward steep foothills
in the distance. Brooding silently as daylight gradually brightened
the sky, Ernesto kept checking the empty land over his shoulder.
Treason merited a firing squad, so he intended to put as much
distance between himself and the Casa del Matados as possible.

His decision to desert El Caudillo’s militia
had been brewing for weeks. Whispers of General Guerro’s feared
10th Army ruthlessly driving through the valley where the Rio Viva
flowed–and thus, straight into the heart of the rebellion–raised
the possibility that Ernesto’s family would soon fall captive or
lie among the slain. He had not left his loved ones with the
intention of abandoning them to a loyalist foe. Upon his return,
Ernesto would lead them into the hills until the war concluded.

Months ago he’d been convinced that following
El Caudillo represented a path toward a bright future, where the
yoke of servitude would fall upon aliens, people whom Ernesto
believed rightly deserved such a fate. Yet with many foreigners,
like the despised Lithians, well-established and fortified along
the Desolation River, the Tamarians firmly in control of El
Caudillo’s northern land holdings and the rebel alliances
fracturing along various political, ethnic and religious lines, the
erstwhile promises of the great man now rang false. What honor lay
in continued allegiance to a liar? What hope could his empty words
evoke in light of harsh reality?

Having been given a second chance at life by
the Lithian girl, Ernesto Zavela thought about his home,
remembering his mother and sisters. He’d told them all that he
joined the rebel cause for their benefit, to provide them with a
better future, but in reality he took up arms for glory, easy gain,
and–though he admitted this to no one–as a means to avoid endless
labor in the vast grain fields far to the south.

Yet, what good had actually come from this
conflict, and to what end was he fighting? Though El Caudillo
promised tracts of fertile land to all his soldiers, the soil
beneath Ernesto’s feet lacked depth. The sage and mesquite thriving
among the golden grasslands testified of brief and intermittent
rainfall. Few roads, rail lines and major towns dotted this region,
and without doubt the most suitable lands for agriculture lay along
river valleys already occupied by foreigners.

Foreigners . . !

Ernesto spat on the ground. King Alejo opened
the doors for Lithians, Nordans, Azgaril refugees and other scum
from the coast to take what rightfully belonged to the people of
Kameron! The Tamarians propped up these invaders as if the lands
were theirs to distribute, and he, powerless to stop any of this,
found himself in a closing trap between General Guerro’s 10th Army
in south, and the infernal foreign occupiers in the north!

Perhaps he should rape and kill the Lithian
girl on principle . . .

But when he looked at her, slumped and frail
in the saddle, she hardly seemed a threat. Dirty, disheveled and
weak, he imagined that he could easily strangle her with his bare
hands. Though he had lusted after her when she first arrived, the
girl now appeared utterly wretched. Though she would perish alone
in the wilderness, at least she wouldn’t have to watch her
companions suffer and die, one at a time.

For her part, Brenna felt a strange wish for
her executioner to finish his task quickly. If Allfather permitted
her death she would leave this world with her virtue intact, a
clear conscience, and draw her last breath in the hope of eternal
bliss in the presence of God. This belief in a peaceful afterlife
resonated among the Lithian faithful and found common ground among
devout Abelscinnians, Parsinnians and certain sects among the
Azgaril.

Yet a desire to survive this ordeal gripped
the Lithian maiden’s soul with power she could not deny. Brenna
longed for the comfort of Garrick’s embrace, the wonderful delight
of his flesh against hers and the promise of passion that they
hoped to share together. She thought of her parents, her siblings,
other relations and beloved servants in her family’s household,
wondering what greater purpose could be served in denying her a
lifetime of love and acceptance among her own people.

Thus, she prayed with a conflicted mind,
whispering desperate words while fighting back heaving sobs and
tears. Despite her weariness, Brenna remembered and recited long
passages of sacred Lithian verse with a mental clarity wrought by
long study and sharpened by despair.

Ernesto fingered the safety of his rifle as
he listened to her nonsensical muttering. He lead the horse toward
the broad opening of a major canyon and glanced over his shoulder
to view the grassland through which he’d traveled. Haze hung in the
still air. No one had followed them. In the quietude, mourning
doves cooed from within the distant tree canopy, their sighing a
dirge for the loss of everything beautiful and pure. “It’s time to
say goodbye,” he told the Lithian maiden. “Get down!”

Brenna slid off the horse and stumbled onto
the dusty ground with uncharacteristic inelegance, her breath
deepening as panic welled within her soul. Her eyes dampened, and
though she wanted to say something, no words could express her
anguish, no language served to describe her grief.

Ernesto slid his rifle into the saddle
holster and approached Brenna with a drawn knife in his right hand.
She recognized the blade as hers! As she backed away from the
threat the knife represented the Kamerese rebel soldier realized
what she was thinking. “Hold out your hands,” he ordered.

Under different circumstances Brenna would
have fought to preserve her life. Now, however, she felt far too
weak to resist, and the irony of going to her grave without a
struggle seemed strangely perverse. “I forgive you,” she said.

Ernesto stopped short. “What? I’ve asked no
such thing of you!”

“You needn’t ask in order to receive,” she
replied. “It’s a gift I give. Take it!”

Though the warrior felt compelled to spit,
something unfamiliar constrained him. Grabbing hold of the rope
that bound Brenna’s hands he cut her free. “This is the last I will
ever set eyes on you and your kind,” he told her. Tossing the blade
into the brush, he returned to his horse and pulled himself into
the saddle. “When they find we are missing they will come looking
for us. When they find you they will kill you.”

Ernesto knew that he had spoken truthfully.
El Caudillo’s men would abuse and dispatch the Lithian girl when
they found her, but they would also shoot him for deserting. As he
turned his mount to the south and trotted toward home, the former
Kamerese rebel knew that he simply could not repay the Lithian
girl’s kindness with cruelty. Besides, he honestly didn’t expect
her to survive very long without water.




***




Hope surged through Brenna’s veins. She
watched the rebel soldier ride south until fear of death from
exposure motivated her to find shelter. With her heart pounding,
the girl searched through the underbrush until she found her knife.
What a relief! She whispered thanks to Allfather, wrapped the cut
rope around her waist several times, then turned eastward and began
following the flood plain toward the mountains. Vegetation clung to
the canyon walls and thickened with elevation. With a little luck,
she could find water here.

Soon her progress halted. Sharp rocks and
dried twigs stabbed at her tender soles. If she didn’t protect her
feet, they’d be rubbed raw. Though her mind felt hazy from hunger
and marauding thirst clutched at her throat, Brenna had often
wandered through the wilderness as a young girl, and learned at a
tender age that survival depended on thinking and working in
harmony with the environment.

With an hour or two remaining before the heat
of the late autumn day came in earnest, Brenna needed shade in a
hurry. Wearing only maiden garments as protection from the
elements, exposure would not only burn uncovered skin–especially on
her scalp–walking around in the daylight would also increase her
body’s demand for water. Sheltering herself from the Daystar ranked
as her most pressing need.

Several large plant species grew on the
hillsides. Oak trees put down roots in the narrowing arroyos that
emptied into the valley bottom, but less obvious shelter existed
beneath a large chamise bush that grew on the north-facing slope.
Using a long stick with a forked end, Brenna checked the leaf bed
for snakes–flinging a startled and offended rattler far away–then
cut some lower branches off and used one of them like a broom to
clear an area beneath the bush of dried leaves, bark and rock.

Though she could have killed the snake and
eaten it, Brenna’s need for shade and water superceded all other
concerns. In a dry climate like this, she could die of thirst long
before she succumbed to hunger. The girl firmly resolved to
survive, to find her way back home, and then return to rescue the
Tamarians who languished in prison. Knowing that digestion would
increase her body’s demand for water, Brenna fervently prayed for
the strength to escape her enemies while fasting.

When she crawled inside her shelter for the
first time, its dense branch network restricted movement, forcing
the girl to breathe deeply and relax in order to remain calm.
Memories of confinement in the bone box tormented her soul, but
unlike the concrete prison she’d endured, this natural enclosure
felt much cooler than the air around it.

Next, Brenna crawled back outside and
searched for a plant she knew as a Millennium Tower. Its broad,
waxy, triangular-shaped leaves grew to several feet in length. The
outer leaf surface resembled a cantaloupe rind, thick and tough
enough to suit the purpose for which she intended. Brenna cut two
of these leaves off, then hacked several feet of material from its
thick central stem. Next, she cut long strips of dried grasses that
grew in patches on the valley floor and rolled them up. After
shaking and scraping soil off the roots, she returned to her
den.

Brenna unrolled the grass mats upside down,
allowing the dense and soft root network to serve as a lining for
her resting place beneath the chamise bush. Once comfortable, she
dragged the Millennium Tower materials inside and set to work.

After cutting off the spines that grew on the
fringes, Brenna put her foot onto one of the broad leaves. With
great care, she traced the outline of her foot onto the top of the
leaf, then did the same with the other foot. Once she had the
templates marked, Brenna carved shoe soles for herself, leaving
enough material on the edges to support slits she’d use to attach
straps.

Satisfied with her labor thus far, the girl
began working on the next phase of her project. The Millennium
Tower stalk had grown somewhat thicker than her forearm. Beneath a
rigid outer sheath, the plant contained a network of thin, durable
fibers. The girl measured the length of her shin, notching the
stalk to that size. Her crystal-edged blade easily cut through the
hard sheath, and by slicing it lengthwise, she created armor to
protect her shins from sharp spines, twigs and snake bites. After
cutting slits for straps in the sides of these shin guards, Brenna
crafted a sheath for her knife using leftover leaf material, then
focused on making straps from the plant’s inner fibers.

This part of the task took the most time.
Though she could have used some of the rope she carried, she wanted
to save it for emergencies. Wedging the tip of her blade through
the inner fibers, Brenna split them into wide strands, which she
pulled apart with her fingers. She pounded these with a pair of
flat rocks, then scraped them with her knife blade in order to
loosen the lignin binders, repeating the process until the fibers
became flexible enough that she could weave them into braided
straps. Laboriously, she used this method to create fasteners for
her handmade sandals, shin guards and the knife sheath.

Once these tasks had been done, Brenna curled
up to rest. She thought of Garrick, not only worried that he’d been
injured or slain, but also, saddened and fearful that he’d survived
and might see her without hair. Because maiden tresses signified a
Lithian girl’s commitment to purity, her locks should never have
been cut, only trimmed, until after marriage. Some Lithian women,
like Brenna’s mother, had never cut their hair. Thus the stigma of
facing the world with a shorn head hurt Brenna deeply. Would
Garrick still accept her if she’d been compromised this way?

A rational part of her soul cried out that
she should never doubt his devotion. Yet she really didn’t know how
he’d respond and worried that he’d now prefer someone like Mariel.
Though Brenna had never before experienced thoughts of this kind,
they seemed strangely compelling. She drifted to sleep, whispering
a prayer for his safety and blessing.




***




Late in the afternoon, she awoke to the
sounds of snorting horses, barking dogs and human voices speaking
Southern Kamerese. Terrified, Brenna clutched her knife and lay
still. Just beyond the chamise bush a pair of leashed hounds
approached, sniffing for a scent she felt certain would be hers. A
dismounted rebel warrior followed, holding the leashes in his right
hand. In his left hand Brenna could see a thick knot of her own
hair.

Ernesto Zavela had been right!

Another dreadful sound arose from the den’s
light-dappled entrance, directly below her. The coiled form of the
rattlesnake she’d evicted appeared before her widened eyes. Its
black, marbled markings distinguished this kind of viper as the
deadliest of Kamerese snakes, with a potent neurotoxin for venom
that could easily and quickly send a full grown man into
respiratory arrest. Brenna could see the heat-sensing pit of its
forehead and watched its long, raised tail vibrating as the snake
reared back in preparation to strike.

One of the dogs, heedless of the warning,
pushed its nose beneath the chamise bush, excitedly closing in on
its targeted scent. The viper lashed forward and struck the
intruder’s neck with its deadly fangs. The dog yelped pitifully and
ran toward its master, while its companion backed away from the
bush and growled with greater caution.

Brenna heard the rebel soldier curse as he
yanked on the leash to restrain both dogs. Laying very still, she
prayed in silence–struggling against the strong urge to flee–while
several other men approached and argued in a flurry of animated
conversation. Above the rattling they debated. The dog collapsed,
convulsing and foaming at the mouth until one of the men pulled out
a revolver and put an end to its misery.

Though the surviving bloodhound lunged on his
leash and bayed toward the chamise bush where Brenna lay hidden,
its handler jerked the dog away and moved further up the dry canyon
floor. Slowly, the rattling stopped. After what seemed like an
interminable period of time, the snake, its protective task
completed, slithered onto the canyon floor to begin its evening
hunt.

Brenna waited until the sound of small
creatures moving through the underbrush returned, then slowly,
carefully emerged from her shelter. With a gentle breeze flowing
inland from the distant sea, her scent would carry on the wind,
alerting the surviving bloodhound to her presence. So she climbed a
north-facing arroyo in an effort to put a ridge line between
herself and the trackers in pursuit.

The girl’s weary legs protested the ascent,
but as the arroyo narrowed, evergreen oak trees flourished. Their
branches formed an overhead canopy and their fallen leaves a thick
insulator over the ground. These factors minimized evaporation. At
a place where the arroyo flattened into a ledge, Brenna could smell
damp soil. She found another stick and used it to clear away the
leaf litter. Moments later her fingertips felt moisture, and hope
surged in her heart. With increasing desperation, she dug into the
ground.

Water seeped in from below and filled the
bottom of the hole. While waiting for her makeshift well to fill
up, Brenna cleared nearby leaves to make her drinking position more
comfortable. She pulled off her blouse and pressed it into the hole
to act like a filter–screening out silt and bits of floating
leaf–then bent low to drink.

It tasted awful, but she needed water so
badly, the girl forced herself to drink steadily until her belly
felt full. Afterward, Brenna used her blouse as a rag to wipe her
dirty face. As the cloth scraped over the place on her neck where
she’d been wounded, the girl winced. A tiny bit of blood seeped
from beneath a scab she’d loosened. Why did it still hurt? Why was
she bleeding? When she kissed her fingers and touched the injured
area, she felt no power flow through her blood-smeared fingertips.
Nothing happened. Nothing changed. She tried healing herself
several times to no avail. Allfather had spared her life, but the
dreadful realization that she would bear the scar of that injury
for the rest of her days arose in Brenna’s soul, and a sense of
unspeakable loss pounded in her heart.

She’d always been pretty. She’d always been
favorably compared to the loveliness of her mother. Brenna could
stand next to any other woman without experiencing a trace of envy
or shame because Allfather had blessed her with a perfect face and
form.

Now that this had been wrenched away, shock
and disbelief trembled through her body. With her self-esteem
sinking, the Lithian girl wept and prayed, pleading for her beauty
to be restored. Yet every time she touched the wound, her efforts
met with the same result.

Despite what Garrick thought, her skill at
mending flesh completely depended on the will of God. Though he
often channeled his power through her, she knew that healing wounds
was a gift, not a mandate, and she wept with a bitter soul that
Allfather did not grant her request this time.

Finally, she whispered: “May your will be
done.” Brenna dried her eyes in resignation, put her blouse back on
and trudged uphill, fighting a persistent worry that if Garrick had
survived the battle, the ugly scar on her neck would forever remind
him that she’d been abused.

Brenna knew that Garrick still loved his
little sister after Kira been brutalized, but the two of them were
bound by common blood. She and Garrick shared an altogether
different kind of love, one that suddenly seemed fragile. In
thinking about this, Brenna felt so disconsolate that she
unsheathed her boot knife and toyed with the idea of plunging it
into her own heart. But as she remembered the captive Tamarians,
cold resolve emerged. She couldn’t abandon them to their fate. She
would avenge their suffering! Thinking about this pushed the
suicidal thoughts out of her mind and gave her strength to continue
uphill.

The trees thinned, and then vanished into a
xeric landscape two hundred feet from the ridge summit. Deer paths
wound between the cacti, chamise and buckbrush. In an effort to rid
her mouth of an unpleasant, lingering aftertaste, Brenna paused to
clean her teeth with manzanita leaves. At that moment, she noticed
bits of bleached deer bone from an old coyote kill. A scapula
caught her eye. This would make a perfect socket for a bow drill so
that she could start a fire! Brenna picked up the bone and carried
it in her left hand.

Arriving at the ridge summit just as the
Daystar began disappearing over the western horizon, Brenna
squatted to reduce the chance of being seen while she surveyed the
landscape. To the south, the valley drained by the Rio Viva, lay
hidden behind distant hills. High mountains formed a forbidding
barrier far to the east, while the hill country upon which she
stood extended in a northwesterly direction.

The ancient and powerful uplifting that
formed the Angelgate Range to the east also created a series of
parallel, north-south foothill ridge lines that gradually decreased
in elevation until the landscape slumped toward the semi-arid
coastal plain and the Bay of Kameron. Erosion over the millennia
had carved arroyos and flood plains between these ridges, creating
chains of hills and valleys that stretched toward the
mountains.

Brenna planned to climb toward the first
foothill ridge and follow it northward to find her family’s land.
Since her captors had arrived at La Casa del Matados within a few
hours of leaving the Tamarian lines, Brenna believed she could be
no further than 30 miles south of her destination. When healthy,
she could have hiked that far in a day and a half.

The rebel cavalry searching for her would
likely continue their pursuit eastward, on the valley floor where
they could move most quickly. Normally, Brenna could outrun a
horse, but in her current condition, the exertion of hiking uphill
sapped her strength, forcing the girl to rest frequently. She had
to reach the distant ridge line before the rebels arrived there to
cut off her escape, a feat requiring willpower and persistence.

Mounted troops could cover a lot of ground on
the gradually rising canyon floor, while she struggled along the
rugged hill tops on foot. They had a hound who could smell her, and
guns that could kill from hundreds of yards away. Her only
advantage lay in the fact that she could see at night, and make
progress while they slept.

As darkness fell over the landscape,
conditions became far more favorable for travel. Cool air allowed
Brenna to exert herself in a long, steady climb without sweating.
With the twin moons waning, clustered near the western horizon, and
with a cloudless sky overhead, the Lithian girl could see very
well. She followed established deer trails, ever alert for snakes
and scorpions, occasionally tracking her progress by examining the
stars.

Two hours later, Brenna peeked over the ridge
and noticed a campfire flickering on the valley floor. Thoughts of
vengeance crept into her consciousness. They’d tormented her while
she’d been helpless, snatched away her beauty, laughed at her faith
and left her hungry and thirsty. Cruel people!

She knew they’d be well fed. She knew they’d
have plenty of water to drink. The sense of envy created by an
empty belly and memories of intense thirst inspired compelling
fantasies of killing every one of them in their sleep!

Though vengeance cried out from a dark place
in her soul, Brenna felt too weak for a fight. The rebels were too
far away, and a wicked kind of wisdom warned that she ought not
squander what little advantage she currently enjoyed over her
enemies. Though her sense of loss did not dampen, Brenna turned
away. She pressed eastward until the campfire faded into a tiny
glimmer on the valley floor.

Some time in the early hours before dawn,
exhaustion compelled her to rest. Brenna smelled water in a steep,
north-facing arroyo, and thirsty again, she descended to a place
where leafy plants surrounded a spring. Her movement frightened
sleeping birds into flight, startling her to the extent that she
nearly lost control and slipped downslope. Brenna crawled through
sedges at the margin of a pond, where fresh water emerged from a
sandstone layer wedged between two impermeable rock strata.

Brenna thanked Allfather, then drank until
her belly felt it would burst. Afterward, the girl collapsed onto
her back in the sedges, staring up at the sky as the bright stars
blurred with her tears. Expressing sorrow and rage in beautiful,
passionate language, Brenna prayed for deliverance, for strength
and in bitter sorrow, until she could cry no more and drifted into
slumber.




***




Dense fog rolled over the hills, diffusing
daylight. Brenna awakened, feeling cold and hungry, to the song of
mourning doves. Her body ached from exertion and the pain of a full
bladder for the first time in many days. While that discomfort had
to be a good thing, how long had she slept?

Not wishing to pollute the spring, Brenna
moved into the brush well above the pool to relieve herself. Just
before her bladder emptied completely she heard a distant rustling
from downslope and froze to listen. Her breath stilled while her
heart thundered.

That’s when the hound began baying.

Swiftly, Brenna pulled up her underwear,
grabbed the deer scapula she found and scrambled back up the steep
slope. Dirt and rocks tumbled downhill in the wake of her passage,
as she had no time to climb with greater care. With the rebels
dangerously near, adrenaline and terror overcame the resistance of
aching legs, and with astonishing vigor–given her physical
condition at that moment–the Lithian girl found purchase on a deer
path and sprinted into the mist.

Having left his team’s horses in the valley,
the dog handler followed his eager hound on foot, climbing through
the arroyo until they arrived at a small pond. There he saw
trampled sedges where the girl had slept. The dog sniffed
excitedly, then lunged against its leash. The rebel warrior shouted
to his companions to hurry as bits of debris slipped from the rock
face above his head. Drawing his revolver, he let his bloodhound
run free, following the sound of its mournful voice as the animal
raced in pursuit of its prey.

Although their quarry vanished into the mist,
none of the rebel soldiers believed she could outrun a dog,
especially in her weakened condition. Yet the panic pounding
through her heart synergized with lean, muscular legs that
propelled her lightweight body uphill far faster than the hound
could sustain. Brenna, armored against environmental hazards, raced
through clumps of spiny yucca, leaped over cacti, zipped through
thorny star thistle and dashed across jagged rocks that tore
through the foot pads of the bloodhound. With every breath she
breathed a prayer. In rhythm with her steps, the promises of
Allfather’s protection flashed through her memory.

Several minutes into her sprint, when she’d
begun slowing and realized she could not long sustain such a burst
of speed, Brenna heard a pitiful yelp. The sound of canine whining
fell further behind, allowing her to stop and catch her breath
while a wave of weakness swelled through her body.

A cold bank of very thick cloud had settled
on the landscape, limiting visibility to no more than a few feet.
Brenna prayed fervently while she shivered, rubbing her exposed
arms. The girl’s legs trembled so badly she could barely stand.
Despair teased on the fringes of her consciousness, but listening
to the whining hound served as a reminder that she was alive and
unhurt. Allfather remained her strong guardian, and no one could
contest him and prevail!

Out of pity, more than curiosity, Brenna
slowly retraced her steps. Several dozen yards further downhill she
saw the dog, hopelessly tangled in a cactus cluster. Every move
drove sharp spines deeper into its flesh. Blood seeped from its
wounds. She felt sorry for the animal and considered trying to
rescue it.

But movement from below inspired her to
retreat. Male voices shouted. Brenna crouched behind an old
buckbrush plant, shutting her eyes to pray while the voices drew
nearer. A gunshot startled her, ending both her supplication and
the canine’s suffering. A moment later, she heard heavy footsteps
crunching on the ground as a single warrior emerged from the mist.
He said something over his shoulder that she didn’t understand,
then absent-mindedly descended near the bush where Brenna had
hidden. She held her breath, terrified that any movement might
alert him to her presence.

With his back turned away, the man leaned his
rifle against the bush, unzipped his trousers and began urinating.
Wide eyed, Brenna saw a canteen slung over his shoulder. That would
be a valuable prize! Very carefully, the girl stood and reached for
the rifle. Swiftly and dextrously, she chambered a round, flipped
off its safety and pressed the gun barrel into the soft spot at the
base of his head.

“Move and I’ll kill you,” she whispered in
vulgate.

Brenna tore the heavy canteen from his
shoulder, then stripped him of both his hat and jacket. Though the
temptation to kill him heckled her consciousness, she simply kicked
the rebel soldier in the back, hard enough to send him tumbling
downhill in a flurry of curses, while she vanished into the mist
with his accouterments in hand.

She tried to run, but lacked the strength to
go very far. However, Mariel Hougen had trained her how to shoot,
and with a rifle in hand, Brenna could effectively defend herself.
Dense fog favored concealment, and without a dog to track her
scent, she prayed that the rebels simply wouldn’t find her. Knowing
she would be outgunned in a firefight, Brenna crouched behind a
chamise thicket, quietly checked the rifle, and waited.

She heard their panic-stricken voices
arguing. Though she understood none of their words, their fear and
frustration rang clearly. Finally, their debate resolved, the
pursuing soldiers moved downhill. Eventually, silence pervaded the
misty landscape, birds renewed their cooing and Brenna’s young
heart ceased its pounding as the rebel warriors abandoned their
hunt and left her to face her fate.




* * *




Later that morning Brenna staggered to the
ridge summit and despaired to take another step. She felt cold and
completely exhausted. Disoriented by persistent fog and unable to
determine direction, the girl worried about getting lost. After
wandering about for several minutes, Brenna discovered a deep fold
surrounded by towering rock formations, well-established pines and
withered cottonwood trees. It would have been easy to miss this
place, and thus, she thought it looked like a perfect spot to find
shelter.

After securing her rope to a tree, Brenna
lowered herself into the gorge. She found a shallow cave several
feet above the bed of a dying stream, whose waters trickled
pitifully toward a granite cliff and dropped several hundred feet
before continuing eastward. She drank the last bit of water in the
canteen, made a bed out of dried moss and used the jacket she’d
stolen as a blanket. Sheer fatigue pushed her to sleep.

She dreamt of capture and torture, awakening
in the late afternoon as a light drizzle descended from dark clouds
overhead. Knowing that these conditions restricted visibility at
night, Brenna prepared a camp at her current location.

While ancient volcanoes, basalt scarp faces
and fertile, red soil lined the Virgin River to the north, in this
place granite dominated the landscape. Brenna gathered four
flat-topped rocks to make a raised hearth, which she surrounded
with large stones. Next, she built a low, rock wall beyond the
hearth to reflect heat, then scrounged for suitable fire fuel.

The steep canyon contained a lot of
combustible material. To her delight, Brenna found some willow just
above the cliff. This was her favorite material for making a drill
and a bow. She pried a bark plank from the jagged stump of a dead
cottonwood for a fire board. A large, green sycamore leaf, bits of
dried moss and small twigs completed her ensemble for a basic fire.
All of these things lay within a few yards of her shelter.

Wind from the west picked up speed, driving
heavily laden clouds toward the mountains, where they piled up
against the slopes and began dropping rain. Feverishly, Brenna
collected dried, dead limbs that had fallen to the ground,
assembling enough fuel to keep her warm throughout the coming
night. She arranged the wood between her hearth and the rock wall,
so that her fire would drive off any surface moisture.

After filling the canteen from a shallow pool
in the creek bed, Brenna began working on building a fire. First,
she created a pile of kindling from dried branches and moss. Using
strands she cut from the strong rope recovered from her captivity
and a green willow branch, the girl made a small bow. She cut a
V-shaped notch into her fire board, and at its vertex gouged a
shallow depression to fit the end of the drill. Arranging the board
over the leaf and filling the leaf with dried moss, the girl made a
bed for the hot coal she intended to produce.

Brenna carved one end of the drill into a
sharp point, whittled its center section into a wasp-like waist,
then collected a bit of ear wax that she rubbed over the drill’s
blunt end to serve as a lubricant. She twisted the bow rope a
single time around the drill, set it into the fire board hole, and
then pressed down on the bone socket to hold the drill in
place.

The Lithian girl stepped on the fire board
and began moving the bow from side to side. Driven by the bow rope,
the drill rapidly rotated its sharp end into the fire board-first
one way, then the other–creating friction. By applying gentle,
steady pressure to the bone socket and sustaining a steady back and
forth rhythm, the board quickly began producing smoke.

When she finally created a burning ember,
Brenna knocked it into the moss bed, lifted the leaf to her face
and turned her back to the wind. Ever so carefully, she cupped the
treasured ember and gradually brought a tiny fire to life by
whispering breath into the moss bed. Once it began burning, Brenna
rolled it into the pile of moss and kindling, encouraging
combustion by blowing until a well-established camp fire came to
life.

Somehow, the despair and loneliness she felt
melted away. Feeding and tending the flames gave her mind a focus
that she desperately needed, in addition to keeping her warm
throughout the night.

Heavy rain turned the tiny creek bed into a
raging torrent that thundered over the adjacent cliff, rising out
of its banks to threaten Brenna’s shelter. She prayed as the rain
persisted, but being trapped in the cave forced her body to rest.
Late the next day, with her firewood supply exhausted and heat from
the hearth rocks fading like a fleeting memory, the rain finally
stopped. Soon, the clouds cleared away and, using the rope, Brenna
climbed out of the canyon to continue her journey northward.

For three uneventful nights she walked
steadily, following the stars. Hunger pangs that had plagued her
vanished, replaced by mental clarity that often accompanied a
spiritual fast. All of the time she spent alone gave her ample
opportunity to process the complex and contradictory feelings she
experienced about her captivity, her relationship with Garrick and
her devotion to God.

Brenna struggled to prevent hatred of the
Kamerese from taking root in her soul. While she did not excuse
their behavior, she tried to forgive them–though she did so with
gritted teeth–to pray for them–though she did so with angry
words–and for a short time the intensity of rage diminished. Yet
her prayers felt disingenuous and anger found a sheltered place in
her soul.

Though an iron core of faith had sustained
her through many dark hours of torture and loneliness, as Brenna
pondered her relationship with Garrick, she realized the extent
that she had depended on physical attraction to nourish his
interest. If she’d manipulated his fervor in an effort to keep his
eyes exclusively focused on her, then her motivation had not
originated in faith. Any action not performed in faith stemmed from
selfish desire, and thus, represented a departure from Allfather’s
will.

Brenna stopped walking and closed her eyes.
Why had this happened? What could she do now? She loved Garrick,
longed for his company and needed the strength of his embrace to
soothe an emptiness within her soul that no one else could fill.
Though she lived by faith, Brenna’s flesh required the sustenance
of water and food. If her body needed these physical things, the
visceral desire she felt for Garrick surely ranked with equal
importance. His caressing hands, the sensation of their lips
pressed together, and the wonder of his arousal inspired
reassurance that he genuinely loved her.

Allfather, who gave her life and preserved it
in the crucible of human cruelty, had to understand that her desire
for Garrick–her longing for his personal touch–stemmed from the
same set of needs that sustained every other aspect of her
existence. When honestly examined, Brenna knew that her love for
the boy transcended physical craving. Thus, she did not hide her
desire as she entreated God for mercy.

“You know my struggle,” she prayed. “You know
the fire that burns in my heart, and how in faithfulness to your
calling, I have moderated passion for my beloved. You know that
he’s also shown restraint, though he does not acknowledge your
sovereignty. You know all this, for nothing is hidden from your
sight.

“And now you have taken away my beauty. You
let the enemy cut my hair and scar my flesh. You let them stalk me
in my dreams, reminding me of their unending cruelty. You let them
deprive me so that I can trust only in you, and not in the gift
you’ve given.

“I have honored you in my heart and stood,
steadfast in my faith. I have not compromised my virtue for the
sake of my life, or my own comfort. In all of this, I have acted
that your will might be done, that you might be glorified, that
your power might be manifest through me, even when I am weak.”

Brenna fell to her knees, weeping in
humiliation and sorrow. “And should you chose to let them hunt me
down and take my life, I will remain faithful to you until I draw
my last breath! I love you, Allfather God. May your will be
done!”

As she crouched there, the holy dread of
unapproachable light descended upon her soul. She hid her face,
trembling, until a gentle, familiar voice spoke softly into her
consciousness. “I am with you. I will never forsake you. Hold on to
my love, for I will avenge your suffering. I will repay every
cruelty with kindness . . .”

Those words echoed in her memory as the light
faded. Brenna stood, alone and cold on the ridge line, her heart
pounding and a sense of wonder tingling through her fingertips.
Breathing hard, Brenna wiped her eyes, picked up the rifle and
fire-making tools she’d created, then pressed onward. She recited
psalms, hummed hymns to bolster her spirits, and walked through the
darkness with an increasing sense of purpose.




***




As the fifth day following her escape dawned,
Brenna saw the gleam of the Virgin River in the valley to her east.
Her aching legs carried her downhill with increasing speed until
she reached the valley floor and trotted gleefully toward its
western bank.

The smell of dead fish assailed her senses.
Recent rain had surged through the river channel, but as the waters
receded, dozens of salmon had become stranded in shallow pools that
eventually could not support them. However, that meant that easily
caught fish remained in the river, and Brenna had become very
hungry.

She frightened off a feasting black bear and
a host of scavenging birds by firing the rifle, but kept a wary eye
out afterward. Her stolen gun, designed to kill people, lacked the
power to do much more than enrage a bear. Unaccustomed to the loud
report and satisfied with his full belly, the creature dashed for
safety into the tree line.

With the hump of a large, male salmon visible
in the current, Brenna held her rifle in her left hand while she
waded into the cold current below the dying fish. With his mating
task completed, this particular salmon patrolled a gravel bed to
protect it from use by rival mating pairs. By carefully putting her
right hand into the water behind the salmon’s tail, Brenna slowly
crept up from behind, grabbed it firmly by the gills and lifted the
writhing fish out of the water.

After starting a fire and feasting on her
first meal in many days, Brenna began collecting material to build
a raft. A long, slender piece of driftwood served not only as a
pole to guide the raft through the current, but also as a means for
wedging several bleached logs close to the riverbank. Lacking the
strength to lift those logs, Brenna had to assemble everything in
the water. She tied the logs and three, smaller cross pieces
together using the rope that had once bound her. Then, poling out
from the shore, Brenna Velez navigated into the deepest channel and
began the last leg of her journey home.

Though its waters looked placid from the
hilltop, Brenna discovered that the Virgin River tumbled and
swirled around boulders–sometimes violently–and that maintaining
her balance on top of the raft required diligence. At one point she
struck a rock, and as the raft spun around the girl fell to her
hands and knees, nearly losing both the pole and her rifle. For
many hours, she drifted with the current, resisting the temptation
to cool her legs with water. Her skin–particularly her
thighs–reddened slightly as her flesh gradually adjusted to
daylight exposure. Eventually, the river brought her to the old,
stone bridge where the Mistress of the Woods road crossed
overhead.

A squad of soldiers noticed her approach from
afar and watched her progress from the bridge, with their rifles
readied. Dark skinned, wearing the uniform of Tegene’s army, Brenna
recognized her father’s Abelscinnian allies with a sense of great
relief! Someone called to her in Kamerese, and realizing that her
rifle, coat and hat belonged to a rebel unit, the girl put the gun
down, stood tall and shed the jacket.

“I am Brenna!” she cried in her own
tongue.

Hurriedly, the warriors came down from the
bridge. Wide smiles and genuine excitement appeared on their dark
faces. Two of them waded into the river and pulled the raft ashore
as Brenna stepped into the embrace of Tegene’s youngest son,
Jawara.

“My sister!” he exclaimed. “May the Holy One
be praised!” With dawning dread, Jawara noticed Brenna’s bruised
flesh, horrified at the evidence of mistreatment clearly visible
down her back. He held her brow against his chest with a gentleness
underscoring deep affection. “My God! What have they done to
you?”

Brenna wept, soaking his sweat-stained
uniform in her tears. She shook her head, unable to find words that
adequately expressed the cruelty of her captors as she basked in
the kindness of a lifelong friend.







****







Life and Death







Kira’s breakfast, abandoned on the small
table next to Mrs. Bergen’s guest room bed, had grown cold.
Although her hostess prepared delicious meals, Kira simply didn’t
feel like eating. She paced near a window that overlooked the back
yard garden with a restlessness rooted in boredom, while the
delightful combination of oatmeal and brown sugar so lovingly
prepared for her developed a crust from inattention and
neglect.

Though she’d not been charged with any crime,
Kira’s situation felt like imprisonment. Being strictly confined to
Mrs. Bergen’s house–a genuine punishment from Kira’s point of
view–paled in comparison to the combination of forced bed rest and
the imposition of a police guard just beyond her bedroom door.

Officer Danzen tried to project a serious
demeanor, but Kira knew full well that while this policeman’s duty
involved keeping her brother at a distance, Algernon would have had
no difficulty knocking him to the floor. Her relationship with the
guard had not started well, as the overweight policeman with
sweat-ringed underarms often stared at her through the keyhole when
Mrs. Bergen wasn’t looking. After awhile, however, Kira’s charm
softened his demeanor and he became permissive. He allowed her to
roam around the house, while he dutifully opened doors, pulled out
her chair and otherwise behaved like a gentleman.

She liked attention, and in truth, felt a bit
sorry for the man. However, Kira found that her smile and listening
skills encouraged him to share many more details of his life with
her than she cared to hear. After trying to spend time reading in
Mrs. Bergen’s library, or working on an unfinished sewing project,
Kira retreated to her room for privacy, only to notice his shadow
on the keyhole again.

Kira felt tempted to put on a show for his
sake, but decided that further scandalizing Mrs. Bergen’s
hospitality served no purpose; the policeman’s presence had proven
traumatic enough for her conservative hostess. Kira believed that
the elderly woman meant well, and genuinely didn’t wish to offend
her. Despite a patronizing attitude, Mrs. Bergen acted out of
motherly concern, inspiring greater than typical tolerance from
Kira.

Though the girl chafed under the terms of her
confinement, she also didn’t want to do anything that might
jeopardize the comfort and safety of her situation. Mrs. Bergen
owned the nicest house Kira had ever lived in. Having grown up in a
poor family, and after spending years living an ascetic lifestyle
in the Temple Elsbireth, Kira quickly adapted to luxurious
amenities. A soft bed, satin sheets, electric lights and running
water made for a comfortable prison. Mrs. Bergen kept her house
warm, too!

While she appreciated these affluent
surroundings, Kira felt hemmed in. Vague anxieties about her
pregnancy and her future of public service found a moderately
receptive audience in Mrs. Bergen. However, unspoken worries
relating to Algernon, their unfinished homestead and relations with
the giants remained incarcerated in her soul. A strong sense of
helplessness prevailed whenever she thought about any of these
things, and in her current situation, Kira had a lot of time to
think.

She needed a trustworthy friend. Fortunately,
Bronwyn showed the true mettle of her character, forgiving,
accepting and supporting in a way that Kira desperately needed.
Though she didn’t feel right to cry her cares into Bronwyn’s bosom,
and felt guilty for using her to subvert the police prohibition
against communicating with Algernon, the situation left her with
little choice.

Legal sanctions aside, Kira also worried that
the giants might physically harm, or simply take her friend as a
slave. Bronwyn, gentle-spirited and far more interested in cooking
than fighting, had never excelled in martial arts. Should anything
unfortunate happen to her, Kira would never forgive herself. Even
skinny and ill-coordinated Astrid could defend herself with greater
skill!

Spiritual training that promoted love and
self-sacrifice impacted Kira’s thinking to an extent that she
admitted to no one. Thus, she felt conflicted over the dangerous,
yet necessary role she’d persuaded her friend to play in relaying
messages, while also fretting about her safety as Bronwyn traveled
alone, to and from Superstition Mesa.

Thus, with a sense of great relief, Kira
heard Mrs. Bergen answer a knock at the door and recognized
Bronwyn’s cheery voice as the kindly old woman welcomed the young
acolyte back into her home. Quickly, Kira returned to bed, rumpled
her hair and pretended to be resting.

Bronwyn set two parcels down as she accepted
and returned the formal greeting of the police guard. She referred
to him by name and smiled prettily when he remembered hers.
Stifling a swell of nervous energy, Bronwyn quietly knocked on
Kira’s door. The policeman rolled his eyes and shook his head,
knowing that Kira had not been in bed a minute earlier. Though she
noticed this, Bronwyn said nothing as she gently pushed open the
guest room door.

Kira felt relieved to see a friendly face.
Despite the fact that Bronwyn had a Lithian name, none of her
features remotely suggested any Lithian heritage. Though not yet
fully mature, Bronwyn already stood tall. Her sturdy,
broad-shouldered frame, large hands and big feet, hinted that she’d
not stopped growing, either. The pretty girls from the Temple often
whispered wickedly about her, as Bronwyn’s darker features gave her
an exotic visage for a Tamarian girl.

She didn’t look Kamerese, either. Bronwyn
loosened her brown, shoulder-length hair so that it fell into a
frame around her face. High cheek bones and a small mouth suggested
Vatheran genes, but her regal nose and dark eyes looked like those
belonging to people originating deep within the Azgaril Empire.
Because she struggled so much with her weight and didn’t look like
a typical Tamarian girl, Bronwyn suffered relentless teasing. Many
of the boys at the Temple called her “mongrel” and barked at her
from a distance. Though hurt by this ongoing harassment, Bronwyn
never retaliated.

A quiet, desperate struggle to find her place
in the Temple milieu featured prominently in much of her behavior.
She’d consented to Kira’s seduction for this reason, and worried
obsessively that allowing her friend’s sexual advance had ruined
her standing with the Supreme Council. Even now, two years after
that incident, Bronwyn still felt like an outsider.

Yet she’d always felt a yearning for service.
She’d always dreamed of membership in the priesthood. Her sweet
disposition, selflessness, and commitment to the Temple teachings
made her particularly well suited for ministry. It was, in fact,
the only career path she’d ever seriously considered.

She looked at Kira and felt sorry for her,
knowing that the girl hated confinement. Although she disapproved
of Kira’s unwed pregnancy, Bronwyn kept her thoughts hidden as she
sat on the bed and took hold of Kira’s left hand. “How are you?”
she asked.

Again, the strange temptation to lean forward
and kiss Bronwyn’s mouth arose within Kira’s consciousness. While
Bronwyn had never before been the subject of Kira’s personal
fantasizing, her emotional needs had been linked with sexual
contact early enough in her experience to blur the lines between
the two. While Kira denied the confusing attraction for other girls
that surged through her flesh ever since then, she suppressed her
desire poorly.

“I’m ok,” Kira replied, lying. “I’m glad to
see you!”

Bronwyn evaluated Kira’s expression, and,
recognizing its prurient roots, disappointedly dropped her friend’s
hand. “I bought something for you,” she said quietly, changing the
subject in the hope of redirecting Kira’s unspoken passion.

Kira adjusted her pillow and sat up, using
the moment to firmly re-establish control over her desire. “That’s
sweet,” she replied. “Let me see!”

Bronwyn suddenly felt a little uncomfortable
in Kira’s company. She’d also felt edgy with Algernon at first, but
Algernon hadn’t looked at her with the same glimmer she recognized
in Kira’s saddened eyes. Why was her friend coming on to her now?
Hadn’t she made the boundaries of their friendship clear?

Sitting up stirred something else in Kira’s
loins. Her facial expression changed to one of intense
concentration that concealed a flash of pain as she began opening
the package. Beneath its plain, brown paper Kira found a
voluminous, long-sleeved floral gown made from expensive, Kamerese
cotton. She gasped, knowing the value of the garment she held.
“Where’d you get the money for this?” she asked.

Bronwyn ignored the question. “Are you going
to try it on?”

Kira examined the ample outfit and looked at
her friend with a sense of incredulity. “It’s for a fat girl!” she
exclaimed in a whisper.

Bronwyn smiled insecurely. “No, no! It’s a
maternity outfit. It has lots of room for you to grow!”

Kira swore, flinging the dress to her feet.
“I don’t want to grow!” she complained.

Though she knew that Kira’s emotions often
ruled her behavior, Bronwyn had invested some care in selecting the
dress and felt a twinge of hurt that Kira so stridently rejected
the gift. Nonetheless, she put her own feelings aside for a moment.
“I know,” she murmured. “I wish I could undo all the bad things
that have happened to you.” Reaching for the garment again, she
returned it to Kira’s hand, stood to close the door and reached
into her bra to discreetly pull out Algernon’s note.

When Kira saw the paper, her expression
suddenly changed again. She arose and came disconcertingly close to
Bronwyn’s face, whispering in her ear. “Stay where you are and keep
your back to the door. The cop likes to watch through the
keyhole.”

She stepped away, carefully and quietly
unfolding the note. As she read, her eyes widened. Kira looked up
at the ceiling and muttered a tirade of profanity that would never
have passed Bronwyn’s lips.

“What’s wrong?” Bronwyn asked, alarmed.

Kira folded the note, hiding it in her left
hand. Then she pulled her gown overhead, tossed it aside, and
reached for the garment Bronwyn had brought for her. “Look at
this!” she said in an angry voice. It fits two of me!” Then she
motioned for Bronwyn to move aside, mouthing the words: “Let him
look!” without actually speaking them.

The girl had no shame, Bronwyn thought,
wondering where Kira had found the money to obtain one of those
really expensive, Kamerese halter tops that the rich women of
Marvic were still lining up to buy. “You won’t know until you
actually put it on!”

Kira pretended to observe her profile in the
dressing mirror, holding the dress against her breast and belly as
if to show Bronwyn how impossibly large it really was. The trick to
distract the police officer from the truth behind Bronwyn’s visit
worked beautifully. Once satisfied that he’d seen enough, she
turned to face the door and let Bronwyn help her put the dress on.
“Don’t take this personally,” she warned in a whisper.

As Bronwyn straightened the fabric around
Kira’s shoulders, Kira pulled open the top of Bronwyn’s robe and
stuffed Algernon’s folded note back into her friend’s bra. She
closed her eyes for a moment, letting her touch linger, then turned
around so that Bronwyn could fuss with the back of her maternity
gown.

Bronwyn stiffened, annoyed. “Don’t ever do
that again!” she warned, quietly.

Kira turned back, a sad expression on her
pretty face. “I know,” she breathed. “I’m sorry, Bron. I don’t
understand why I’m feeling this way and I’m really scared. I’m not
like Astrid, and I promise I’ll not take advantage of you like I
did at the Temple, but right now I just need you to trust me.”

Bronwyn felt used and she didn’t like it. The
clandestine communication between Kira and her brother hinted at
some kind of nefarious behavior of which, no doubt, she would
disapprove. Were they selling drugs? How else could a poor monk and
his wayfaring sister afford such a big house and expensive clothes?
The halter top she’d seen on Kira cost five sterlings. That kind of
money could feed a large family for a long time!

“Keep your hands to yourself, Kira,” Bronwyn
whispered, firmly. “I’m your friend, not your lover or your
messenger. Don’t abuse my compassion!”

Kira wanted to reply, but suddenly felt very
dizzy. She reached for Bronwyn’s shoulder as a spasm of pain raced
through her lower back. Though she tried to hide the discomfort, it
proved stronger than her will and she groaned involuntarily.

The strength of Kira’s grip alarmed Bronwyn.
Responding instinctively, she held Kira close, preventing her
friend from falling to the floor. “What’s wrong?” she asked,
holding up Kira’s staggering body while she moved her back toward
the bed.

Kira gasped in reply, her left hand slipping
from Bronwyn’s shoulder to clutch her own belly. Though she tried
to lessen, mitigate or otherwise control the rising pain that
wracked her womb, as she’d been able to do in the past, something
felt different this time. As she sat back on the bed, Kira felt a
gushing sensation between her legs.

When Bronwyn laid Kira onto the pillows she
saw a watery, pink stain spreading through the maternity gown’s
fabric. Eyes widened in fear and revulsion, yet reluctant to leave
the girl alone, Bronwyn screamed for Mrs. Bergen.

Kira began sweating. Her breath came in short
gasps. Color drained from her face. “Bron!” she pleaded. “I need my
brother!”

The old woman practically knocked the
policeman over as she burst through the door shortly thereafter.
Though she had no experience with Kira’s situation, she took charge
immediately. “Towels are in the hall closet,” she barked toward the
embarrassed Officer Danzen. “Fetch me some hot water from the sink
as soon as you’re done!”

Mrs. Bergen’s wrinkled brow displayed genuine
concern for the young woman under her care. “You poor dear!” she
exclaimed. “Is the baby moving?”

Kira winced under the pain of an
uncontrollable muscle cramp. She shook her head. “It never
moves.”

“Are your breasts a little tender?”

Growling through gritted teeth as sharp pain
stabbed her womb, Kira shook her head. “My tits are fine. I want my
brother!”

Bronwyn felt awful. She wanted to help, but
aside from holding Kira’s hand, simply didn’t know what to do.
“Shouldn’t we send for a doctor?” the girl inquired.

Officer Danzen brought towels, then scurried
off to draw hot water when Mrs. Bergen snapped: “Begone! This is no
place for men!” Then, turning to Bronwyn, she spoke in a firm, but
much more gentle voice. “Go to the clinic. Find Dr. Meens and tell
her that Kira has gone into labor.”

“But it’s too early!” Bronwyn exclaimed,
knowing that Kira had somewhere between three and four months of
pregnancy remaining before her expected due date.

“Do as I say, girl!” Mrs. Bergen ordered.

“I don’t need that slut!” Kira roared as her
friend arose. “I want my brother!”

Bronwyn paused at the doorway. “I’ll go to
the mesa after I get the doctor, ok?”

The cramping ebbed as Mrs. Bergen slid a
towel under Kira’s backside. Of all the humiliations Kira had ever
experienced, allowing the old woman to clean up the mess between
her thighs ranked among the most disagreeable. “He’s not at the
mesa,” Kira admitted. “He’ll be in court today.”

Mrs. Bergen paused, stunned. “How do you know
about that?”

Kira glared at her benefactor and lied. “Ask
the voyeur in the hall!” She turned her frightened eyes back toward
Bronwyn and began to cry. “Bring him, please! I need my
brother!”




***




Bright daylight spilled into a cavernous
hangar as its doors slid open. The floor area of this building
covered eight acres of land on Patriot Peak, the second-highest
hill on the broad promontory where Marvic stood. Behind these huge
doors, the aluminized, fabric skin covering one of three dirigibles
recently bought by the Tamarian military gleamed in the late
morning light. She’d been named The Spirit of Marvic, in honor of
the city where she was stationed, but hadn’t yet become a familiar
sight to its residents.

The sheer size of the airship inspired awe.
At 600 feet in length, she and her sister ships easily ranked as
the largest craft of any kind built within the Republic of Tamaria.
Although the project to build her remained secret, she shared a
development history with older, observation blimps and smaller,
prototype airships. The dirigible used mature technology developed
for trains, ships and rockets, ranging from fairly sophisticated
navigation instruments to the rotary expansion engines that
provided power to her electric drives. Integrating components from
other applications sped up production time.

Several lift bags, partially filled with
hydrogen, along with large ballonets containing ordinary air, were
enclosed within a lightweight frame. Air pumped into the ballonets
served as ballast to control lift and trim. With her ballonets
full, The Spirit of Marvic was too heavy to fly. But once the pilot
drained the air ballast and her wingtip mounted electric motors
moved the ship forward, The Spirit of Marvic could lift nearly
three tons of cargo.

From a distance, she looked like a huge shark
without a dorsal fin, as her flat-bottomed gondola extended nearly
the entire length and width of the ship. This section, divided into
compartments, contained the pilot house, crew quarters, kitchen and
a vast cargo bay. Wings, both forward and aft, induced aerodynamic
lift while the ship was underway, enabling the massive dirigible to
fly. This fact differentiated her advanced class of airship from
earlier, pure lighter-than-air designs.

Older airships often loitered over remote
areas, scouting and aiding in the suppression of forest fires, or
monitoring the movement of giants. They were rarely seen as a
result, and few people knew of their existence. Queen Tamar, in her
particularly mysterious way, provided an engineering crew with
detailed plans that moved the new airship design far beyond
anything that had been attempted before. Dynamic lift and vectored
thrust gave the advanced dirigibles a degree of flexibility that
enabled Tamarian military planners to envision new roles for their
big machines. On this day, The Spirit of Marvic flew in line of
sight with a ground tower, so an onboard observer could exchange
signals with an officer on the ground. Aerial artillery spotting
and reconnaissance, already regular practices in Kameron, would
soon become widespread using these huge, free flying platforms.

Her ground crew, dwarfed by the monstrous
machine, fussed over pre-flight preparations while the air crew
received a mission briefing. Though she was not scheduled for a
long distance flight, The Spirit of Marvic took on a full load of
ethanol fuel in her internal wing tanks, as part of the delicate
balance between lift and load required to safely operate the
airship.

Once all preparations had been completed, The
Spirit of Marvic rolled out of her hangar on a purpose-built rail
car. Though she could land and take off directly from any flat
surface, including water, the rail car made backing the airship
into her hanger a simple task. A vast, circular take-off area lay
at the end of the track. The airship’s pilot angled The Spirit of
Marvic into the wind, started her engines, then pulled back on the
release mechanism that allowed the dirigible to rise into the
sky.

Nearly everyone in the city who saw the
airship take flight stopped to watch the magical scene unfold. She
rose at a steep angle, the roar of her air screws fading as the big
ship quickly gained altitude. A series of bright flashes from her
signal lamp confirmed communication as the great ship turned
northward and flew over Superstition Mesa.

Within the fortified wall surrounding the
city of Marvic, several 9 inch gun batteries rose slowly from their
concrete bunkers and moved into firing position. Their 10-man crews
readied ordnance from the protected ammunition magazines buried
deep beneath the stone wall and waited for their role in the life
and death drama to commence.

Because of Marvic’s high elevation, the
dirigible flew very close to her safe operation maximum altitude of
7 000 feet. Too far beyond this, and gas expansion might burst her
lift bags. Sustained diligence featured high on the list of
training priorities for Tamarian airship crews. While pressure
relief valves on the lift bags would prevent catastrophic failure,
the Tamarian obsession with conservation mandated that such venting
occur only in emergencies. A vapor recovery system condensed water
out of the boiler exhaust, which slowed, but did not eliminate, the
gradual increase in buoyancy resulting from the combustion of
ethanol in the ship’s power plant. The longer she stayed aloft, the
more care the crew needed to exert in order to fly safely.

Within minutes of lifting off, The Spirit of
Marvic passed over the circular form of Algernon’s homestead.
Following a hand drawn map, the airship angled to the northwest
until it passed over a huge clearing in the forest below. At this
point, the ship’s pilot moved the craft several hundred yards to
the east, turned its nose into the prevailing wind and adjusted
airspeed so that the dirigible appeared stationary from the
ground.

An onboard artillery observer scanned the
landscape for movement, not at all surprised that he saw only
trees, scrubby plants and a red flag hanging limply from a pole.
Giants were primarily nocturnal, so he didn’t expect to catch a
glimpse of them. Their palisade fort, cleverly hidden from view on
the ground, looked like it had sustained recent damage and been
repaired. Wisps of smoke from a nearby garbage midden betrayed
their occupation of the site. That was all the evidence he needed
to confirm further action. The observer sent a single message by
signal lamp: “On station. Commence firing.”

The battery commanders had already received a
list of targets. They set their guns to the directed azimuth,
creating a line of fire that would be adjusted by the observer as
necessary. Because the area surrounding Marvic had been extensively
surveyed, range to target had already been specified, gun crews
loaded the big cannon, elevated, aimed, and commenced registration
fires upon receiving the order from the aerial observer.

Regularly scheduled artillery practice
occurred on the first day of every month, and most Marvic residents
hardly paid attention to the sound of the big cannons hammering.
Sustained firing on this day, which fell between the normal
practice times, created a mild sense of alarm among the citizenry.
As the guns adjusted their firing solutions and continued shooting,
people began lining up near the entrances of secure areas beside
the wall batteries, and at The Dragon’s Lair military training
compound, to ask questions.

Having anticipated this problem, the army
posted wartime signs outside the entrances to the battery
locations, as well as the base itself, to inform the public that
this firing was not a scheduled exercise, but an actual engagement
against enemy targets. Liaison officers calmed the gathering crowds
by reminding them that the big guns were long-range weapons, and
the threat to which they were responding did not represent an
immediate problem to residents of the city or the surrounding
environs.

“We’re hitting distant targets in unpopulated
areas,” they said, soberly. ”This will prevent our enemies from
establishing outposts anywhere that might constitute a threat to
our people.”

Once the fort on Superstition Mesa, along
with a smaller compound a few hundred yards away that probably
housed the females, had both been reduced to splintered ruin, the
artillery observation officer aboard The Spirit of Marvic evaluated
the destruction and issued a cease fire order.

A company-strength unit of pre-positioned
ground troops, waiting for the smoke shells that signaled the end
of artillery operations, moved into the area to ensure that all the
giants had been slain. Their task also included creating a
photographic record of the desolation for the purpose of an
after-action review.

After the shells stopped falling, the
dirigible flew above the steep, narrow valley through which Augury
Creek flowed. The airship found its second target set ten minutes
later. This fortification looked newer and was much larger than the
outposts on the mesa had been. Due to the nature of the steep
slope, the dirigible’s pilot pulled the ship back several hundred
yards after the target had been identified, and the process began
anew.

Three additional settlements, all within a 20
000 yard radius of Marvic’s northern wall, came under heavy
artillery fire whose accuracy was successfully pinpointed by aerial
observation. By the time the operation came to its conclusion,
ground force commanders from various field units counted 49 adult
and 22 juvenile giants dead by artillery strikes. The soldiers
added several additional kills to the total by virtue of rifle and
rocket fire before The Spirit of Marvic returned to her hangar in
the late afternoon.




***




Piano music echoed through the rafters of the
Velez villa. After an emotional reunion with her family, friends
and the household servants, Brenna frequently sat at the piano for
many hours, pounding the keys until angry, furiously-played
compositions gave way to sweeter, melancholy melodies. She
improvised sad progressions in minor keys, her playing gradually
decreasing into singular, dissonant chords blended together by
simple, two or three note scales.

Lynden returned home from a series of
difficult meetings where a thousand details and conflicting demands
roared for his attention. Local citizens complained about the
rising price of bread. Workers in the light forges wanted higher
wages. Land owners along the southern stretches of the Virgin River
worried about rebel shelling. Some of the refugees, relocated
during the early summer, still could not return to their properties
because land mines and unexploded ordnance had not been cleared.
Munitions deliveries that should have replenished supplies his army
expended during the summer had been paid for, yet only a fraction
of the needed bullets and artillery shells had actually
arrived.

Complicating everything, Tamarian airship
flights and scouting reports confirmed that El Caudillo’s forces
had disengaged from their positions on Weeping Ridge and redeployed
near the Mistress of the Woods Road, the main overland route that
linked the Velez estate with Magnolia Bend, far to the west. With
his forces dug in just beyond the river, the rebel warlord pressed
the threat he’d issued a few weeks earlier.

Leadership weighed heavily on Lynden’s
shoulders. He’d come home to be with his family, to clear his mind,
and to find a quiet place to pray. Listening to Brenna practice the
piano wrought a sense of comfort and normalcy, yet he knew that
she’d been deeply wounded by the experience of her recent
captivity. Brenna had been so weakened and exhausted by her ordeal,
he’d carried her to her upstairs room when she first arrived.

The Lithian warlord sat down on the bench
next to his eldest daughter, accepting her into his arms as she
leaned her head against his shoulder. He shut his eyes and prayed
in gratitude that her life had been spared. At the same time,
unspoken anger burned in his soul over her mistreatment. She’d been
emotionally fragile when she first returned to Kameron with Garrick
in the early summer, but now she seemed broken. All her family
could do for her was pray.

Brenna insisted that Garrick not see her,
pleading with her father to put him off and explain her disgrace.
Lynden spoke to Garrick privately, gave him a brief letter she had
composed, and gently counseled patience. He recognized the hurt in
Garrick’s grey eyes that revealed deep, undeniable devotion, then
embraced the young Tamarian as his own son. Among Lithians, respect
for an individual’s wishes ensured that Lynden would honor his
daughter’s request, but he didn’t agree with Brenna’s refusal to
see the boy.

“He loves you, Blynn. You are only hurting
him this way.”

Nonetheless, every glance into the mirror
confirmed the awful truth that Allfather would not restore her
flesh to its flawless glory, and the beautiful symbol of her
virginity would take many years to grow back. Lynden watched Brenna
oscillate between rage and despair, her emotional highs expressed
in sharp, angry words or strenuous exertion on the keyboard, while
her lows pulled the girl into sullen, guilty silence punctuated
with weeping.

Muenda, Tegene’s eldest son, began caring for
her shortly after she’d arrived home. Brenna had known him all her
life, trusted his judgment and submitted to his professional
examination. Muenda discreetly reported to Lynden that the bruising
and scarring Brenna had not been able to heal would gradually fade.
Despite the fact that the rebels had cut her hair, Muenda also
confirmed that she remained a virgin, a fact that Lynden quietly
discussed with her as they embraced on the piano bench.

“Garrick does not measure your fidelity by
the length of your hair,” he said. “You know that you have saved
yourself for him, and he trusts you. What do you accomplish by
denying him the chance to prove his faithfulness? If you continue
behaving this way, you only wound him further; by doing so, you
risk the death of your relationship. Is this the outcome you
desire?”

Brenna averted her eyes. “You didn’t speak to
me this way when I first introduced you to him,” she accused. “You
warned me against making hasty decisions. Now you’re convinced that
he will leave me if I don’t let him see me in this wretched state!”
When she returned her gaze to her father’s eyes, she looked angry
again.

“I did not know him then as I do now. I did
not love him then as I do now. Though he is not a believer, he is a
young man of integrity, and I am proud to call him my son.”

She pulled away with a deep sigh.

“Don’t you want me to love him?” Lynden
asked.

Brenna nodded. “You know I do.”

“Then act that way, Blynn! You’re not giving
him a chance to comfort you, and thus you repudiate the gift of
love that Allfather offers you through him.”

Something inside her heart still struggled
with the possibility that he’d not want her once he saw that her
hair had been cut, once he ran his fingers along the ugly scar that
marred her neck, once he glimpsed the black bruises and unhealed
lash marks imprinted on her back. “If he rejects me my heart will
break!”

Lynden drew his daughter close again and
kissed her head. “If you continue in this vein, that outcome will
be assured. You have chosen someone who loves you deeply, despite
the ordeal you’ve endured. It’s your will, not the damage to your
flesh, that forces him away. Pray over this, my loved one. Pray
over this and let Allfather’s will be done.”

“Of course,” she murmured, looking down at
the piano keys. “But how can I enjoy my freedom while the others
remain captive? How can I appreciate Garrick’s affection while the
others are undergoing torment?”

Lynden understood both the depth of
solidarity Brenna felt toward the Tamarian medical personnel and
the ambivalence rooted in her own survival. “Your soul has always
been compassionate, my Blynn. You feel conflicted because Allfather
saved your life.”

“To what end has God spared me?” she
complained. Brenna looked at her father with an expression of
accusation in her eyes. “The man who set me free told me that the
rebels were going to kill me. Now I’m safe, but I can’t rest. I
can’t sleep. I have no appetite for eating and drinking while all
the other people I worked with are still rotting in that prison! I
can’t enjoy my freedom while they remain in captivity. It’s not
right!”

He nodded and drew her close. “A warrior’s
heart beats within your breast! I know that you want to see
goodness triumph. You cry out for retribution and justice, but God
will not permit this evil to prevail. Thea has dreamed that this
rebellion will come to a crushing end.” Lynden leaned close. “The
Tamarians will act, and their actions will be decisive.”

Brenna scoffed. “They’ve done nothing!”

“They’ve done nothing yet,” Lynden corrected.
“You are not privy to their plans.”

Her eyes widened. Her heart beat faster.
“What do you know?” she asked.

Lynden believed that God had spared Brenna’s
life for a greater, spiritual purpose. The holy warrior ethic
shared between them had its root in such faith. Yet his heart
longed for Brenna to remain at home, under his protection. Knowing
her well enough to understand she would never accept a passive role
in the upcoming events, he continued.

“If you would permit Garrick to see you, I’m
sure he’ll explain that his company is training for an urban combat
mission, though no rebel forces are currently deployed in local
towns.”

“So they’re planning to mount a rescue?” she
inquired.

“General Braun has been keeping your beloved
busy,” Lynden replied. “Though he’s not shared many details, the
general assures me that the Tamarians will do everything in their
power to end the senseless killing of refugees. There is a lot
going on between them and King Alejo of which I’ve not been
informed, yet I suspect some deal is being worked out behind the
scenes that centers on the refugee problem. The Tamarians are
building force right now, but they’re legally constrained against
unilaterally attacking the rebels. However, rescuing their captive
personnel falls under the aegis of their alliance agreement, and I
think it’s reasonable to conclude your beloved is training for that
mission.”

Brenna’s brow arched hopefully. “Can’t you
give me volunteers from among our own people for that purpose? I
know a secret way into the compound. With a small force, I could
lead them there right now!”

Lynden nodded. “That has also crossed my
mind. However, returning to that place will be emotionally
difficult for you. Though you found your way home and know the
layout of their complex, you would have to deploy enough force and
firepower to safely get in and out in the event that something goes
wrong.

“This is where the issue of projecting
sufficient force comes into play. That is something the Tamarians
do very well. If you help them, rather than leading a smaller group
of our own people, your input can minimize their losses and
increase the likelihood of success.”

She nodded, closing her eyes. “Ok, daddy.
I’ll send word to Garrick.”

“No need. He will be returning here
tomorrow,” Lynden informed her. “Whether or not your mother gives
birth to a living child, he will be present to either rejoice or
grieve with us.” That statement signaled a change in Garrick’s
status, as only family members attended such an event.

Brenna looked toward the ceiling and took in
a deep breath. “I’m tired of death,” she said. “I’m tired of
grieving.”

Lynden gently lifted Brenna’s chin with a
single finger. “Then pray,” he counseled. “Are you in the right
frame of mind to help your mother, or should I ask Thea to take
your place?” He referred to Cynthia by her nickname, as was custom
within the Velez family.

Brenna shook her head. “No!” she insisted. “I
want to help Umma. We have all waited a long time for this, and I
need to be there for her.”

Lynden patted her knee. “That’s my girl,” he
said.

Calvert, a longtime servant in the Velez
household, answered a knock at the front door and welcomed Ngoni,
Tegene’s first wife, and her eldest daughter, Farisa.

Lynden smiled, greeting the Abelscinnian
women warmly. “Alexina is still resting,” he said. “Everything is
ready for you, upstairs.”

Farisa, who always kept her hair very short,
noticed Brenna at the piano. “Come, Dulu Blynn!” she called.

This endearing term for younger, female
siblings in the Abelscinnian tongue was a nickname that Farisa used
when referring to Brenna. None of Tegene’s other daughters, all of
whom were several years older than any of Lynden’s children,
referred to Brenna this way. Hearing the nickname lifted Brenna’s
spirits.

As the Lithian girl arose to join the other
women, Farisa’s dark face revealed genuine joy. She’d been nursing
her firstborn son when Alexina gave birth to Acacia. At that time,
a very young Brenna had just been weaned and was still running
around the Velez home in Shirak completely naked. Farisa put her
left arm around Brenna’s shoulder and gave the girl a gentle
embrace. “Today, I pray your mother will nurse again!”

Brenna left her pain behind and smiled at the
ancient blessing. Among the Abelscinnians, large families and
nursing mothers were considered a sign of God’s favor. Farisa, now
too old to bear children, waited for her firstborn son to find a
wife who would make her a grandmother. She had been particularly
happy to learn that Alexina was expecting, and honored that she,
among Tegene’s adult daughters, had been chosen to give aid during
the birth. The Abelscinnian woman could hardly restrain her
excitement.

Ngoni had supervised every birth in Lynden’s
family, including two who had been stillborn. She had been praying
for many weeks that this child would survive, and it seemed that
the Holy One honored her devotion, as Muenda said this baby
remained alive. Though she climbed the stairs with less excitement
than her eldest daughter, Ngoni ascended in gratitude for the
blessing of a new life that she believed only the Holy One could
bestow.

Lynden watched the three women disappear into
a room where Tirra, Brenna’s maid, and Larissa, who served Lady
Alexina, had been making preparations. In Lithian culture,
childbirth was never witnessed by men. Even Muenda, who’d been
supervising Alexina’s pregnancy, left labor and delivery in the
capable hands of his father’s first wife.

The room to the right of Lynden and Alexina’s
bedroom suite had been remodeled to accommodate a large birthing
tank. Filled with warm water, in which the mother-to-be would
float, the tank featured a sloped table upon which she could
recline to rest between contractions. Towels, blankets, cushions,
an assortment of basins and surgical cutting tools, sutures and
refreshments awaited possible use on separate tables.

Tirra lit candles as Larissa and Cassie
helped Alexina, who had been going through pre-labor contractions
for a full day, into the room. Cynthia and Camille came in when
Larissa called them. The women gathered in a circle to pray, each
one in her own style and language. After this, Tirra offered
Alexina a drink that stimulated the onset of labor.

Brenna, Cassie and Thea entered the tank
first. This would be Thea’s first time actually assisting her
mother, as she had only watched and served food while Camille was
born. Ngoni washed her hands and dressed into a long gown with
short sleeves. Thea helped the elderly woman navigate the steps
into the water so that she wouldn’t slip in the low light. Farisa,
who also changed into a long gown, took a seat close to the stairs
so that she could aid her mother without Ngoni needing to leave the
tank. Camille, who had never witnessed a birth before and had no
formal role to play, sat with her.

Alexina felt the tonic take effect before
she’d undressed. The drink sped up labor to reduce the risk of
death from exhaustion if delivering the baby took too long. Larissa
and Tirra gently guided her until the Lithian woman took her
daughters’ arms and descended into the warm water. The two servants
blessed her and departed, waiting outside where they could be
called upon as needed.

Brenna hooked her elbows under her mother’s
arms and stroked Alexina’s forehead as the Lithian woman leaned
back against her daughter’s breast. Brenna had nearly lost her
mother during Thea’s difficult birth, and insisted on being in the
tank with Alexina for every pregnancy thereafter. Brenna prayed
fervently for everything to go well, joining her mother and Cassie
in unison breathing whenever Alexina experienced another
contraction.

Cassie, in an effort to make Brenna feel more
comfortable, had tied her hair up so that it looked short.
Nonetheless, as she watched her mother’s long locks float beneath
her body, Cassie felt sad for Brenna. She held her mother’s hand
and tried not to look at the bruises and scar tissue that appeared
on her sister’s bare flesh, shuddering to imagine Brenna enduring
torture. In order to distract her focus from this kind of thinking,
Acacia began conferring with Farisa over the shortening time
between contractions.

Thea held her mother’s left hand and
whispered many verses from the Lithian scriptures that promised
Allfather’s care for mothers and children. For her, this event
carried deep, spiritual significance because she’d been praying for
her mother to bear their family a baby boy for many years, and
she’d had a recurring dream that this child was male.

Ngoni, an experienced midwife, carefully
inserted her fingers into Alexina’s cervix in a gentle, sweeping
motion that encouraged dilation. Once she’d broken the amniotic
membrane, labor began in earnest.

Alexina didn’t find Ngoni’s ministrations
uncomfortable, but her labor pangs came on hard and fast after the
amniotic sac popped. She relaxed between contractions, saving
stamina for the increasing travail. As the pain began building,
Alexina breathed in rhythm with Brenna and Cassie to distract her
attention from the affliction that gripped her womb.

To keep up her strength, the Lithian woman
sipped grape juice, ate fruit slices and toast that Camille
prepared for her. Soon, she felt too much pain during contractions
to do anything. In between these events, Alexina frequently left
the tank to use the toilet.

Because she was such a small woman, labor for
Brenna’s mother had never been easy. Though the women sang with joy
between contractions and attended to her every need, a sense of
danger lingered in the room. Whenever Larissa came inside to add
another bucket of hot water, the worry on the servant’s face
illustrated the depth of her devotion to Lady Alexina.

But for Brenna, this experience had a
cathartic effect. She became reconnected with her loved ones, and
the focus on her mother allowed the girl to let go of her own pain.
A strong sense of solidarity with Alexina, the priceless value of
sisterhood and friendship with the older, Abelscinnian ladies
filled her soul with peace. The ultimate goal of Lithian social
customs involved knitting close relationships. For such long-lived
people, strong personal bonds maintained a lasting social
fabric.

Many hours later, when all the physical
indications appeared favorable, Ngoni checked the position of the
baby in the birth canal and smiled brightly. “Head first, face
down!” she announced. That news pleased every woman within hearing
distance.

Now fully dilated, Alexina shifted into a
sitting position. Brenna traded places with Cassie, sliding to
Alexina’s right because her younger sister was much smaller.
Alexina put her right arm around Brenna’s shoulder and her left arm
around Thea. The two girls knelt on cushions they set down on the
tank’s floor, with one knee up so their mother could sit between
them, using their legs for support. Cassie applied pressure to
Alexina’s lower back in an effort to ease discomfort, pouring warm
water over her mother’s trembling body with a cup while Ngoni
guided the baby out of the birth canal.

Anticipation built as the slow, inexorable
process continued. Ngoni calmly encouraged Alexina to push when
necessary, taking care to ensure the safety of the baby.

Camille turned away as the infant emerged.
She had never seen so much blood in her life! “Eew!” she complained
to Farisa. “That kind of puts sex into perspective!”

Farisa laughed, but holding onto Camille’s
arm she replied, “It’s a joyous event in both cases, girl!”

Alexina, exhausted from her effort, leaned on
Brenna as Ngoni brought the newborn baby up out of the water. The
elderly, Abelscinnian woman quickly cleaned off the child and wiped
through his mouth before lifting a tiny, healthy boy up for Alexina
to see.

The girls helped their mother lay down on the
birthing table. Ngoni laid the baby on Alexina’s belly while she
turned her attention to the placenta. Brenna put her hand upon her
little brother’s back to hold him steady as her heart pounded with
wonder.

Overflowing with emotion, Alexina wept,
gripping Cynthia with a trembling hand. “Your prayers have been
answered!” she exclaimed. “Allfather hears your voice!”

Larissa entered as Ngoni delivered the
placenta, after which Farisa clamped and cut the umbilical cord.
The Lithian woman saw her lady’s tearful smile and the newborn
breathing on his own. Excitedly, she burst outside the delivery
chamber and raced to the balcony overlooking the great room. “It’s
a boy!” she proclaimed to Lynden, Tegene’s family and the servants
gathered below. “Mother and child are alive and well!”




***




Towering pillars held a soaring roof line
aloft. Adorned with marble floors and thematic art that portrayed
justice, peace and societal order stemming from the rule of law,
the Victory District Court House inspired awe for most citizens.
Algernon had never stood within these walls before, but he felt
intimidation and dread, not wonder.

Busy, well-dressed people crossed its
portico. The sound of their footfalls created echoes off the stone
walls. No one gave him a second glance, and it took several minutes
for him to locate the clerk’s office so that he could find out
where he needed to report. An elderly woman with bifocal glasses
scanned the court docket. After finding Algernon’s name, she
directed him to the bailiff’s office. From there, he’d be taken to
an upstairs room where Judge Gertie Schraum presided.

When Algernon checked in with the bailiff,
the lean, clear-eyed, former soldier evaluated him quizzically. “I
thought you were a priest!” he exclaimed.

“I am,” Algernon replied.

“Forgive me,” the bailiff asked, bowing and
presenting the traditional Tamarian gesture of respect. “But you’re
not wearing your priestly attire.”

Algernon blessed the man and returned the
greeting. “I’m sure that will figure prominently in today’s
proceedings,” he stated.

The courtroom itself, a narrow, rectangular
shaped chamber, was surprisingly small. To the right, an elevated,
public gallery containing four rows of benches faced the jury box
on the opposite wall. Several people waited in the gallery, where
the bailiff directed Algernon to take a seat until his turn to face
the Investigative Jury arrived.

Two vertical windows framed a marble and jade
panel, where a portrait of Queen Tamar hung. Above the painting,
the words “Equality Under the Law” had been carved into the stone
and painted with gold leaf. The Tamarian national flag stood to the
right, with the Victory District Court banner to the left, on
either side of an elevated box seat where the judge presided.

Because the Tamarian justice system was
non-adversarial in nature, the purpose of Investigative Jury
proceedings involved fact finding. Its intent centered not simply
upon whether a law had been violated, but whether that
transgression involved any harm to the community, the environment,
or an individual. A guilty verdict, in and of itself, restricted
the rights of convicted citizens for a period of time. However, the
system strove to connect crime with the community in a way that
re-established socialization, provided restitution for any victims,
while giving an opportunity for the convicted to re-focus and
change direction.

Despite this, Algernon found his palms
sweating. He knew that Tamarian law did not permit association with
giants, and further, that any treasonous collaboration with them
merited the death penalty. Having sworn to speak truthfully, he
would have to answer any questions from the Investigative Jury with
great care to avoid self-incrimination.

Many other cases preceded his own. Citizens
who’d been seated in the gallery rose and descended to the
courtroom floor as their names were called. Defendants faced the
Investigative Jury without counsel because of the truth-finding
nature of the proceedings. In the event that the jury found
compelling evidence to proceed to trial, an attorney spoke on
behalf of the accused from that point forward.

Judge Schraum, a pale-skinned woman with high
cheekbones, bright eyes and a powerful voice, presided over her
courtroom with experienced efficiency. She tolerated no nonsense
from the prosecutor’s office staff, serving as the protector of the
accused at this point in the proceedings. She had the right to
throw out any case that she considered lacking merit, so the
prosecutor’s office selected its cases with great care, and most of
the accused citizens who faced the jury that day were subsequently
scheduled for trial.

By early afternoon, the loud thunder of
artillery fire began rattling the windows. A grey-haired reporter
entered just before Algernon’s case was called. The man did not
bother to take out his note pad until Algernon stood and walked
down to the courtroom floor to defend his case. By clearing his
throat, the reporter caught Algernon’s attention. As they made eye
contact, the old man winked.

What did that mean?

The proceedings against Algernon began with
introductions. Algernon told the court who he was, and how he’d
been working during the summer to build a mission compound on
Superstition Mesa. When questioned about his intentions, Algernon
outlined how Kira had been taken to Kameron as a slave, and that
she now wanted to minister to other young women trapped in the sex
trade industry.

One of the male jurors, a stern-looking
gentleman with a gray goatee expressed incredulity. “You’re
building a whore house on Superstition Mesa? Are you out of your
mind, boy?”

Algernon answered with a well known Gottslena
verse: “Those who lift up the wretched and poor serve as the hands
of the Great God.” That remark silenced the critic, but Algernon
continued. “Are there any more wretched than the strichmadchen who
are exploited by their pimps and madams? May God forbid, but if
your granddaughter fell under such an influence, would you refuse
the help of a priest in guiding her back to righteous living?”

The stern man pondered this for a moment.
“Are you doing this kind of ministry with the blessing of the
Temple?”

“I am not ready to begin,” Algernon replied.
“Thus, I have not applied to the Supreme Council for their
sanction.” These words, though literally truthful, did not reflect
the hard reality that Algernon had no intention of seeking approval
from a body of priests who were unlikely to deliver it.

A woman on the jury asked the next question.
“If you are a priest, why are you not wearing a robe?”

When Algernon explained that his robe had
been ripped apart and the feeding shed he’d been using as temporary
shelter had been destroyed, the prosecutor, a young, slender woman
whose acrid wit made her extremely successful in court, stood to
ask a question. After being acknowledged by Judge Schraum, Alison
Vrabel turned her attention to Algernon.

“Tell us, then. Who do you believe to be
responsible for that destruction?”

Algernon simply shrugged. “If I knew, I would
have approached the person who ruined my accommodations and
demanded redress.”

“So you don’t know?” Alison continued, her
voice bordering on the sarcastic.

“Watch your tone, counselor!” Judge Schraum
warned. “He answered the question clearly enough for you to
understand.”

The prosecutor nodded. “Is it possible,” she
inquired, changing tactics, “that the destruction of your property
occurred at the hands of giants?”

Algernon nodded. “Yes,” he replied. “Have you
found actual evidence that my robe was destroyed by a giant, or are
you merely speculating?”

Prosecutor Vrabel narrowed her eyes. Officer
Von Hoepen warned her that this boy was smart. If she didn’t
present concrete evidence and a compelling scenario, he’d shred the
case before it ever went to trial. The thought of anyone getting
away with treason made her angry, but she restrained her emotions
and sat back down.

Another juror asked: “Do you have any enemies
who might have reason to attack your residence and destroy your
property?”

“Yes,” Algernon replied. “Last spring, in the
course of searching for my sister, I encountered certain
influential foreigners who were involved in the drug trade. You may
have heard that they were smuggling opium into the city in the
center tubes of textile bolts. On two occasions, I fought against
members of a family deeply involved in that trade.”

Alison Vrabel stood again. “Convictions and
deportations have already been processed in that case. It’s
unreasonable to expect that foreigners could project their
influence over a heavily defended border and arrange for such a
reprisal after all this time.”

Algernon’s voice and demeanor remained
completely calm. “You seem very confident that these people have no
affiliates remaining in the city, yet I have sat in this very court
room and heard evidence of continued opium trafficking and
prostitution.” Then, Algernon turned toward the jury. “You know
that opium poppies don’t grow here. It’s entirely reasonable that
foreign traffickers remain influential enough to continually import
their product and seek vengeance on the demise of their
operations.”

When Algernon moved on to explain his
homestead project, Alison Vrabel jumped on the chance to inquire
about the construction of the building. “Did the influential
foreign drug traffickers help you build your house, or were there
giants involved?” she asked.

“I was in Marvic with my sister for three
days,” he explained. “When I returned, the shelter I’d been using
lay in ruins. That’s when I noticed the framework for my new
building had already been erected.”

“Please answer the question,” Judge Schraum
interjected.

Algernon took a deep breath. “I did not see
who built the framework.”

“Is it possible that a giant or a group of
giants assembled it on your behalf?”

“I wasn’t there,” he emphasized. “It’s
possible that giants put it together, but I can tell you that in my
presence, no giant was involved in the construction.”

Alison raised her eyebrows. “So, you concede
that it’s possible that a giant or a clan of giants raised the
framework of your structure on your behalf?”

“It’s possible that aliens from outer space
traveled across the galaxy for the sole purpose of helping me out,
or a group of itinerant carpenters stopped by the mesa on a hunting
trip, picked up my plans and found them so intriguing they
spontaneously decided to practice their joinery skills,” he
replied. His tone bordered on insolent, but the question seemed
ridiculous to sensible ears and his remarks drew laughter among
some jurors.

After the judge called for order and the
jurors calmed down, he continued. “You seem pretty sure that giants
were involved in building my house, but I actually live there now,
yet I have never seen any giant on my homestead.”

That statement might have been technically
true, but Alison could tell he hadn’t revealed everything that he
knew. She put her hands on her hips and moved her gaze to Judge
Schraum. “You’re going to allow him to ridicule my questions?” she
countered.

“You think that his asking giants to build
the frame is a more plausible explanation?” the judge inquired.

“Yes, I do!” Prosecutor Vrabel exclaimed.

Judge Schraum raised her eyebrows. “Well,
that’s a story I think I’d like to hear!”

Once Algernon had finished delivering his
preliminary statement and answering subsequent questions, he sat
down and Prosecutor Vrabel outlined her case against him. She began
by describing him as a social outcast, citing testimony from
selected senior priests at the Temple, a few of whom sat on the
Supreme Council. “He hasn’t asked for sanction from the priesthood
for his project because he knows they will not grant him authority
to proceed under their aegis. They’re likely concerned it will be
nothing more than a whorehouse!”

The judge slammed her gavel down. “You watch
your mouth, counselor!” she warned. “That remark is speculative,
unwarranted–especially when directed at a member of the
priesthood–and your opinions are inadmissable in this court!”

Alison backed down, letting her emotions
cool. “Very well,” she continued. The next part of her presentation
established a time line in which two important events featured
prominently. The first involved the arrival of Reinhard Koertig,
the Land Office inspector. His deposition stated that Algernon had
only completed the masonry stove and a portion of the foundation
when he arrived to check on the project.

“Officer Koertig returned to Marvic with the
accused and his sister,” she said. “The girl had a serious injury
which required medical attention and has been convalescing ever
since. That leaves the accused to do the balance of the work on his
own.”

The second important event concerned the
arrival of Investigator Von Hoepen. She read directly from his
report, which described the homestead as being substantially
completed less than seven days later. “There is no reasonable
explanation for how he could have made so much progress on such a
large structure in so short a time,” she claimed, turning toward
Algernon in anticipation of his rebuttal.

Algernon stood, and when recognized by the
judge, attacked the prosecutor’s scenario. “The Land Office
inspector made no mention of any building materials we had already
collected and pre-assembled before his arrival. I offered to let
him look at my plans, but he said that wasn’t necessary because
that wasn’t the purpose of his visit. In short, he came to check on
our safety, not to establish the extent of our progress.

“The framework was already standing when I
arrived, but I had a lot of help in completing the rest of the
structure. Friends from the Temple, and a whole crew of neighbors
came to help me after they’d finished putting up their hay. The
reason Inspector Von Hoepen found that we had made substantial
progress was that so many people were assisting me. He even
mentioned that in his report!”

“Yes,” Alison conceded. “He also mentioned
this.” Among a group of items in a box labeled “Exhibits,” Alison
retrieved a very large plane. She held it aloft for the jury to
see. “While the Inspector examined your property, he discovered
this tool. Note that it is so large, it can only be used by a
giant. Can you explain how it got there?” she asked.

The jurors murmured among themselves, their
faces suddenly showing worry.

He’d have questioned the length of time that
tool had been laying on the ground, except its iron parts showed
flecks of fresh rust and its blade looked clean from a recent
sharpening. Alison was bright enough to destroy that argument
quickly. Not wishing to allow her that honor, Algernon shrugged. “I
can’t explain that any more than I can explain the house frame. I
did not see that tool until the Inspector picked it up off the
ground, and in a subsequent search with several other police, they
found nothing else like this.”

“You have a very convenient habit of not
seeing!” the prosecutor contended. “Inspector Von Hoepen also
measured footprints in the frost.” She outlined a technique whereby
the width of a footprint determined the mass of its owner, then
lifted up a large, clay impression. “This print was made by a
humanoid who weighed nearly 600 pounds!”

Gasps arose from the jury. Algernon sat
expressionless, struggling to control his temper as the prosecutor
continued.

“So let me tell you how I know that giants
built your house . . . You say you were working all summer, but
actually, you’re lazy and made very little progress. After your
sister was told that her application to the Land Office was
conditional upon an inspection, you contacted a giant from the
mountains to help you finish the project.

“That’s why your first dwelling was
destroyed. That’s why your new house is so large, and contains huge
rafters that would be impossible for you to lift into place on your
own. That’s why so much work was done in so little time! You have
betrayed your country by collaborating with mountain giants, and
despite your priestly vows, you deserve death!”

An eerie silence prevailed in the courtroom.
The ominous rumble of artillery resumed as Algernon arose, shaking
his head. “You want everyone to believe that I asked a giant to
help me build my house, a giant that you say destroyed my temporary
living quarters and all my worldly possessions? How does that make
sense?

“Further, what would I have to offer a giant
in return for his substantial labor? I’m a monk. I have no
treasure. I have taken a vow of perpetual poverty in order to
minister more effectively. What purpose would such a vow serve if I
betrayed the very people for whom I’ve devoted my life?

“Yes, Inspector Von Hoepen found a giant’s
plane. It’s possible that giants erected the frame of my house–I’ve
never denied that–but I neither asked any giant to do so on my
behalf, nor have I ever seen a giant on my property.”

“So where did the planing tool come from?”
Alison inquired.

Algernon faced her, leaning against the table
that lay in front of his chair. “There were giants living on
Superstition Mesa,” he said. “I found the male encampment a mile or
so away from my property the day before Reinhard Koertig came to
visit.”

“You admit it now!” Alison announced,
triumphantly. She turned toward the Investigative Jury. “You see,
he is a traitor, and he lied to you, to Inspector Von Hoepen and
Land Officer Koertig!”

Algernon shook his head. “You are very quick
to jump to an unsupported conclusion,” he replied. “I am neither a
traitor, nor have I uttered a single lie to anyone throughout this
affair. There were giants on Superstition Mesa, but if they survive
the shelling, the army will destroy them before I return home.”

Judge Schraum interrupted his discourse. “You
have known about giants on Superstition Mesa all along?” she
asked.

Algernon nodded.

“And yet you hold these proceedings in such
contempt that you behave as if you are completely innocent of
wrongdoing? Do you understand how seriously you have disdained the
law, young man?”

“I have disdained nothing!” he maintained. “I
did what anyone else in my situation would do. I reported the
location of the giants to the army so that they could handle
them.”

“When did you do this?” the judge
inquired.

“On my way here this morning,” Algernon
replied. “That’s why the guns are firing.”

In all her years of jurisprudence, Gertie
Schraum had never heard anything like this. “You waited all this
time before reporting the presence of giants on the mesa? Do you
realize how guilty this makes you appear?”

Algernon threw up his hands. “Does the law
require me to put everything on hold and scurry to the army when I
find evidence of a giant?” his tone of voice reflected rising
exasperation as the young man struggled to make his perspective
understood.

Gertie Schraum patiently explained how the
law applied in this case, partially for his benefit, but also for
the education of the jury. “The legal standard for behavior centers
upon what a reasonable person would do. Is it reasonable to wait
for a court summons before providing the army with information
pertaining to national security?”

“You’ve heard the accusation that I’m lazy,”
Algernon responded. “But in truth, my primary focus, all summer
long, has been to finish that house. The fact that it’s nearly
complete right now testifies to my diligence. But, I’ve been
confined to that home and forbidden to see my sister by court
order, due to the national security implications of these charges.”
He pulled the document out of his pocket, pointing to that specific
provision.

“Now, it takes a good portion of the day to
travel all the way through town to the military base and back. I
have nowhere to stay in the city, other than at Mrs. Bergen’s
house–where my sister is–and, because I wasn’t supposed to leave my
home until this court appearance, I didn’t alert the army until
this morning.”

The judge shook her head. “I still find this
hard to understand. You had opportunity to come clean in this
matter before any charges were pressed, yet you delayed contacting
the military. According to Prosecutor Vrabel’s time line, you had
at least four full days to report on the giants before Investigator
Von Hoepen arrived on your property, and another three before he
issued the summons. Had you done so, these proceedings wouldn’t
have been necessary.”

“The man who hunts two rabbits will remain
hungry,” Algernon replied, quoting a famous Tamarian proverb. “My
primary concern centered upon the construction of adequate shelter
for me and my sister to survive the winter. It’s finally sealed
against the weather, but I still haven’t completed the interior
finishing . It’s easy for you to say that I should have reported on
the giants first, but to whom would I have turned if the house had
not been completed in time? Where else could we go when the snows
come?”

“Any number of people would have been happy
to take a priest into their home,” Alison Vrabel countered. “You’d
be considered a hero for reporting giants to the army.”

“That’s not so clear to me,” Algernon
retorted. “Nobody directly questioned me about giants until I
stepped behind this table. I can’t deny their involvement, but the
only explanation for their alleged actions I can offer, is that
somehow they must have hoped that by doing something to help me, I
wouldn’t report them.

“Had I not given the location of their keep
to the army, someone in authority could have approached them and
inquired about their motives. But had I done that, your arguments
would have sounded meritorious to a jury. Now that I have reported
them and the army is taking action, we will never know. Yet in
either case, I stand accused when I have done nothing wrong.”

Algernon turned, defending his actions to the
jury. “For many weeks I have been building relationships with my
neighbors. These are respectable people who now know me by name and
helped me complete my project. Several times this summer, my sister
and I have lent aid to a widow who lives in the valley. It makes no
sense that I would jeopardize those carefully nurtured social bonds
by establishing friendship with our enemies.

“My neighbors haven’t questioned me about the
construction of my project. They haven’t suspected the involvement
of giants. None of their property has been destroyed or stolen,
either. Can anyone know for certain how long those giants have
lived on Superstition Mesa? From the size of their trash pile and
the amount of timber they’ve cleared from the surroundings, I’d say
it’s been quite a long time. But even I didn’t know they were there
until I happened, by chance, to see their keep from a distance.

“Yes, it’s shocking to know that our enemies
have lived nearby. But far worse, is the fact that prior to this
appearance in court, nobody directly asked me if I had been
colluding with them. The police inspector presumed my guilt,
arranged for the Office of Justice Administration to file formal
charges, and served me with a warrant to appear in court. I only
learned the full extent of the investigation two days ago.”

Algernon’s words hung thick in the air.
Behind him, the reporter scribbled notes. A sudden commotion
outside distracted everyone’s attention as a female voice demanded
entrance to the courtroom. Then the doors burst open. The bailiff
arose to restrain a young Temple acolyte who shouted for the judge
to immediately stop the proceedings. “It’s a matter of life and
death!” she cried.

Algernon rolled his eyes. It was Bronwyn!




***




Kira experienced terror that transcended all
of her previous trauma. She’d gone through serious pain before; but
now she felt completely betrayed by her body, helpless and unable
to control an event that carried her flesh along against her will.
A sense of shock flooded her soul. While Kira had long denied this
pregnancy, the hard reality of its premature fruition wracked her
womb with stabbing, searing affliction.

Cursing the Great God for wreaking vengeance
and punishing her, the Tamarian girl cried out angrily as she
experienced the agony of delivering what the doctor told her would
be a dead baby. The brute vulgarity of her epithets shocked Mrs.
Bergen, but Dr. Meens remained serene.

“It’s not unusual to be upset,” the doctor
soothed, her demeanor completely calm in the midst of Kira’s
raging. “You’ll be ok.”

But she didn’t feel ok. Every muscle spasm
wrought memories of the abuse she’d endured after Marco sold her to
the slave broker. All the emotional anguish of that distress
returned from its suppressed place, deep within her memory. It
wasn’t fair! She’d loved Marco! She didn’t deserve to suffer like
this for him!

“Where’s my brother?” Kira sobbed. “I need my
brother!”

As the bleeding and contractions worsened,
her sense of humiliation became so overwhelming that she prayed to
die. Yet the deprecation continued, as if a cruel authority
retained power to preserve her life and sustain her torment.

By the time Algernon arrived–out of breath
and sweating–the ordeal had ended. He entered the room with Bronwyn
close behind, leaning into Kira’s embrace and speaking to his
pallid-faced, trembling twin with a tenderness that penetrated even
the cynical crust projected by the attending physician. “I got here
as soon as I could,” he told her. “The judge gave me permission to
see you when Bronwyn told her that you needed me.”

“I’m so sorry!” she said, weeping. “I didn’t
want any of this to happen!”

“I know,” he replied, rocking her gently.
“It’s ok now. Everything will work out.”

Mrs. Bergen, who had just replaced the
bloodstained towels and linen, gathered the soiled bedding to clean
up. Bronwyn, thinking that the twins needed privacy, offered to
take the laundry from the old widow and asked where she could find
a wash tub.

Dr. Meens wiped her instruments, whispering
to Mrs. Bergen who subsequently nodded and pointed the physician to
the upstairs bathroom. When the doctor returned, she sat on the bed
near Kira’s right hand, holding a small, stainless steel basin that
she’d covered with a clean towel. “Would you like to see your
baby?” the doctor asked.

To Algernon’s surprise, Kira nodded.

Unfolding the towel, Dr. Meens revealed a
tiny human figure. The unmoving fetus stretched the length of a
pencil, with a large head and tiny, but fully formed arms and feet.
The doctor had cleaned its flesh in Mrs. Bergen’s bathroom and cut
the umbilical cord from the placenta. Had Kira carried the baby to
term, she’d have given birth to a girl who looked as beautiful as
her father, Marco Fang.

Kira began to cry and looked away.

Dr. Meens arose and motioned for Algernon to
follow her downstairs. In Mrs. Bergen’s library, where the late
afternoon light cast a red-orange hue on shelves lined with leather
bound books, the doctor collected her notepad and instruments.
“First off, I’m sorry for your loss,” she told him. “But the fetus
had been dead for some time.”

Algernon crossed his arms and spoke softly.
“She didn’t want this baby. It’s probably best this way.”

The doctor stood in front of him, her
demeanor completely different from the stern deportment of their
last encounter. “The death of a child is always hard on the mother,
no matter what the circumstances. Your sister will be emotionally
needy while she is processing her feelings and her hormones return
to normal. Are you up to the task of supporting her?”

“We’ve been through a lot together,” he
replied. “No one stands by her like I do.”

“That’s good,” said Dr. Meens. “I’ve asked
Mrs. Bergen to let her stay here until she recovers. That way I can
keep an eye on her.”

“Thank you.” Algernon’s words came out
automatically, and he wasn’t sure that he meant them.

“One more thing,” she continued. “I accused
you of wrongdoing toward your sister, but it’s clear that the
relationship between the two of you is healthy and normal. I’m
sorry for the error in judgment, and hope you understand I was only
trying to protect your sister.”

Algernon nodded. It wasn’t much of an
apology, but he didn’t care anymore.

Dr. Meens smiled briefly, then offered him
the traditional Tamarian blessing. He returned it mechanically.
After this, she departed.

Algernon sighed. He touched his forehead, his
lips and his breast before raising his right hand in a brief,
formal prayer. “May my thoughts, my words and my heart reflect your
influence, as long as I live. Please bring your peace into my life,
and into the soul of my sister.”




***




Late that evening, long after Mrs. Bergen had
gone to bed, Algernon lay awake in the downstairs bedroom of the
elderly widow’s house. Above the ticking of the pendulum clock in
the hall, he heard footsteps on the stair. He sat up in his bed,
wide-eyed.

“Algernon?” Kira whispered. “Are you
awake?”

“Come in,” he beckoned. “How are you
feeling?”

Kira embraced him. “I’m horrible,” she said.
“I don’t want to be alone. Can I stay with you?”

He nodded, patting a spot at the edge of his
bed.

When Kira sat, she began unloading a
warehouse full of pent-up emotion. She blamed herself for the
problem with the giants, expressing her deep fear that he’d be
found guilty. “I wanted to save life, but all I see is death. I’ve
lost Marco. I’ve lost my baby, and now I’m afraid I’m going to lose
you!”

Algernon shook his head. Anger toward the
memory of Marco Fang still simmered in his heart, but he didn’t
want to say anything that would upset his sister. “The way the
judge talked before she let me come to see you, I don’t think she’s
expecting the Investigative Jury to find the charges worth pursuing
in court.”

“What do you mean?” Kira asked.

He didn’t want to tell her about the house
because he wanted it to be a surprise when she’d recovered enough
to see it herself. “They have to prove that some harm has come from
my actions,” he explained. “They think I’ve been collaborating, but
it’s all speculation. They’ve interviewed all our neighbors, but
they have no witnesses, and no evidence that any damage has been
done to life or property.”

Kira desperately needed to feel hope at that
moment. She did something that took Algernon completely by
surprise. “Can we pray?” she inquired.

“Pray for what?”

“Pray for you. Pray for me. Pray for us. Pray
that everything is going to be ok. What’s it going to hurt?”

Though he didn’t think this was necessary,
Algernon assented. The siblings held hands and petitioned the Great
God about their situation. Algernon had never heard his sister
confess the burdens of her soul in prayer before, and because he
never thought to do so himself, the young priest really didn’t know
how to reply.

Once, when Garrick told him that Brenna
prayed about all of her flaws, Algernon looked at his brother and
asked: “She has flaws?”

That had been a rare moment of levity in a
year filled with danger and uncertainty. But it didn’t seem funny
to hear Kira confess that she’d felt confused about her sexuality,
and had been lusting after Bronwyn. Her lie to Mrs. Bergen about
Officer Danzen resulted in his dismissal from the premises, yet
Kira admitted to displaying herself like she did when she’d been
dancing, as a means of distracting him from suspecting that Bronwyn
had brought a message from her brother.

“I’ve been a bad girl!” she admitted to an
entity that Algernon often suspected did not really exist outside
of his own mind. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”

The experience seemed cathartic for Kira. Her
breathing heaved as emotional desperation began to fade. Her
fingers painfully gripped Algernon’s flesh, yet he did not
complain. Through her sniffles and tears, the young woman swore to
align her life in harmony with goodness. She prayed to overcome
evil, while her bewildered brother held her in stunned silence,
wondering why Kira was behaving this way.

They fell asleep on top of Algernon’s bed.
When Mrs. Bergen arose in the middle of the night to check on Kira,
her heart beat fast when she found the girl’s room empty. After she
descended the stairs and discovered the slumbering twins, Mrs.
Bergen shut her eyes and prayed earnestly that the Great God would
work powerfully within them.

And afterward, as the elderly widow climbed
back to her bedroom, she felt a strong sense that her prayer had
been heard and would be answered.




***




The next morning, after formal prayers,
stretching and eating an elaborate breakfast Mrs. Bergen prepared,
Algernon opened a package that Bronwyn had left for him. He found a
note that Astrid had written, a brief, inspirational message that
encouraged him to have faith. She’d signed it, “With love, your
sister, Astrid.”

Algernon did not think of her in the same,
platonic sense that governed his attitude toward Kira. When he read
those words, an ache returned to his heart. Within the parcel he
found a new Temple robe. Astrid must have learned from Dmitri that
his old robe had been ruined, and arranged for a replacement.

The irony of asking Bronwyn, upon whom Astrid
had projected considerable contempt, to deliver a symbol of
spiritual favor resonated in Kira’s mind. But after Algernon
cleaned himself up, combed his hair and put the robe on, Kira
couldn’t help but smile. Astrid wanted him to look his best.

She kissed him goodbye, slapped his hand with
hers and turned back from the door to find Mrs. Bergen also getting
ready to leave. Feeling panic rise within her soul, Kira asked:
“Where are you going?”

“I’m going to the courthouse, dear,” she
replied. “My brother is there this morning.”

Kira’s brow furrowed. Mrs. Bergen didn’t like
Algernon, and High Priest Volker could easily stop by on his way
back to the Temple. Why would she bother going to the courthouse?
“You’re going to leave me here alone?”

“Your friend, that nice girl from the Temple
. . .” Mrs. Bergen struggled to remember, then brightened as the
name came to mind. “Bronwyn! That’s her! Sister Bronwyn is coming
to be with you. She’ll be here soon.”

But before Mrs. Bergen departed, she told
Kira to sit down. While she brewed the girl a cup of tea, she
fetched the newspaper from the front porch. “A friend of mine wrote
an article about your brother,” she said. “I thought you should
read it while you’re waiting.”

Kira unfolded the newspaper with widened
eyes. It’s headline shouted: “Young Monk Saves Marvic.”

Mrs. Bergen smiled at Kira and departed
quickly thereafter. She didn’t like Algernon, but she wasn’t going
to permit him to hang for taking care of Kira.




***




Because Algernon had donned a priestly robe,
he was entitled to use Marvic’s fast and efficient transit system
for free. On this morning, everyone he met wanted to touch him and
receive his blessing. He felt completely overwhelmed as people
smiled, thanked him, told him they admired his courage and promised
to pray for–and even financially support–the ministry he and his
sister planned to begin.

How did anyone know about that?

Bewildered, he departed from the trolley and
found the courthouse steps crowded with people. Within moments of
his appearance, Algernon found himself surrounded by an admiring
public. He couldn’t make his way forward as hundreds of Marvic’s
citizens gathered around him, reaching to touch him, asking for his
blessing, shouting their encouragements and showering him with
flower petals.

A squad of police officers saved him from
being smothered. They parted the crowd on his behalf, clearing a
path so that he could ascend the steps and make his way through the
stairs and hallways packed with people.

He felt relieved to walk into an empty
courtroom, where the bailiff greeted him and asked him to step into
Judge Schraum’s chamber. To his astonishment, Gertie Schraum and
Prosecutor Vrabel sat with High Priest Volker Pfaff! Algernon
greeted his former mentor and spiritual guide with deep
respect.

“You’ve grown!” the high priest remarked,
smiling like a proud father. Of course, Algernon had grown taller
and stronger since his last meeting in High Priest Volker’s office,
but he’d also grown in other, more subtle ways that the elderly
priest identified by virtue of changes in Algernon’s demeanor and
conduct. He’d listened to Astrid recount the tale of their journey
into Kameron, and felt satisfied that his decision to ordain
Algernon had been wise. Now, a much more mature and self-controlled
young man answered questions about his sister’s welfare.

“Why are you here?” Algernon asked. Then,
before the high priest had an opportunity to answer, he turned to
Judge Schraum. “Why isn’t anyone in court today?”

Volker Pfaff stood, patted Algernon on the
shoulder and excused himself, leaving the judge to answer the
question. He blessed the young priest and shut the office door as
he departed.

Alison Vrabel, speaking on behalf of the
prosecutor’s office, spoke first. “We’re prepared to offer you a
deal,” she said, her voice sharp and accusatory. “We’ll drop the
charges if you agree to certain conditions.”

Perplexed, Algernon shook his head. “I don’t
understand. I’m not guilty of doing anything wrong!”

“That’s not as clear as you seem to think,”
Judge Schraum responded. “Had the newspaper not declared you a
national hero this morning, it’s far more likely that you’d be
facing trial.”

Because he’d not seen the paper, Gertie
Schraum turned the copy that lay on her desk toward Algernon, so he
could read it. He scanned through the text quickly, noting that the
reporter had interviewed a police spokesman, Algernon’s neighbors,
at least one military source, and Astrid, his beloved priestess.
The article portrayed him in a very favorable light.

Algernon felt shocked. “I don’t know what to
say,” he replied.

“High Priest Volker was kind enough to come
down and speak on behalf of the Temple,” the judge continued. “He
was not aware of your plans for the mission compound, and told us
that the Supreme Council will likely not endorse the path of
service you have chosen because it lays beyond their calling.”

“That’s a polite way of him saying that the
Council thinks you’re nuts!” Alison interjected.

Judge Schraum glared at her sternly, but
offered no further rebuke. Turning her attention back to Algernon,
she continued. “However, he also said that your ordination permits
independent ministry, and that he personally supports you.

“My concern involves your judgement. It’s
clear to me that you are too young to discern a course of sober and
appropriate action. With the approval of High Priest Volker, the
prosecutor’s office has agreed to drop charges under the condition
that you and your ministry proceed under supervision and abide by
the following:

“You will uphold the law in all
circumstances. You are not permitted contact of any kind with
giants. Your mission compound will be subject to periodic
inspection by peace officers to ensure that no evidence of illegal
activity exists.

“Further, when you begin your ministry, you
will report to the Vice Crimes unit and account for your activity,
in the same manner that the homeless and street ministries
currently sanctioned by the Temple, operate. This will ensure your
protection against the criminals who control the racketeering and
prostitution rings in the city.

“Finally, your activities on Superstition
Mesa will be monitored by a Temple representative, who will report
directly to High Priest Volker on your progress. Do you agree to
these terms?”

Algernon thought for a moment. “How long will
this monitoring go on?”

“I remain deeply concerned about you,” the
judge responded. “I’m not convinced that your role in this drama is
quite as dazzling as the newspaper claims. However, our nation
faces many threats, and our people need heros. I want to make sure
that if you are not the brave priest who faced down drug dealers
and giants, that at least you are not party to their nefarious
deeds.


“You will see me again in one year, at which
time we will review these terms and modify them as necessary.” She
appraised him for a moment. “I can see that you have another
question. What is it?”

“Who will be the Temple representative?”

Judge Schraum flipped through several papers
on her desk. “Sister Bronwyn,” she replied. “High Priest Volker
reports that the Supreme Council believes her maturity, emotional
and spiritual stability make her the most suitable candidate to
assist you in your mission. Do you take issue with their
selection?”

Algernon, who had rolled his eyes at the
mention of her name, sighed and shook his head. “She wouldn’t be my
choice, but I gather that I’m not supposed to have a say in this
matter.”

“Of course you do!” Alison Vrabel stated.
“Nobody is forcing you to do anything against your will in this
case.”

Algernon didn’t see it that way. “I comply
and you let me live,” he began, “or I risk prosecution and a
hangman’s noose.” After a moment’s reflection he sighed, closed his
eyes and shook his head. “Where do you want me to sign?”




***




The honor of first presenting a newborn
usually went to the eldest child. Brenna, when she was ten, had
carried Thea to first meet their father. Later, at the onset of her
womanhood–just before she turned fifteen–Brenna did the same with
Camille.

This time, after conferring with Cassie, the
sisters agreed to give Thea the honor. Given Thea’s longstanding
desire to help raise a brother and her ardent prayers on the
subject, it seemed fitting that she should carry the baby
downstairs.

Immediate family members gathered in the
central patio, where shade and a fountain offered relief from a
particularly hot morning. They ate breakfast together, though
neither Alexina and the baby, nor Brenna, joined them. The two
women remained upstairs while the baby nursed.

During his previous visit, Garrick had been
deeply hurt by Brenna’s refusal to see him. He’d told her father
that he wasn’t worried about how she looked, he wanted to reassure
his beloved of his devotion. And when he had to return without
spending time with her, Garrick’s heart sank. He couldn’t sleep. He
read her letter obsessively and became irritable to the extent that
even Talon avoided his company.

When he arrived at the villa in response to
Lynden’s invitation, he looked exhausted. The general state of joy
that appeared on the faces of the compound guards suggested that
Alexina had successfully delivered her baby, and while Garrick felt
relief about this, his concern focused more on Brenna than on her
baby brother.

He hadn’t even had a chance to knock on the
door when Cassie and Jared appeared. She smiled and stood on her
toes so that Garrick could kiss her forehead. Jared appeared
distracted, as if the focus of his thinking lay somewhere else.
Though Garrick felt comfortable among Brenna’s family and
appreciated their warm and genuine acceptance, no one else came to
greet him. Did this indicate Brenna’s displeasure? Did she intend
to break their engagement?

“Blynn wants to see you,” Cassie announced.
She took Garrick by the hand and pulled him inside. As the door
shut, she stopped his progress by gently pressing her left hand
against his chest. “My big sister is very sensitive about her
appearance right now,” Cassie warned. Her eyes moistened. “Please
be understanding.”

That brief speech was the longest Garrick had
ever heard from Cassie. Bewildered, he looked at Jared, wondering
why Cassie’s fiancee remained silent. “Is there something you
should tell me?” Garrick asked.

Jared shook his head. “This will be difficult
for both of you. Good luck, brother!” With a brief apology, Jared
turned away and went back into the courtyard, where the sound of
many voices suggested that most of the family and their servants
had gathered there.

Cassie lead Garrick upstairs, her bare feet
falling at a light, rapid pace he struggled to match. The girl took
him to the eastern wing, where the bedrooms were located. She
stopped at a door and knocked.

“Are you ready?” she asked.

Brenna’s trembling voice came from the other
side. “Yes. Bring him in.”

Cassie led Garrick into Brenna’s bedroom. It
looked surprisingly plain, given the wealth of the Velez family,
but its canopy bed, matching dresser, vanity table and love seat
had likely cost more money than all the furnishings in Garrick’s
family home put together. A full-length, silver mirror with a
hardwood frame stood next to the vanity. A dressing screen occupied
the space in a corner. It didn’t match anything else, and Garrick
thought its inclusion seemed out of place. Brenna, like other
Lithians, lacked a sense of modesty.

Cassie pulled the chair away from Brenna’s
vanity and patted its cushion, indicating that Garrick should sit.
The young woman stood on her toes and whispered into Garrick’s ear.
“Blynn wants you to stay seated when she comes out. Please honor
her wishes.”

Garrick nodded and sat down.

“He’s ready,” Cassie warned.

Brenna came out from behind the screen,
dressed in a white, high-collared satin robe that covered her from
the neck to her feet. Her head lay hidden beneath a thick shawl.
Behind some mild bruising that lingered on her nose and cheekbones,
the girl displayed an expression revealing a blend of fear and
hope. She came to within two paces of her beloved, then
stopped.

All that Garrick could think about at that
moment involved wrapping his arms around her and holding her close.
With his heart pounding, the young lieutenant began rising from his
seat, but Cassie stayed him with her hand.

Brenna looked like she was about to cry. “If
you see me and don’t love me anymore, I’ll understand.” She said
this, but nearly choked on the words. Then silently, Brenna
unwrapped the shawl and exposed her head. At this point, her hair
had grown about the length of a fingernail, which was about as
short as Garrick generally kept his own hair. Her lips trembled as
she watched his response, waiting to see if he would express
disgust or disappointment.

“Go on,” Cassie urged.

Brenna turned around, slipped the robe off
her shoulders and handed it to her sister. She faced the window
tearfully, sniffling as she exposed her naked back for Garrick to
see.

Horror stabbed Garrick’s heart. Ugly, black
bruises, dark scabs and dozens of long lash scars marred her flesh
from her shoulders, all the way down her thighs, except for a
narrow band around her back, her hips and buttocks. In these
places, Brenna’s maiden garments had covered her flesh. Beneath her
badly damaged skin, the outline of her bones testified of serious,
forced weight loss.

The evidence of torture inspired such a swell
of strong emotion, he could not stop the tears that burst from his
soul. “What have they done to you?” he rasped. Garrick buried his
face in his hands, struggling to control the rage trembling through
his fingers. At that moment, the urge to kill–without mercy and
without remorse–surged like a strong tide through his veins. He
felt Cassie’s sympathetic hand on his shoulder, but she offered no
further comfort.

Brenna put her robe back on, then turned
around. Her face lay streaked with tears. “This is why I’ve not
wanted you to see me. It’s not because I don’t love you. It’s
because I have been ruined,” she said, hoarsely. “If you don’t want
me anymore, you can go now, while everyone is in the courtyard. No
one will see you leave. No one will stop you. My family will
understand and respect your choice.”

Something stern hardened on Garrick’s
expression as he locked his tearful gaze to her eyes. “Why are you
talking this way? How can you even think that I don’t want you
anymore?” He held out his hand, beckoning her into his embrace.

Cassie wordlessly urged her sister forward
with the jerk of her head in Garrick’s direction. Her expression
conveyed dismay that Brenna had not run into his arms.

Tentatively, Brenna reached for Garrick’s
hand. He tried to be very gentle, but she pulled him close, holding
him tightly against her breast and stroking his hair as a great
sense of relief flooded her soul. The two of them wept as the dark
fear they’d each harbored faded in the bright light of true and
faithful affection.

Cassie, ever mindful of her sister, silently
brought a face towel so that Brenna could dry her eyes. The younger
girl kissed her sibling on the cheek, Garrick on the top of the
head, then departed, gently closing the bedroom door.

Garrick had never been left alone with Brenna
in her parents’ house before. The change signaled her family’s
acceptance and trust, which he did not feel worthy of after his
encounter with Ercilia. Yet at the core of his being, no one
mattered more than the young Lithian woman he genuinely loved. “I
was so afraid they would kill you!” he whispered.

“I was also afraid that you’d been killed . .
.”

They moved to the love seat near the window,
where they could sit together. For a long time they shared
highlights of their experience over the past few weeks, gradually
relaxing in the reassurance of close proximity and the familiar
sounds of each other’s voices. Trustingly, Garrick told her that
he’d felt hurt by her refusal to see him, but Brenna didn’t
apologize. Instead, she outlined her worry that losing her hair
would end their relationship. “My mother offered to cut hers for
me,” she told him. “She could have it made into a conforming wig
for me to wear, but I couldn’t ask her to do that.”

“She loves you as a mother should,” Garrick
replied. “You’re a lucky girl.” Then he leaned toward her and said
something that moved Brenna’s spirit, touching a secret place where
only his influence could reach. “No matter what anyone has done to
you, nothing can diminish your beauty in my eyes. No one will ever
take your place in my heart.”

As Brenna turned her head and embraced him,
Garrick put his hand on her cheek, relishing that contact until his
soul felt content. When she relinquished her hold on him, the boy
reached into his breast pocket and pulled out the necklace he’d
been carrying. For several weeks, it served as a reminder of his
devotion, and now the moment had come for her to wear it. Gently,
he placed its delicate chain around her neck and clasped it
there.

“What’s this about?” she asked.

“It’s a pretty trinket for a pretty girl,” he
replied.

She loosened her robe so that the
heart-shaped pendant hung against her skin, and as she did so,
Garrick let his eyes wander down to the ample swell of her left
breast. He ran the top of his finger across the silky fabric
covering her flesh, fascinated as her body responded to his caress.
When he returned his gaze to her face, he examined the huge scar on
her neck with a knitted brow and sadness in his eyes.

As Brenna explained what happened, the young
lieutenant shuddered, realizing as she spoke how closely he’d come
to losing her. Nothing he claimed as important compared in value to
the girl he loved, and he felt wordless sorrow that she’d been so
mistreated. He didn’t care about the scar that crossed her carotid
artery, as long as it pulsed in rhythm with her beating heart.
Brenna had survived, and that’s all that mattered to him. Garrick
held his breath, turned his head and planted a gentle kiss on the
wound.

Brenna ran her fingers through the chest hair
exposed by the open V of his shirt, then unbuttoned it, tugged at
its hem, and he pulled it off so she could feel his skin freely. As
he did so, her eyes widened, taking in his well-defined form.
Brenna gazed at him, whispering thanks to Allfather for his
masculine beauty and the blessing of his acceptance. Her heart
pounded with desire as she caressed him with her right hand. The
anxiety she’d experienced–the fear that he might reject her–faded
as he pulled her close and the warmth of his lips ascended her
neck.

Confident of his devotion, she pulled away
just enough to untie the cloth belt of her robe. Brenna slowly
pulled its top open and for the first time, unveiled her breasts
for his eyes to see. Her virginal garment had protected her bosom,
and on its graceful curve neither bruise nor scratch existed.

Garrick had longed for this moment since
they’d first met, and now that it had arrived he could hardly
breathe. A tremble raced down his spine. He loved her. He wanted
her, and the urgency of his desire strained against his
self-control.

In her mind, sharing this unblemished part of
her body with him revealed both physical and emotional
vulnerability. She wanted to express love and feel loved in a
physical sense. Moving the boundaries of their relationship a
little closer to full intimacy extended an assurance of her
commitment to him. Witnessing his sense of wonder in that moment
and not wishing to let it slip away, she gently took his right hand
in both of hers and placed his palm against her naked breast.

Garrick let his forehead rest against hers,
his soul soothed by her willingness, his body grateful for the gift
of close contact. Though nothing further transpired between them,
he basked in her comfort and felt content as her feminine flesh
warmed beneath the caress of his fingers. She felt so soft, so
lovely! “Is this what you want?” he whispered.

She nodded, reaching around his broad back,
pressing her body close and bending her head to kiss his lips.
“It’s not just what I want, it’s what I need,” she answered. “I am
yours for all my life. I am yours until death.”







****







Influence







Captain Mariel Hougen studied the notes she’d
written after debriefing Harmon Grossman, the squad leader from
Alpha Company’s Third Platoon. He’d become disoriented during a
fire fight in heavy fog and hadn’t heard Lieutenant Ravenwood’s
order to retreat; yet he’d managed to escape–with his entire team
unscathed–by running the wrong way.

“Dumb luck!” Mariel mused, putting a star
next to that incident. Fortune smiled on some people, despite their
blundering. Grossman’s directional error led to an encounter on a
distant hilltop, where he and his men stumbled upon an enemy
wireless unit. They captured three terrified rebels, and more
importantly, their large radio and its time log.

Harmon destroyed its pedaled generator and
antenna, but lugged that hatefully heavy piece of equipment through
the countryside for several days. Eventually, he and his team found
the Virgin River and followed it southward. Later, a transport
truck driver found them and gave the soldiers a ride back to
camp.

The boys in the com-tech department
practically wet their pants to get hold of the spark-gap
transmitter, which they quietly loaded on a heavily-guarded train
bound for the military technology center in Vengeance. Though the
Tamarians developed direction-finding antennae and traffic analysis
for intercepting and determining the relevance of radio signals
during the conflict, Mariel now had evidence that the rebels in El
Caudillo’s army were using sophisticated equipment provided by
Azgaril suppliers. This proved complicity on the part of the
Azgaril, who flatly denied helping the rebel cause in diplomatic
circles, but also explained how certain rebel units managed to
coordinate their maneuvers so effectively. Third Platoon learned
this the hard way.

However, the details of Harmon’s account
didn’t fit with information from other sources. Mariel didn’t think
an important asset like a radio would be left behind when El
Caudillo’s rebel forces disengaged from Weeping Ridge and moved
southeast, to threaten Lynden Velez. Scouting reports and airship
overflights confirmed the movement, so why would such a vital piece
of equipment wind up in the middle of nowhere, all by itself?

Captain Engels promoted Harmon to sergeant
for recovering the radio and leading his squad to safety. Yet, the
hard work of interrogating the prisoners and interpreting data from
a variety of sources fell to Mariel, whom Colonel Adler expected to
provide timely analysis, and for whom neither accolade nor
advancement awaited.

After Mariel interrogated Harmon’s frightened
captives, incongruencies nagged at her subconscious. While the
rebel soldiers remained reluctant to tell her very much, she’d
managed to extract confirmation concerning their location. While
all three prisoners admitted to being captured where Harmon said he
found them, none of the men gave her a sensible reason for this.
The captain lost sleep trying to piece together a plausible
scenario that included the radio. Lately, she’d not been sleeping
well at all.

Just to confirm, Mariel traced her finger
over a map she’d drawn based on Harmon’s debrief, then compared
that image to an aerial photograph that showed nothing more than
sage, rocks and sand in the same area. All the rebel heavy
artillery revetments, their newly prepared defensive positions and
cavalry encampments had been moved to face the Virgin River, many
miles to the southeast. Since so much hard evidence proved that El
Caudillo’s forces had abandoned their northerly advance, the
location of Harmon’s radio seemed out of place.

“That stupid soldier probably couldn’t find
his own backside with both hands!” she muttered. If he’d become
disoriented in the fog and took days to find his way back, how
would he know where he’d stumbled across that radio, anyway?

Frustrated, Captain Hougen put the notes and
photos in her desk drawer. If Harmon had gone the wrong direction,
how did he manage to wander so far north before being picked up by
the transport truck? The time frame of his disappearance would not
have permitted him to hike far to the south, turn around, and hike
many miles north, then go east to find the river. In addition, all
of Harmon’s warriors told her they’d become separated and lost, but
every one of them said that once the fog cleared, Harmon oriented
their location and the squad marched eastward until they hit the
river. The spot where Harmon and his team were picked up by the
truck closely matched the expected distance Tamarian soldiers
usually covered at a standard rate of march. This meant that he
couldn’t have aimlessly traveled all over the countryside.

Yet, if the lost Third Platoon boys were
correct, what were those rebel radio operators doing way up north
on their own? Why were they located so far ahead of the rebel’s
furthest advance? Of course, they refused to admit reasons for
their presence, and subsequent airship overflights revealed no
equipment in the area. Why did this little bit of data bother her
so much?

The scenario she’d developed before this
information came to light seemed perfectly logical. With General
Guerro’s Loyalists threatening the port city of Magnolia Bend, El
Caudillo’s forces would soon have their logistical tail cut. Once
the rebel armies ran out of ammunition, the insurrection would die
without achieving anything significant. Mariel understood that El
Caudillo had to act decisively, and soon, or risk certain defeat
and a subsequent loss of power in the Kamerese House of Lords.

Therefore, in order to secure supplies for
his army, the rebel leader issued an ultimatum to Lord Velez,
demanding that the Lithians allow weapons and other materiel
through the mountain passes. Unable to dislodge the Tamarians, El
Caudillo had already moved his forces to threaten Lynden Velez,
whom he likely considered an easier target. If the rebel commander
controlled access to the north-south mountain valleys that lay east
of the Velez estate, he could ensure resupply, safely march his
forces northward, and then attack the Tamarian Expeditionary Force
along its vulnerable, rear flank.

But that had to happen before winter arrived.
Such a campaign would accomplish two ends for the rebel warlord.
First, it would destroy everything the Tamarians had labored to
build and effectively kick the Expeditionary Force out of Kameron.
Secondly, it would restore his control over arable land he’d
promised to his senior commanders in exchange for their service to
him. Once they occupied this previously empty territory, their
fealty would not only increase the warlord’s political standing in
Kameron City, but annual tribute sent south would help the warlord
pay debts incurred during the rebellion.

This scenario seemed sufficiently
nefarious–as Mariel ranked El Caudillo’s personal integrity
slightly below that of a venomous reptile–but Harmon’s radio threw
an unexpected twist into the story. Mariel didn’t feel confident
briefing senior officers unless all the details dovetailed
together. The radio mystery compelled Captain Hougen to question a
local source she suspected had been acting as a double agent.
Dealing with him required her best judgment. Mariel carefully
controlled anything she revealed, as an inadvertent slip of her
tongue might wind up costing Tamarian lives. She didn’t trust this
man to speak in a forthright manner, but she did know how to
exploit his personal perversion to her advantage. This sort of
challenge made her smile.

The procedure that enabled them to contact
one another changed every time they wished to meet. The signal to
check a dead drop location might range from a light being left on
in a certain window, to a red rag being hung on a refugee laundry
line, or some graffiti written in chalk on a hoarding. They always
arranged the signal at their previous meeting. Mariel had to wait
for a response, then casually check one of their prearranged dead
drops for information about a time and location. On this occasion,
the response to her signal came so quickly, she barely had time to
arrange for a back-up.

Later that evening, Mariel–wearing a
daredevil Kamerese dress that no sensible Tamarian woman would
consider for her own wardrobe–sauntered into an exclusive
restaurant in Helena that overlooked the Virgin River. Two members
of the military police, men or women of sufficiently Kamerese
heritage who could blend into the surroundings without being
noticed, would also be present. Standard procedure dictated that
she not know who they were, and the officers rotated through this
duty so Mariel’s source wouldn’t clue in. The police maintained an
arrangement with local businesses that permitted them to either act
as employees or customers in circumstances of this kind. Their job
involved observation and protecting Captain Hougen, who could not
carry a weapon in this situation.

Like many of his countrymen, Hector–the only
name he’d ever used in her company, and one that was likely not his
real name–possessed good looks and charisma. Mariel detested the
overt manner in which he constantly leered at her. If he wasn’t
staring at her legs and letting his eyes wander up her thighs, he
would lean over to catch a glimpse down the plunge of her bodice.
Hector constantly tried to seduce her, but Mariel considered him
intellectually inferior and encouraged his lust just enough to
sustain interest.

“My dear friend!” he exclaimed as she
entered. “It’s great to see you again!”

The traditional Kamerese greeting involved a
kiss on both cheeks. Mariel breathed in his sensuous, masculine
scent while pretending to plant her lips on his flesh. Hector’s
hand wandered to a firm, round place on her backside where his
touch was unwelcome, but Mariel tolerated a brief bit of fondling
for the sake of baiting him further.

She sat and feigned happiness, exchanging
irrelevant and likely untrue bits of information concerning his
personal welfare and family. When the waitress brought over glasses
of wine, Mariel tasted no alcohol in hers.

“Your people look very busy!” Hector
exclaimed, addressing her in Northern Kamerese, one of seven
languages Mariel spoke fluently. “New troops come in every day. I
see trucks loaded with equipment, and security around the training
area is tight now. What’s going on?”

Mariel dismissed the relevance of his
observations with rolled eyes and the flick of her wrist. “The
turnover is coming,” she said.

Hector looked puzzled. “The turnover?”

“We have a summer team and a winter team,”
Mariel explained, sipping her grape juice. “In order to give our
units time off at home, soldiers deploy for six month stints, then
return to base. What you’re seeing is the transition between those
two teams.”

“Ah,” he replied. “This is good for morale!”
That explained the large number of troops arriving, but not the
heightened security at the training compound. Hector did not
realize how skillfully Mariel could lie as he listened to her
continue.

“The training exercises give the troops who
rotate in a chance to adapt to the combat environment and learn how
our currently deployed forces are dealing with the conflict. It’s
all routine,” she assured him, blending truth with her
deception.

Mariel listened carefully as he replied.
Sometimes what Hector didn’t ask and what he didn’t say ranked as
important as what he admitted. “The rebellion is nearing an end,”
he said quietly. “El Caudillo has withdrawn in disgrace. This is a
terrible humiliation!”

Captain Hougen could safely admit knowledge
that the rebels had moved. “Disgrace? Humiliation? Abject nonsense!
They’re simply redeploying to attack across the river!”

Hector shook his head and leaned forward, his
furrowed brow revealing the serious nature of what he was about to
reveal. “Yes, but only because the great El Caudillo must save
face. He had never been defeated, and his reputation has suffered,
especially among high ranking officers. He promised good land in
return for their service, and he must deliver!”

“By attacking the Velez army?” she
questioned, as if the thought lay altogether beyond the realm of
reason. “Navarro and Fang tried that a few months ago, they were
both soundly defeated, and the two of them were later hanged for
treason.”

“El Caudillo will not fail,” Hector warned.
“He has been carefully planning his next move from a secure
location, and will not flail his forces against well-prepared
defenses.”

Mariel didn’t remind Hector that this was
precisely what El Caudillo initially tried in an effort to overrun
the Tamarian lines. And what did he mean by planning from a secure
location? “I imagine he must be running low on munitions by now,”
Mariel stated. “The artillery he launched in battle against us will
need to be replaced, if he intends to mount any serious campaign
before the Loyalist 10th Army cuts off resupply from the
south.”

With a lowered voice, Hector continued. “You
are right in this. General Guerro will take Magnolia Bend within
days, and then nothing will get through. But, El Caudillo has been
intercepting shipments from the river port that were bound for the
Lithian Velez. Once his stocks are replenished, he will strike
hard! This time, the outcome will not be the same as it was with
Navarro and Fang.”

Hector outlined the scenario of El Caudillo’s
forces attacking the Velez estate. “They will cleanse the foreign
filth from native soil,” he said, revealing his contempt of the
Lithians to a woman whom he’d overtly lusted after, despite the
fact that she was also foreign. Hector described resupply through
the long, north-south valleys, just as Mariel had suspected.
However, he reported this in such detail, Mariel felt sure he was
telling her a tale that someone wanted her to believe.

The bit about intercepting ammunition raised
a related question. Lynden Velez routinely sent purchase orders for
artillery ordnance through the Tamarian logistical chain. That made
sense because both armies shared the same guns. Why then, would the
Lithian warlord buy munitions from suppliers on the coast? She’d
have dismissed Hector’s remark as a lie were it not for the fact
that Garrick told her that Lynden Velez had been waiting for
munitions shipped from the coast through the river port of Magnolia
Bend.

Initially, the ordnance theft represented
another incongruency, until Mariel remembered that the bullets used
in Tamarian infantry weapons were much larger than those fired by
the Lithian rifles. She made a mental note to check on the caliber
of the Lithian and Kamerese guns, to see if the rebels could use
the smaller, Lithian ammunition.

Pretending to be interested in a conclusion
she’d already surmised, Mariel listened carefully for any mention
of rebel troops or movement in the northwest. Hector said nothing
about that at all. As wine dulled his senses and he spoke more
freely, he kept talking about cavalry crossing the Virgin River,
advancing over the mountain passes and executing a swift hook to
the north. It sounded very rehearsed after a while.

As a group of Lithian soldiers walked past
the window outside the restaurant, Hector suddenly grew quiet and
appeared sullen. Though he said nothing to Mariel, knowing the
Tamarians were allied with the despised foreigners from the far
south, the contempt he felt spread across his face. Hector took a
long drink from his wine glass while Mariel completely ignored his
reaction.

The Lithian warriors were all well-muscled
and beautiful. As the heat of the day faded into evening, their
short sleeved uniforms revealed porcelain-perfect flesh. Mariel
felt a twinge of desire rise in her heart, as her gaze lingered on
the fair sight of their dark eyes and angular, masculine faces.

“You like them?” Hector muttered in
disgust.

Mariel smiled, reaching for his hand. “I like
real men,” she replied.

Her wording could have meant a number of
things, but Hector interpreted her statement the way he wanted to
believe she intended. A fantasy arose in his mind. He imagined her
sweating body undulating over his own, and let his eyes linger on
her breast.

But Mariel wasn’t really paying attention to
him anymore, watching the infantry warriors laughing among
themselves. They were probably Brenna’s cousins, as Lithian
longevity virtually guaranteed large families, but suddenly the
significance of regular infantry dawned on Mariel’s mind. While
rebel cavalry and artillery had clearly moved south, why had they
stolen small arms ammunition? Where was El Caudillo’s infantry?

And why was Hector trying so hard to
influence her understanding of the conflict?




***




Back in her own quarters, Mariel composed
notes about her meeting with Hector. She used a process that
involved drawing mind maps, using arrows to show connections
between facts, and writing out questions to ensure she didn’t miss
details. In her line of work, too much focus on a single scenario
could easily lead to disaster. Captain Hougen believed that her
role, if done well, limited the application of military force to
its most effective minimum.

Besides, Colonel Adler tolerated no
ineptitude. He exuded a dangerous, career-crushing demeanor
softened only by the fact that Mariel was both female, and
ruthlessly competent. She often became so involved and spent so
much time poring over the minutiae of her work that starting and
sustaining close relationships proved very difficult. Among the
male warriors, only Garrick treated her with the kind of
transparent respect Mariel believed she deserved; and among the
women, only Brenna did not seem threatened by Mariel’s beauty and
intelligence.

Though Mariel considered both Garrick and
Brenna her friends, she secretly battled with envy that imperiled
their relationship. Petite and shapely Brenna, with her flowing
tresses and mysterious, variegated eyes, turned heads among men and
women wherever she went. Captain Hougen, though lovely in her own
right, respected Brenna for never using her beauty as a means to
manipulate anyone. In fact, she seemed almost oblivious to the
impact of her appearance. Mariel also appreciated Brenna’s wit,
sense of humor and devotion, and these things motivated resistence
against the natural urge she felt to subvert Garrick’s interest in
the Lithian maiden.

When Mariel learned that Brenna had been
captured, the analyst began carefully using her influence with
Colonel Adler to agitate for action. She knew that General Braun
respected the colonel’s input, but just to make sure the senior
officers would include a rescue operation in their upcoming plans,
Mariel also whispered certain things to Garrick, who had been
temporarily reporting directly to the general on behalf of Lynden
Velez. Whenever Mariel briefed the senior officers on the
disposition of enemy forces, she also included details of her
research on where the Tamarian prisoners of war had been taken.

While the front line soldiers had witnessed
rebel brutality toward captives, few understood their rationale for
doing so. Mariel’s insight into Kamerese culture made her a crucial
resource for General Braun, who depended on analysis that included
a societal context in its overall scope. As she gathered
intelligence vital to the war effort, Mariel eventually uncovered
the place where Brenna and the other prisoners had been taken.

Initially, she’d identified three candidate
locations. One of these, a former refugee camp near the town of
Magnolia Bend, seemed unlikely because El Caudillo did not
effectively control any territory beyond a fifty mile radius of his
front line. Additionally, as Hector confirmed, General Guerro’s
forces had advanced far enough that loyalist artillery had been
striking the river port for several days in an effort to choke off
rebel supplies.

The other two potential targets lay just
beyond the effective range of most Tamarian rockets and all
electric personnel transports, yet within El Caudillo’s sphere of
influence. One was a deserted railway station that lay to the
northeast of Sleepy Hollow. Another, a long abandoned compound near
the eastern foothills, had once served as a fortified charnel
house. Because that location best fit the evidence she’d gathered,
Mariel included it in her daily reports.

When rumors that Brenna had escaped captivity
spread through Alpha Company, Mariel felt relieved that her friend
survived. In a strange confluence of personal concern and
professional necessity, Mariel asked Garrick to arrange a
debriefing whenever Brenna felt strong enough to return.

Long after darkness descended on the Tamarian
camp, Mariel heard a timid knock on her door. “Mariel?” Brenna’s
voice called. “It’s me!”

The intelligence analyst put her notes away
before answering, a habit she’d developed to keep any guest from
inadvertently seeing something that had not been meant for curious
eyes. Because Garrick had warned Mariel that his fiancee remained
sensitive about her appearance, the captain refrained from
expressing shock when she opened the door. Mariel smiled and
embraced Brenna as if nothing had changed.

Brenna, wearing a combat uniform and helmet
that effectively masked her femininity, admired Mariel’s beautiful
dress. Kamerese fashion, decidedly more progressive than anything
made in Tamaria, appealed to Brenna’s aesthetic senses. “You look
lovely!” she exclaimed. “I’m sure the boys faint whenever you walk
by!”

Though she’d never have worn the outfit aside
from the need to focus Hector’s attention, Mariel appreciated
hearing a compliment from another woman. “Thank you,” she replied.
Then, narrowing her eyes, she quipped: “You’ve been a bad influence
on me!”

“I might say the same,” Brenna countered,
gesturing toward the loose-fitting blouse and baggy pants she wore.
When the Lithian girl removed her helmet, she waited anxiously to
see if Mariel would say anything, and felt disappointed that she
didn’t.

As the Tamarian analyst pulled Brenna inside,
a mischievous grin flashed on her face. “Can I get you some wine?”
she asked, reflexively keeping her voice down, even though nobody
living nearby understood the Lithian language.

Though she suspected the conservative
Tamarians probably had some prohibition against consuming alcohol
in quarters, Mariel lived alone, and Brenna figured it would be
relatively easy for her to sneak the occasional bottle into her
tiny apartment. “That would be lovely.” Why hadn’t Mariel said
anything about her hair? Brenna felt a bit hurt that her friend
didn’t seem to notice, as she really wanted to confide her feelings
to a woman she could trust.

For the Kameron deployment, a junior
officer’s quarters consisted of a tiny rectangle with a single
window that fit a bed, a small dresser, a night stand and little
else. Mariel’s desk took up so much of the extra room, the cramped
confines could not be navigated without crawling over her bed. A
narrow closet occupied half the inner wall. The air smelled stuffy
inside, tainted with a vaguely feminine odor that suggested doing
laundry would soon fill the top spot of Mariel’s personal action
list.

Captain Hougen uncorked a dark bottle, which
she’d hidden behind a box in her closet. The women sat on Mariel’s
bed and took turns drinking while Brenna told the tale of her
imprisonment and subsequent escape. Because she sensed Mariel’s
disinterest, Brenna did not reveal her spiritual frustration. Even
as the bottle neared empty, and the alcohol-induced lowering of
inhibitions took hold, Brenna told her friend all about the
humiliation and torture she’d endured, but not its impact on her
soul.

Out of respect, Mariel simply listened until
Brenna had finished. She felt horrible about the abuse the rebels
meted out, didn’t really know how to respond, and a sense of guilt
for fantasizing about turning Garrick’s attention away flooded into
her consciousness. Mariel suppressed that feeling in order to focus
on her work. She asked permission before reaching for a writing
pad, then outlined Brenna’s responses to questions concerning the
layout of the prison, its fortifications, the number of rebel
soldiers present and the schedule they maintained. During the
course of her interview, Brenna confirmed a number of important
details that Mariel intended to report, including the presence of
El Caudillo at the internment compound.

But why would he be there, instead of with
his army? Brenna didn’t know, but her confirmation of Hector’s
testimony meant that Mariel had not yet developed a full
understanding of the situation.

The charnel house, an isolated, and heavily
defended compound, seemed ideal for holding prisoners. In the
course of her research in Helena’s city hall, Mariel found a local
map that included the location of the complex, but not its floor
plans. Though she’d resisted concluding that El Caudillo used the
place as his headquarters, perhaps he felt sufficiently threatened
by the Loyalist 10th Army to seek shelter there. Its remote
location made it easy to overlook, yet it lay close enough to the
front lines that orders could reach subordinate commanders
quickly.

After waiting for Mariel to finish writing,
Brenna changed the subject. “I asked Captain Engels to let me serve
in Third Platoon again.”

“Oh?” Mariel replied, her skin blushed from
the ethanol. She took a final swig and offered Brenna the last of
the liquid. “That’s why you’re in a combat uniform?”

Brenna nodded. “He told me he thought it
would be too dangerous.”

Mariel laughed. “I take it you didn’t share
your ordeal with him?”

“He wouldn’t understand,” Brenna replied,
polishing off the wine, thinking that Mariel wouldn’t either. She
looked away, a sadness welling up in her eyes. Something else,
something hard and edgy also came to light in that moment, but
Brenna kept the full extent of its expression concealed. Garrick,
though he denied God, cared about her spiritual struggle. Mariel
did not. “He said he would accept my transfer, if that’s what I
wished.”

That seemed unusual. In the Tamarian army,
hired specialists like Brenna were expected to follow orders, just
like recruits. Though Brenna came from an important family, her
desires were not supposed to impact command decisions. “He gave you
a choice in the matter?”

“Not really,” Brenna admitted. She smiled,
then laughed quietly to herself. “Garrick’s last message to General
Braun included a request from my father. I had a long talk with my
dad before Garrick came up to see us, and I’m sure he used his
influence with General Braun to get me reinstated.”

“Does Garrick know about this?”

She nodded. “I talked to him about the rescue
mission on our way down here, before I went to see Captain
Engels.”

“Rescue mission?” Mariel queried, feigning
ignorance.

Brenna’s expression grew hard. “Don’t treat
me like that,” she warned. “I know what 7th Battalion is training
to do, and I’m going along.”

Mariel sat back in her chair. “Garrick,
himself, is not supposed to know what the battalion is training
for,” she replied.

“You, of all people, know better than to
presume him dull-witted,” Brenna retorted. “It doesn’t take much to
figure out their intended target. Garrick isn’t stupid, and he,
like all the other guys, would like nothing better than to rescue
the prisoners.”

“Ok,” Mariel sighed. “What else do you
know?”

Brenna lowered her gaze and wrinkled her
lips. “He told me that a couple of women transferred into his
platoon as replacements for combat losses.”

That was true. Although women rarely served
in the infantry, no provision in the Tamarian military code
prevented them from doing so. Any woman who could meet the same
physical demands expected of male soldiers could serve on the front
lines with the men. “How do you feel about that?” Mariel asked.

Brenna’s expression revealed doubt and
conflict. “I don’t know. Are they pretty?”

Mariel laughed, patting Brenna’s knee. “No
one is pretty enough to take your place in Garrick’s heart,” she
stated, reassuringly.

The Lithian maiden seemed unconvinced as she
rubbed her hand over her head. “Even now?”

“Even now,” Mariel soothed, nodding. “Trust
me in this. Any girl who’s husky enough to pack a machine cannon
around is no threat to you!”

“Maybe so,” Brenna replied. “But as long as
we’re talking about marching around with machine cannons I have a
favor to ask.”

“Go on,” Mariel urged.

Brenna seemed reluctant to continue. Among
Lithians, the obligations created by a need to return favors
featured frequently in cautionary tales told to children. In
essence, Lithians believed that free will was best exercised
without undue influence. Manipulating another person disrespected
their right to make independent choices. Yet, Brenna felt compelled
to speak, albeit reluctantly, because the urgency of the situation
demanded action. “The rebels intend to kill or sell everyone they
captured from the infirmary. The longer we wait to launch a rescue
effort, the less likely we’ll have anyone left to save.

“I know where the compound is. I know how to
get in, and I know what it looks like on the inside.” Brenna
produced a hand-drawn map from her pocket, she gave it to Mariel
and let the captain examine it for a moment before continuing. As
she did so, the tension in her voice relaxed somewhat.

“My family is holding a naming ceremony for
my little brother in five days. I have to be back home by then, and
Garrick will also be expected to attend. You have influence with
Colonel Adler, and if you to talk to him about this, he can
accelerate the operation. We need to get our people out of there
now. We simply can’t afford to wait any longer!”

Mariel’s eyes widened. “That kind of decision
lies well above my pay grade, Brenna. I have no say in that sort of
thing.”

Brenna shook her head. “I’m not asking you to
make demands, or insist on anything. I’m asking for your influence.
You’re the one who gives the colonel his intelligence briefings,
and if he didn’t trust your judgment, if he didn’t think you gave
him first-rate analysis, everyone knows you wouldn’t have lasted
very long working for him. I’m sure that if you explain the urgency
of the situation, he’ll do the right thing.”

A warrior’s spirit motivated her friend’s
words. Mariel understood that longing for justice, that desire for
good to prevail over evil. As renewed guilt over entertaining
thoughts of seducing Garrick swelled in her heart, Mariel nodded.
“I’ll see what I can do.”




***




Low clouds obscured the starlight, and mist
gave the early morning air a decided chill. Brenna pulled her
overcoat close as she reported for duty at the training center the
following day. A sergeant in charge of security checked for her
name on a list, then made her wait while he sent a message to
verify that she had permission to be present. Brenna shivered,
partially from the cold, partially because she felt impatient and
nervous.

The training center lay nestled in hilly
terrain to the northwest of the sprawling refugee camp. Years ago,
because of a reliable, artesian water supply, a wealthy landowner
built an elaborate resort on this location. Its presence attracted
permanent inhabitants, who built a small town around the walled
compound. Initially, the Tamarians secured the derelict town in
order to prevent its use by insurgent rebels, but its proximity to
the front lines made the location ideal for urban combat
training.

When the sergeant finally permitted her to
enter, Brenna considered the irony of a place that had been built
by El Caudillo’s ancestor being used to train foreign warriors who
would fight against him. Her Abelscinnian friends would find that
fact indicative of Providence. She thought about sharing that
tidbit with her beloved, but decided to remain silent, knowing he
would listen politely while dismissing the significance of the
connection. Once she’d been admitted to the compound, the Lithian
maiden wandered around for quite awhile, searching for Third
Platoon. Eventually, someone from Talon’s unit recognized her and
pointed the young woman toward Garrick’s location.

Because Lieutenant Ravenwood had warned every
soldier under his command not to breathe a word about her
appearance–under threat of unspecified, yet swift and certain
retribution–Brenna found cheerful acceptance awaiting her from the
veterans, and a kind of strange caution among the five new members,
whose adjustment to the unit still seemed uncertain. But to Brenna,
reuniting with Third Platoon felt almost like a family
gathering.

“Congratulations, sergeant!” Brenna said to
Harmon Grossman. In the diffuse, early morning light, she could see
his smile. “You deserved that promotion!”

“Thank you, Little Sister,” he replied,
embracing her. Though regulations prohibited this kind of physical
contact between opposite genders, every man in Garrick’s platoon
who knew Brenna subsequently lined up to do the same, illustrating
the strong bond of trust and respect among them. However, Garrick,
though he was her betrothed, did not touch her.

For new recruits joining an already formed
combat unit, particularly one that had seen extensive action,
invisible barriers to acceptance often characterized their early
experiences. Established camaraderie proved difficult for newly
enlisted soldiers to break down, but Hannelore Zimmer, the smaller
of the two women who’d joined Third Platoon, possessed a quick and
clever sense of humor. Seeing all the veterans take turns hugging
the diminutive Lithian girl, Hanne–as she liked to call
herself–walked over and joined the end of the line.

To Brenna’s embarrassment, the Tamarian woman
gave her a firm hug and kissed both of her cheeks, in the manner of
the Kamerese. “Oh, meine liebling!” she exclaimed. “I’m so glad to
see you again!”

Everyone, except Garrick and Brenna, laughed.
Even Sergeant Ringer, who normally possessed absolutely no sense of
humor, smiled and snickered at Hanne’s antics. And thus, the
Tamarian woman planted the seed of her own acceptance into the
closed, social world of Third Platoon.

Garrick simply let it go. All of the doubts
he’d experienced about his fitness for leadership nagged at his
conscious mind. Would his platoon members follow him again after
being decisively beaten in their last engagement? Could he motivate
them now? Did they also have secret, unexpressed worries that
overshadowed their previous success?

He’d been re-assigned to the platoon with
whirlwind speed. Because Lynden Velez was focused on bonding with
his newborn son until after the naming ceremony, Tegene, Lynden’s
Abelscinnian friend and commander of the Velez army, took on all
responsibility for combat operations on the Velez estate. Tegene’s
son, Kimoni, whose maternal grandfather had been born in the
lakeside city of Burning Tree, spoke Tamarian well enough to serve
as liaison to General Braun.

The reason Garrick had never met Penda,
Tegene’s third wife and mother of both Kimoni and Jawara, was that
she actually lived in Vengeance. Her unmarried daughter, Mariama,
worked in that town. Jawara had never lived in the north and did
not speak the language, so Garrick found this information about
Tegene’s family completely surprising.

Everything changed so quickly, Garrick hadn’t
had much time to process his return to command of Third Platoon.
Now, standing in front of the soldiers he would lead into combat,
with the glare of a magnesium light casting harsh shadows against
the ground, he stared into the eyes of the older men and women,
searching for some indication that they also doubted his capacity
for leadership. Though he did not actually need to address the
assembled platoon before an exercise, Garrick wanted to reassert
his role as their commander. In doing so he recalled their heroism,
but said nothing about himself.

“When Alpha Company needs a sharp tip on its
attacking spear, you are the unit that gets the call. When Alpha
Company needs the line held, the captain knows you will stand your
ground and face the enemy with courage and tenacity.

“You put your lives on the line so that
others can enjoy freedom. Every one of you is here to say enough to
the slaughter of innocent refugees, enough to the illicit sex
trade, enough to oppression of the poor. Every one of you has taken
an oath to serve so that evil will not prevail. You have sworn that
this conflict will not spread, but that it ends here and now.

“On this mission, we’re going in under cover
of darkness,” he said. “We have to act fast, and we have to be
smart so that the rebels don’t kill innocent people. Some of you
may think that an exercise is no reason to get fired up about our
purpose in Kameron, but an army fights as it trains, and if we
don’t train well today, we won’t fight well tomorrow.

Garrick outlined the timetable for breaking
through the gate, securing the hostages they were supposed to
rescue, setting up their egress route and evacuating. “I expect
every one of you to do your job, and do it well!” he said. “Now,
let’s go!”

Since combat slowed the perception of passing
time, Garrick carried a stopwatch. No one knew how long an enemy
would permit its prisoners to remain alive in the face of a
concerted attack, so Colonel Adler set benchmarks that planned for
operational success, even in the darkness. Although Third Platoon’s
selection to lead the attack stemmed from its experience and
illustrious combat record, Garrick worried that his personal doubts
would cast a pall over their performance. He tried to project a
confident demeanor, but the humiliation of his last battle
experience stalked from the shadows of his memory.

Among the options for attacking a gated
compound, most infantry preferred having the walls leveled with
artillery before approaching. Given the delicate nature of this
mission, however, the overwhelming firepower option ranked lowest
in preference among the senior officers. That meant directly
assaulting a fortified gate, which could quickly become difficult
and deadly in the event of a concerted defense. Garrick worried
that this method would reinforce the apprehension and hesitancy he
sensed within his unit.

Captain Engels kept First Platoon in reserve,
using them both for security and as a screening force to prevent
counterattack. He tasked Second Platoon, under a chastened Talon
Waldheim, to initiate hostilities with a feint against an outpost
on the wall. This left Third Platoon to do the grunt work of
breaking through the main gate.

The exercise began well behind schedule. Grey
daylight and bird songs heralded the inexorable advance of morning
long before the opening shot initiated the pre-set timetable. When
the attack finally began, Talon’s men created a lot of noise off to
Garrick’s left, which allowed Third Platoon to approach the gate
without opposition. Sergeant Grossman moved his team into a low
trench, roughly 50 yards from the wall. Sergeant Ringer’s squad set
up suppressing fire several dozen yards behind and to the right, so
that the other half of Third Platoon could advance under their
cover.

Beth Sankt, a tall, husky woman who’d
transferred into Sergeant Grossman’s squad, carried one of the
shoulder-fired rockets. She powered it up, flipped off its safety,
pressed the fail-safe switch and pulled the weapon’s trigger,
intending to hit the main gate and blow its doors inward. But
something went wrong and the rocket did not ignite. Nervously, she
ran through the firing sequence again, but nothing happened.

Harmon swore, while Rupert Decker came to
Beth’s aid. She pushed him away, spitting vulgarities while she
checked the launcher for the third time. When the weapon still
didn’t fire, Garrick–observing the debacle from the supporting
position–sent Ziggy Hoenzaer forward and told him to knock the gate
down with the platoon’s other shoulder-fired rocket launcher.

Since training troops did not use live
ammunition, Ziggy’s rocket just slammed into the gate and bounced
off, taking out a large chunk of wood and leaving behind a rather
conspicuous scar. An observer, using a sound powered phone, ordered
the gate open, and once that happened, Harmon’s squad attacked as
planned.

The OpFor had a few surprises set up. Just
inside the gate, they’d placed a fortified machine gun nest. That
weapon blunted Third Platoon’s assault, as the observers ruled
Beth, Rupert and Audric Eichelberg–another of Harmon’s rookies–down
by fire.

Ziggy fired another rocket that put the
machine gun out of action, clearing the way for the attackers to
move forward, but he couldn’t load and fire fast enough to take out
the two gatehouse towers before Harmon’s squad advanced, as Garrick
initially planned. The assault team encountered improvised
explosives, which resulted in two more “casualties,” as well as
stiff resistance from rifle-wielding OpFor soldiers.

Garrick watched the attack falter in dismay.
The ruthless demeanor cultivated by officer training erupted from
his soul in quick, decisive commands. He told Otis Krieger, his
platoon’s best marksman, to cover the platoon’s advance while
Kellen Bauer launched grenades at the gatehouse windows. The
hand-loaded smoke grenades took time to set up and fire, but would
“take out” the OpFor warriors in the towers while he and Sergeant
Ringer’s group pressed the attack.

However, just as Kellen acted on that order,
the OpFor dropped their own smoke grenades from one of the second
floor gatehouses, rendering Harmon’s squad “combat ineffective.”
Less than two minutes after the shooting started, one fourth of
Garrick’s unit had been declared “down.” Only the rapid response of
Sergeant Ringer’s crew saved the platoon from utter and humiliating
defeat. Once the rest of the squad reached the gate, Otis got up
from his position and ran to join them.

Since she’d been declared “dead” by the
observer, Beth Sankt fiddled with her rocket launcher. An irritated
scowl knitted her brow as she turned the weapon over to examine it
closely. In doing so, she not only discovered that its battery
charge had fallen below the minimum voltage required to fire the
solid-fuel rocket motor, but her knee pressed against the fail safe
switch as she swapped the battery with a spare.

Once the replacement battery locked into
place, her finger brushed by the notoriously sensitive trigger. The
armed weapon shuddered in her hand, ignited, and spat its rocket
forward. Backblast twisted the launcher out of Beth’s grip and
seared her left leg as its warhead slammed into Otis Krieger’s
back, knocking him to the ground. Burning fuel set his uniform on
fire.

Brenna, who’d sprinted to the wall while Otis
covered her advance, turned at the sound of two soldiers screaming.
She raced back toward Otis, shedding the overcoat she’d been
wearing, and used the garment to douse flames that spread down the
back of the marksman’s legs. Once the fire went out, she cut off
his knapsack with her boot knife and tossed it aside, all the while
praying earnestly that she could heal his burnt flesh.

Garrick had followed Brenna, but she could
run very fast and he simply couldn’t keep up with her. When she
turned back, he glanced over his shoulder, saw Otis on fire, and
briefly considered retreating to help him. However, confident that
Brenna could handle the situation, he grabbed Imre Kellerlien by
the sleeve and sent the soldier to provide cover for her, instead.
Swearing because the attack had fallen seriously behind schedule,
Lieutenant Ravenwood left Brenna to do her job while he focused on
leading his platoon.

Tamarian officer training focused on this
type of smart, rapid, and confident leadership, and his uncanny
knack for making the right decisions under pressure returned as if
it had never left him. With skill that many combat commanders never
fully developed, he gave orders in rapid succession, using hand
signals to direct the remnants of Harmon’s team upstairs to clear
any remaining threats. The lieutenant kept Herman Zumwald and Odell
Unruh near the front gate to guard their egress route, while Hanne
Zimmer and Luther Sondheim headed downstairs, where the “hostages”
had been located.

An intense firefight erupted as Sergeant
Ringer’s squad worked their way through the corridor. For this type
of combat, the Tamarian soldiers wielded carbines, shotguns and
sidearms, which were easier to use in tight confines. The troops
overwhelmed resistence with a relentless, disciplined advance that
relied on covering fire and decisive movement. Veteran warriors
pushed ahead so quickly, the OpFor’s counterattack never fully
materialized. Sergeant Grossman moved the remnant of his unit to
support the rest of the platoon after clearing the upstairs area.
Within minutes of entering the building, Sergeant Ringer’s squad
defeated the defenders and set up their evacuation procedure.

But the overall operation took too long.
Although Third Platoon secured its objectives and evacuated the
“hostages” without further incident, Garrick felt unhappy about his
platoon’s performance. After supervising his unit’s egress, Garrick
sent a message to Captain Engels, then returned to the place where
Otis had been injured with worries about the dreaded After Action
Review spinning through his mind.

Otis Krieger sat on the ground with Brenna’s
overcoat covering his loins. She’d cut his pants off after dousing
the fire in order to heal the burns he’d sustained, and respecting
his need for modesty, the Lithian maiden left her coat with him.
He’d get a ride back to his quarters in an EPT in order to change,
but the circumstances of his injury and subsequent survival assured
his position as the butt of many jokes. Otis eyed Beth suspiciously
while sipping water from his canteen.

“Are you ok?” Garrick asked, noting a smear
of blood around the soldier’s mouth.

Otis nodded. “Yes sir, thanks to Little
Sister. She says I need to drink, but right now I’d prefer
something distilled. You know what I mean?”

Garrick didn’t know, but he patted Otis on
the shoulder in solidarity. “Do whatever she tells you.”

Beth Sankt sat on the ground a few yards
away, picking at the burnt fringes of her pant leg and fighting
back a surge of guilt. She’d screwed up, and the responsibility for
injuring herself and Otis weighed heavily on her shoulders. She
reflected on the certainty that this incident would complicate her
transition into Third Platoon, and cursed. Despite Brenna’s healing
ministrations–which instantly relieved her pain, restored her flesh
and inspired deep and lingering dread of the Lithian girl–when Beth
saw the lieutenant marching toward her, glaring angrily, she
couldn’t stop herself from weeping.

“Get up!” Garrick ordered. “Quit your
blubbering! Tell me what happened!”

Beth wiped her eyes on her sleeve and
sniffed. Though she stood slightly taller than Garrick, the woman
felt intimidated because Lieutenant Ravenwood projected the look of
a killer. “The weapon didn’t fire,” she complained. “I checked it
three times. Then, when I changed the battery, it went off like it
had a mind all its own.”

That couldn’t have been true. Its designers
understood the dangerous nature of the weapon and had built in
safety features to prevent accidents like this from happening. “Did
you check the battery before the exercise?”

Beth nodded.

“So if I examine that battery now, it will
show a full charge?”

The young woman dropped her gaze to the
ground. “No sir.”

“So you didn’t check it before the exercise,
right?”

“No sir,” she replied.

Garrick looked away, letting his wrath cool
before responding. He returned his attention to her with a lowered
voice. “Don’t ever lie to me again!” he warned. “It’s your job to
make sure your weapons are in good order before commencing any
action.”

“It’s only an exercise, sir. Your Lithian
girl took care of us. Don’t be so hard on me!”

Brenna stood nearby, listening as she rubbed
her arms to ward off the cold. Garrick took off his own coat and
wordlessly offered the jacket to his fiancee, convinced in his own
mind that Beth would have treated an older officer with deeper
respect. “Just because it’s an exercise doesn’t mean you can slack
off, soldier. Just because Specialist Velez can heal doesn’t mean
you have the right to get careless. In this unit, you don’t ever
have permission to shut off your brain. I expect nothing short of
complete competence from every member of this platoon, including
you!

“This is not some game with dolls and
dresses. What we’re doing is deadly serious. That weapon is fail
safe and will not fire unless you hit the trigger. Screw up like
that again and you’ll find yourself cleaning latrines for the rest
of your brief and boring career!”

Though physically strong, Beth had a
sensitive soul. She felt hurt that Garrick criticized her
performance so severely. Didn’t he see that she’d also been
injured? Couldn’t he tell that she was already feeling bad? Beth
tried to fight back the tears, but lost that battle. “You’re just
hard on me ‘cause I’m a girl!”

Garrick narrowed his eyes and put his hands
on his hips, leaning forward to glare at her. “I don’t care if you
stand or squat when you pee, soldier! Do your job, and do it right!
When the bullets fly, nothing else matters!

“Now, quit your sniveling, go see your
sergeant, and get out of my face!”

Garrick watched the woman retreat with such
anger in his expression, Brenna felt reluctant to speak. However,
when he turned toward her, his fierce demeanor softened into an
endearingly helpless expression, as if he expected Brenna to
reprimand his handling of the incident with Beth.

“I hate dealing with discipline,” he told
her.

Brenna’s brows went up, sympathetically. “You
have to lead. It’s not always easy.” Though she resisted the urge
to comfort him, the desire she felt to make him feel better could
be discerned through her worried expression. Brenna wanted to hold
him close, fretting that the rules governing their conduct in the
field were becoming increasingly difficult for her to follow.

Relief soothed his soul. Of all the things
Garrick found hard to handle, Brenna’s disapproval ranked highest.
“Will Otis be ok?”

She nodded, glancing at the soldier. For a
moment she relished the warmth of Garrick’s coat and savored its
masculine scent. “I got to the fire before the burns got really
bad, and I’m relieved that Allfather let me heal him. But, there’s
likely been some blunt force damage internally. At least one of his
ribs felt broken, and he’d coughed up a bit of blood. He should
rest. Avoiding strenuous activity will be important for
awhile.”

Garrick shook his head. “He’s the best
marksman in the entire company. Should we get the go ahead order in
that time, it’ll be a shame to leave him behind.”

Brenna understood. “It’s in Allfather’s
hands.”

Lieutenant Ravenwood heard Harmon giving Beth
a verbal thrashing, but resisted the urge to come to the
beleaguered soldier’s rescue. How had such a whiny woman ever made
it through boot camp? “If we have that much trouble getting in when
the real action happens, I’ll be writing a lot of letters home to
weeping women wearing black.”

Brenna had watched the operation unfold with
equal dismay, but she understood that Garrick was trying to succeed
under exceedingly difficult conditions. Frontal assaults usually
resulted in high casualty rates, and if the Tamarians insisted on
going about their rescue in this manner, she’d be very busy on the
battlefield. Brenna projected frustration, but it turned out that
her distress had nothing to do with him at all. “They’re going
about this all wrong,” she warned. “If we try to get into the
charnel house with guns blazing like this, the rebels will kill our
friends and dump their bodies over the wall.”

“That’s why we have to get in quickly,” he
replied, worried that his platoon’s performance illustrated the
impossibility of that task.

Brenna shook her head. Her eyes had grown
dark again as daylight penetrated the gloom. “I know of a better
way to get this done. I know how we can get inside without being
noticed. Can’t we talk to someone about it?”

In this case, when Brenna said “we,” she
really meant “you,” and Garrick knew her well enough to realize
this. “If you want me to advocate for a different plan, you’ll have
to convince me that it will work,” he told her.

“I can draw you a map and outline my ideas,”
she offered.

He nodded. “Just bear in mind that this
operation is the colonel’s baby. As long as he thinks what we’re
doing is a good idea, nothing will change. He has a reputation for
being rather set in his ways, and the opinions of second
lieutenants don’t have much influence on him.”

“All you can do is try,” she replied. “That’s
all I’m asking.”

Just then, a messenger from Colonel Adler
arrived. “Lieutenant Ravenwood, sir? The colonel wants to see you.
Please report to his office in thirty minutes.”




***




Colonel Adler lit his pipe. He smoked as a
means of relieving tension because it gave him time to think. With
the stress of command eating at his gut, the colonel considered the
wisdom of what he felt compelled to do as he leaned back in his
chair and let the complex, aromatic flavor wash over his soul.

First Sergeant Gunther Jaeger had been a
great soldier, a man whose honorable military service lasted better
than 30 years. Colonel Adler remembered the sergeant from his days
as a starry-eyed lieutenant, a time when listening to the counsel
of experienced noncoms often made the difference between surviving
deadly engagements and winding up in a pine box. That man’s memory
left a lasting and favorable impression on the colonel.

His youngest son Eckhard, however, did not
live up to the old man’s reputation. The colonel’s investigation
into the events surrounding his desertion revealed strong evidence
that the boy deserved a date facing the firing squad. However, the
influence of the sergeant motivated Colonel Adler to explore
alternative outcomes. He had to send a clear message to the troops
that desertion would not be tolerated, yet out of respect for the
memory of First Sergeant Jaeger, the colonel decided to offer the
wayward boy a deal.

After being summoned from the brig–where he’d
spent the last few weeks while all of the evidence for his upcoming
court martial was being assembled by legal teams on both sides–the
treasonous son of the trusted sergeant knocked on the colonel’s
door. "Private Jaeger reporting as ordered, sir."

Colonel Adler paused to straighten a photo of
his wife, Ingrid, that graced his desk. “Here we go, my dear!” he
muttered. Then, to the door, he called: “Enter!”

The military policeman charged with Private
Jaeger’s custody allowed the prisoner into the room, then stood to
the side. Jaeger stopped in front of the colonel's desk and
saluted. "Sir! Private Jaeger reporting as ordered."

Returning the salute of a deserter bothered
Colonel Adler, so he just nodded. Sergeant Major Dylan Seller, who
shut the door and stood to the colonel’s right, glared at Jaeger
with a menace that thickened the tension in the colonel’s office.
Judging from the arrogance projected by the accused, this was going
to be an uncomfortable meeting.

"Private Jaeger, do you know why you're
here?" the colonel inquired.

In truth, he expected that his family’s
connection to the colonel would result in his release, but he
didn’t have the nerve to say this. "No, sir. I do not."

Colonel Adler leaned back in his chair. “You
know that I served with your father,” he began. “He was a good
soldier.” The colonel puffed on his pipe and let those words, like
the smoke he slowly exhaled, linger in the air. “Out of respect for
the memory of his name, I’m going to offer you a deal.

“Now, you listen carefully and think about
what I’m saying. You deserted your post in a time of peril. There
are several witnesses to that fact, and unless you agree to my
offer, you will face a court martial and certain conviction on that
charge. According to the Uniform Code of Justice, a conviction of
that kind merits the death penalty. Do you understand what you’re
up against?”

Jaeger trembled. That preamble didn’t sound
like the colonel was in any mood to make things favorable. “Yes
sir.”

“Now, you’ve thought you were quite clever in
telling your counsel about an altercation that occurred between you
and Lieutenant Ravenwood a few weeks ago. I’ve been told that your
attorney intends to bring that up in the court martial, but doing
so has no material impact on your desertion. It only reflects badly
on a lieutenant who has served his country with distinction.”

Jaeger seethed inside. That punk, Ravenwood,
had been a thorn in his flesh since he’d first set foot in Kameron.
That arrogant kid sauntered around like he was some big shot,
whispering wickedly to that buxom, Lithian slut who worked in the
infirmary. Everybody loved that sniveling liar because they didn’t
know his history, didn’t know what his family was like, and it
wasn’t fair that everyone stood up for him. Nobody wanted to hear
the other side of the story. No one wanted truth! Now, even Colonel
Adler was saying that the Ravenwood brat had served with
distinction! Where’d he get that ridiculous idea from? Why wasn’t
dad’s influence working here?

Colonel Adler stood. “Now, don’t think for a
minute that trashing the career of a promising officer will change
the outcome of the courts martial proceedings. It reeks of spite,
but I expected a craven, vindictive response like that from a
coward like you. Since you’ve already dishonored your father’s good
name and revealed the true, pant-wetting nature of your character,
I’m giving you a way to keep yourself from the business end of a
firing squad. Interested?”

Eckhard Jaeger spent all of his idle time in
the military prison trying to find a way out of this predicament.
His military attorney said it would be impossible to beat the
charge without some sort of intervention by the senior officers,
because too many people had seen what happened. Though he felt too
proud to admit defeat, the overwhelming fear of dying welled up in
his eyes. Eckhard fought back tears, hoping that the colonel would
give him some good news. “Yes sir.”

Nodding, the colonel smirked. “I thought so.
Let’s get down to business then.” He sat back down and removed a
folder from his desk. “Prior to your act of desertion, several
members of Third Platoon–along with witnesses from other
units–heard you commit verbal disrespect to Lieutenant Ravenwood on
more than one occasion. This folder holds signed statements from
them that put you in a very bad light.

“So here's the deal: If you agree to take
non-judicial punishment on the disrespect charge, transfer your
epicene backside out of here without making a fuss, and keep your
mouth shut, I'll suspend prosecution on your desertion charge.

“If, on the other hand, you ever breath a
word about your problem with Lieutenant Ravenwood, I will do
everything in my considerable power to ensure that five people use
your body as target practice. I've got a list volunteers, already.
Do you understand me?"

"Yes sir." That seemed easy.

“So, what's it going to be?"

"I'll take the deal, sir."

Colonel Adler, tough as a badger and equally
ill-tempered, did not give Jaeger the satisfaction of seeing a
response. "That's what I figured. But you need to hear and
understand that I will tolerate no breech of this agreement. I warn
you, the desertion charge will remain pending as long as your
cowardly heart beats, and if you run your yellow mouth off so much
as one time, I will kick your butt so hard you’ll be able to chew
it, and there will be a firing squad in your future. You get that,
Jaeger?"

"Yes sir."

The colonel turned to Sergeant Major Seller.
“Get the rest of them in here.”




***




After his private meeting with the colonel,
Garrick had been ordered to wait in an empty conference room.
Despite the colonel’s reassurances and open mind concerning
Brenna’s map–a copy of which he’d already seen, thanks to
Mariel–and the alternative attack plans she’d suggested, the
impending meeting involving Eckhard Jaeger made him feel nervous.
Colonel Adler had a way of inspiring that feeling in nearly
everyone.

Captain Engels told him that he’d exercised
good judgment in letting the military justice system handle Private
Jaeger, rather than killing the deserter on the spot. However,
Colonel Adler gave him a serious scolding for his role with Jaeger.
Garrick learned that the deserter wouldn’t face the death penalty
after all, because fighting with Eckhard changed everything.

“Let me be clear,” the colonel spat. “This is
the one time I’ll use my influence to save your butt. I'm cutting
this coward a deal in order to protect your career. But if you’re
ever stupid enough to do something like that again, I’ll not be in
such a charitable mood."

That warning made Garrick tremble, inspiring
a fantasy that maybe it would have been better to kill Eckhard,
anyway. As Captain Engels, First Sergeant Ganson of Alpha Company
and the newly promoted Sergeant Grossman entered the room, their
faces did not reflect the same anxiety Garrick felt. They’d been
discussing the morning’s exercise, with Captain Engels serenely
emphasizing the need for a decisive assault.

“I’ll have Sankt practice with that rocket
launcher until she can do it in her sleep,” Harmon told his
lieutenant. “She won’t make that mistake again!”

A short time later, Sergeant Major Dylan
Seller opened the door and invited the rest of Private Jaeger's
chain of command into the colonel’s smoky office. Uma Vogt entered,
nodded in Garrick’s direction, then took a seat to Colonel Adler’s
left. The prim warrant officer crossed her slim legs, pulled out
her stenography pad and made sure her pen worked properly before
raising her head to wait for instructions.

Sergeant Major Seller closed the door. Once
he’d taken up his position on the colonel’s right, an uncomfortable
moment of silence prevailed. Colonel Adler appraised each man
present, then turned to Uma Vogt. “You may begin recording,” he
ordered.

The warrant officer’s pen moved in precise,
blisteringly-rapid shorthand.

Colonel Adler removed the formal charge
document from a folder on his desk and read aloud: "Private Jaeger,
you stand formally charged with misconduct for disrespecting an
officer. Several times, in public, you have referred to your
platoon leader, Second Lieutenant Garrick Ravenwood, as a ‘whore’s
spawn.’ You criticized his direct order to obey the Rules of
Engagement and spit on the floor as he passed by. You have spread
unflattering stories concerning the lieutenant’s mother, and openly
questioned his courage among members of other platoons. In doing
this, you have demonstrated contempt of his leadership. Further,
you have publically complained about the morality of the
lieutenant’s formal engagement to Specialist Velez, and speculated
on private conduct between them, conduct to which you were not
privy.”

He turned directly to Uma Vogt. “Let the
record show that times and dates have been recorded in the formal
charge document, but for the sake of brevity in these proceedings,
I have omitted them.”

Uma nodded, writing furiously.

“Do you understand these charges?”

Garrick watched the private’s face for any
indication of remorse, but found nothing there. Jaeger remained
completely brazen.

"I understand, sir." Private Jaeger
replied.

“Many witnesses have testified against you
concerning this matter. Their accounts are in the official record,
which I recommend you read carefully. If you desire, I will grant
five days for you to review these charges with counsel and prepare
a defense. Do you wish to exercise that right?”

When Colonel Adler wanted to intimidate, his
physical size, stern demeanor, fierce reputation and rank served
him well. A deadly, warning look in the colonel's eye told Jaeger
everything he needed to know.

"No sir."

Colonel Adler let those words linger. "Very
well,” he said quietly. Then, assuming his command voice, the
colonel stood. “Private Jaeger, I find you guilty of disrespecting
an officer. You are hereby reduced to minimum rank. You will
forfeit half of your pay for three months. When you are not on duty
you are restricted to your quarters. Effective immediately, you are
officially removed from Third Platoon, Alpha Company, and attached
to my headquarters. As soon as possible, you will be assigned to a
non-combat unit that I have specified, your file will be flagged
for dishonorable conduct, and you will be barred from
re-enlistment. Do you understand?"

Private Jaeger gasped. All this, for telling
the truth? "I understand, sir."

Colonel Adler slid forward a previously
prepared set of documents with the punishment he had just ordered
specified on them. He turned the papers around and placed a pen on
top of the stack.

"Read these orders and sign them where I have
indicated."

Jaeger’s heart raced. He stepped forward to
the edge of the desk, picked up the document and tried to read
through it, but the details blurred together. His military career
was over. He’d be consigned to menial labor and discharged with a
blemish on his record that would forever tarnish any chance of
success back home. But he’d be alive. Nervously, Eckhard signed the
documents, then resumed the position of attention.

"Private Jaeger, do you have any
questions?"

"Yes sir," Eckhard responded. “Where are you
sending me?”

For the first time in the proceedings,
Colonel Adler smiled. “You’ll be transferred to the training center
in Hungry Valley. A classmate of mine runs the maintenance support
battalion up there. I understand he needs someone to clean out
latrines.”

Eckhard’s jaw dropped. “But sir, that place
is colder than a witch’s tit in a brass bra!”

Colonel Adler, and everyone else present,
knew the well-deserved reputation of Hungry Valley. Its isolated
location–situated on a high elevation plateau that featured a
perpetual, freezing wind throughout the year–claimed more lives
from exposure than accidents during exercises. It would be a
career-ending post that rated as one step short of a death sentence
for Private Jaeger.

The colonel did not respond to Jaeger’s
remark, though he couldn’t imagine a better place for the
hot-headed private to cool down. "These proceedings are ended.”
Colonel Adler turned to Uma. “You may stop recording."




***




In a sign that winter would soon prevail over
the warm afternoons of late autumn, the low clouds of early morning
gave way to a damp, cool overcast that lingered for the balance of
daylight hours. Though the heavy clouds threatened rain, the dry
ground received no moisture. Therefore, orange dust collected on
the boots of every soldier assigned to the 7th Infantry Division,
7th Battalion of the Tamarian Expeditionary Force, and subsequently
collected within the cavernous bellies of transport airships as 300
soldiers repeatedly trudged aboard, then offloaded again.

Because the loading and unloading task had to
be carefully managed for the sake of safety, a dedicated crew of
loadmasters shouted orders at the weary warriors until the process
took on an automaticity that even the dullest recruit could repeat
without thinking. Impatient men and women stood in formation,
enduring interminable boredom while waiting for the massive
airships to swallow, then slowly disgorge, their cargos.

Every soldier had to carry a full pack.
Everyone and every thing went on a scale. With mathematical
precision, the loadmasters arranged and secured all the of the
battalion’s material and personnel so that their collective mass
would not unbalance the dirigibles during flight. When the airships
were finally empty, they had to be swept and the orange dust
weighed, so that its mass also could be accounted.

The loadmasters permitted no smoking. All
exposed metal that might trigger an electromagnetic spark had to be
covered in rubberized cloth. The battery packs of the EPTs had been
disconnected, and their terminals covered with rubber stoppers.
That meant a crew of soldiers pushed each one of the heavy machines
into the dirigibles, where the loadmasters secured the vehicles
using stout straps that attached to retractable tie-down rings on
the aircraft’s floor. When unloading, soldiers pushed the EPTs no
fewer than 50 yards away from the airship before their batteries
could be reconnected.

This boring, backbreaking process continued
all afternoon. Garrick’s platoon members bickered incessantly.
Sergeant Ringer broke up a conflict between Erich Ulmann and a new
recruit named Conrad Lang, who seemed so eager to kill Kamerese he
suggested they start practicing on people in the refugee camp.

While waiting for the loading to begin anew,
Private Beth Sankt, frustrated and nearly in tears again, endlessly
repeated the procedure for powering up and operating a
shoulder-fired rocket under Sergeant Grossman’s supervision. He
carried several battery packs, a few of which did not have a
sufficient charge, and randomly handed Private Sankt a different
battery each time she went through the process.

Brenna, who’d taken one look at the airship
and simply refused to go anywhere near it, had already departed for
Helena to begin her journey southward. “That thing,” she’d
complained, pointing at one of the massive dirigibles, “is an
accident waiting to happen. One stray spark, one incendiary bullet,
or even a jolt of static and it will go off like a big bomb!”
Before leaving, she’d pleaded with Garrick not to travel on the
aircraft, either.

Colonel Adler tasked Brenna to lead a small
pathfinder team of Lithian and Abelscinnian warriors that Tegene
selected from the Velez army. Their assignment involved securing a
landing zone and setting up chemical lights to mark where the
airships could touch down in the darkness. Brenna’s language
skills, her familiarity with Tegene’s men, her ability to see at
night, and her knowledge of the area near the charnel house suited
this role best. She felt relieved about these orders, as she had no
intention of setting foot on a fragile, floating machine that she
didn’t think would survive a stiff wind.

Garrick soothed his girl’s fear of his
upcoming airship voyage by gently telling her that she needed to
pray for him. He said this as sincerely as he could, knowing that
Brenna genuinely believed that God looked after him. A softening in
her expression suggested that she appreciated his acknowledgment of
her faith. Aside from her displeasure about his journey by airship,
Brenna told Garrick that she appreciated the colonel’s open mind
concerning changes she’d suggested in the attack plan.

However, she’d departed for Helena with her
worries lingering. Garrick correctly interpreted her demeanor and
wished he could have held her close to offer reassurance. He also
longed for physical contact to assuage his own fears, wistfully
remembering the comfort of her soft, warm flesh. Though they never
touched one another in public, thoughts of being alone with her
lingered in his memory, and his heartbeat quickened in
response.

While Third Platoon waited for their orders
to load, Beth Sankt spat a lewd stream of profanity that vulgarized
the firing sequence of the rocket launcher, likening each step to
various stages of foreplay and intercourse. Her platoon leader
amused himself by visualizing everything the flustered soldier
said, as if the weapon could partner with her in the wide variety
of coital acts to which she continually referred.

Brenna would certainly not have appreciated
Beth’s tawdry influence on her beloved, but she had something else
on her mind after meeting with the pathfinder team. Walking through
Helena, Brenna remembered how this place used to exude the feel of
a deteriorating, forgotten outpost that remained standing because
local people were too stubborn to let it collapse from neglect. Its
old buildings and elderly residents once contributed to a
timelessness that had become wistfully relegated to the past. Such
nostalgia seemed unusual, as the Lithian maiden had spent very
little time in this place since her family bought the estate upon
which the town stood. Yet its bustling trio of main streets now
contrasted with quieter back alleys where old men gathered for
board games while their white-haired wives sipped tea and engaged
in hushed conversation.

On this day, few of the local residents paid
much attention to her. Dressed in a loose-fitting Tamarian combat
uniform that veiled her figure and diminished the feminine sway of
her movement, most eyes that would have lingered in appreciation of
her beauty simply didn’t notice her passing. With a wide brimmed
hat hiding the stubble on her head, a longbow, quiver and a Lithian
sword strapped to her back, anyone who did look at her focused
exclusively on the old weapons she carried.

Coming to terms with this new invisibility
revealed two aspects of her character she’d not recognized prior to
her capture. The first involved the extent to which Brenna’s
self-esteem depended on being pretty, but beneath that fact lay
something far more insidious. Though she’d spent time entreating
God to forgive the Kamerese rebels, though she’d asked for
Allfather’s will to be done, the dark truth that she had prayed
this insincerely revealed itself as Brenna walked toward the port
building.

Why couldn’t she mean the words she’d prayed?
Even after Garrick and her family, the people she loved most, had
accepted her return with joy and gratitude, a festering anger
continually undermined her faith. Such internal rage cast doubt on
the sincerity of her belief in Allfather God. How could this have
happened? Was Garrick’s godlessness to blame, or were these strange
and dangerous thoughts merely unveiling the dark truth that despite
her outward confession, the convoluted motivations of her soul
remained intrinsically selfish? If so, that did not necessarily
invalidate her faith. Rather, it confirmed the truth of Allfather’s
judgment concerning all the intelligent beings that lived in her
world. Every one of them needed his mercy and forgiveness, because
no one could claim holiness, no one could claim spiritual
perfection, and Brenna fully understood that this applied to her as
well.

Though she acknowledged her own need of
grace, in that secret place that opened only in passionate prayer,
a lingering resentment toward the Kamerese had taken root. How
could she accept divine pardon while she remained so unwilling to
forgive? Anger simmered behind her tightly drawn lips, but Brenna
carefully kept her vitriol unspoken. The faces of local people,
their language, and the aromas drifting from their houses served as
an unwelcome reminder that other Kamerese had abused her. Every
time she glanced at her fleeting reflection in a shop window, the
Lithian maiden seethed at the mistreatment she had experienced.

Now, she looked like a boy. Now, she carried
weapons and wore a foreign army’s uniform. Though she’d worn this
outfit before, her return to combat duty served as a tacit
acknowledgment of her intention to repay the rebels for the harm
they’d inflicted, and she knew that this desire did not harmonize
with the principles of godly conduct she’d accepted and followed
from childhood. Brenna understood that justice and vengeance
remained strictly within God’s domain, but she couldn’t stifle the
secret visions of wreaking retribution on her tormentors that
teased at her conscious mind.

What value did her faith have if
rationally-justifiable attitudes like hers did not come under the
discipline of its influence? “Allfather God,” she whispered,
gritting her teeth and shutting her eyes. “Please help me to let
this go!”

But the wicked thoughts lingered. She simply
couldn’t muster enough sincerity in her petition to force these
disobedient ideas from her mind, and she felt utterly helpless in
her struggle against the passionate seduction of revenge.

As Brenna neared Helena’s dock, the faint
smell of wood smoke quickened her pace. That aroma meant a boat had
very recently arrived, and as Brenna scurried downhill, she caught
a glimpse of the twin stacks belonging to Lord Kerry Halvord’s
steam gunship, the Haililiah. A longtime family friend, Lord Kerry
frequented Helena’s port not only to engage in commerce, but also
to affirm friendships that had endured for nearly 60 years.

Lithian soldiers at the port authority
building asked Brenna to leave her weapons with them before letting
her through the gate. She raced with open arms toward Kerry Halvord
as his conversation with one of the port workers came to an
end.

“Blynn!” he exclaimed, embracing her with
pure, platonic delight. He’d known Brenna from birth, and watched
her grow into womanhood with the bittersweet perspective of a close
relative. She’d been a very kind and talented girl as a child, but
she’d hardened over the last year. Now, seeing her in fatigues,
Kerry Halvord correctly deduced that yet another serious change had
occurred in her. He appraised the scar on her neck worriedly,
sensing her flinch when he pulled her body close. Noting this, he
held her with care and gentleness. “What’s with the weapons and
combat clothes?” he asked. “Why haven’t you healed your injuries,
and what happened to your hair?”

She relished the comfort of his arms,
refusing to cry. “It’s a long story,” she told him. “We’ll have to
sit down over dinner some time, and I’ll tell you all about it. But
I have to leave on a mission tonight, and before I go, I need to
find Jhiran. I want her to come with me.” She referred to the
curious inhabitant of Lord Kerry’s boat, a homeless gwynling thief
whose lock picking skills would be very helpful.

Kerry relinquished the young woman, but held
onto her hands. Jhiran maintained an itinerant, untrusting
lifestyle that contrasted with Brenna’s paradigm of sustaining
close relationships. Brenna didn’t know the gwynling well and
hadn’t spent much time with Lord Kerry since the Velez family came
to Kameron, but Jhiran could peer into the mind of anyone who
maintained eye contact, and the gwynling knew of Brenna’s
disapproval. Therefore, this request revealed enough of Brenna’s
motivation for Lord Kerry to discern that spiritual trouble
festered in her soul. “I see retribution in your eyes,” he noted.
“Take care, my dear, to leave room for God’s vengeance. Whatever
harm your enemies have done, he will repay.”

Brenna’s eyes moistened as her secret
struggle came to light. “I know,” she rasped. “But I can’t help how
I feel.” When the tears came in earnest, she nestled her face into
the older man’s shoulder and held him close.

Lord Kerry prayed quietly for her, gently
rocking the young woman in his embrace. After she’d emptied her
soul, he released her again. Among Lithians, sometimes withholding
counsel said more about personal respect and the bond of friendship
than would be expected in Tamarian culture. Lord Kerry kissed
Brenna’s forehead. “Bless you, Blynn,” he said. “May you always
find favor in Allfather’s sight! Jhiran is on the boat.”




***




Late in the evening, Garrick crouched over
his desk with a lonely, electric light illuminating its surface,
weighing smokeless powder grains on a small balance beam. This
tedious task, though completely unnecessary because the army
supplied its own ammunition, relaxed him. The lieutenant carefully
measured powder for each shell, then poured the powder grains into
.45 caliber brass shell casings that he’d already reamed to size
and equipped with a tiny priming charge. Garrick put a dot of thin
varnish on the primer and narrow bead of the quick-drying liquid
where the rim of the cartridge met the bullet’s cannelure, in order
to waterproof his ammunition.

His reloads had to be crimped after using the
hand press to install the unjacketed bullets. Hollow point handgun
rounds, big and relatively slow, suited close quarters combat
because the heavy shells quickly lost energy beyond 75 yards. High
velocity munitions traveled farther and could penetrate thin walls
if fired indiscriminately. Garrick preferred reloading to using
standard ammunition because it gave him time to think, and with all
the worries pressing on his mind, he needed a quiet place and the
time to reflect.

Brenna’s information about a secret entrance
to the prison compound radically influenced Colonel Adler’s attack
strategy. Although Third Platoon had been training for a frontal
assault, in the late afternoon Captain Engels informed Garrick of
changes to his orders. A few hours later, Third Platoon faced a
harrowing exercise in the dark that required stealth, speed and
careful timing, rather than brute force.

Despite equipping themselves with chemical
light sticks they dropped on the floor every few dozen yards,
Garrick and his soldiers found the darkness disorienting. He had a
hard time coordinating their movements, meeting his objectives on
time, and developing situational awareness. When things started to
go wrong, that sense of panic Garrick felt during his last combat
mission sapped his confidence and left the young combat leader so
confused, he struggled to complete the assigned task at all.

The OpFor put up a tremendous fight and at
one point, effectively used a blinding, magnesium light against the
attacking troops. Garrick had the presence of mind to shoot the
bulb out–which later earned him the wrath of some logistician who
complained that the bulbs were expensive and hard to replace, and
also anger from the officer in charge of safety–but not before
Third Platoon took the brunt of the OpFor’s fury. In the confined
corridors, the “enemy” used flash grenades to great effect, turning
the battle into an outright slugfest in which most of Garrick’s
warriors were ruled down by the observers.

Not only did Garrick hate losing, but Captain
Engels reprimanded him for failing to report in a timely manner.
That kind of rookie mistake indicated that Garrick, obsessed with
his need to reassert leadership, let his mind become fixated on the
actions of his own platoon. He simply forgot to inform the captain
that he’d become bogged down and said nothing about missing
deadlines, either. Thus, Captain Engels grew justifiably angry
because he had no idea what was going on. As the exercise
progressed and Third Platoon took a complete pasting, Garrick’s
failure to report meant that the captain could not respond to the
evolving tactical situation.

In Garrick’s eyes, much of the scenario
seemed unfair. If the assault was supposed to come as a surprise,
how could the OpFor have known Third Platoon’s attack route? How
could they have had the mag light and a ready supply of grenades in
position and waiting? Also, because Brenna could see into the
ultraviolet spectrum, Third Platoon carried a specialized light
stick that shed much of its energy where she alone could see it.
With her actually leading the penetration into the compound,
Garrick expected his unit to proceed with greater directional
confidence.

Yet the same set of orders that changed the
attack plan also sent Brenna off with the pathfinder team. By this
time, Garrick felt certain that she had already headed south on
horseback, following a terrain map that detailed the location of
three suitably-sized landing zones within marching distance of the
charnel house. Therefore, she did not participate in an exercise
that her unique skills, knowledge and sense of urgency had
influenced. Third Platoon blundered through its task without
success, and that only served to underscore the lingering doubt
Garrick felt about his leadership ability.

Captain Engels made a veiled reference to
this just before Garrick retired to his quarters for the night. The
captain outwardly expressed confidence that Third Platoon could
successfully lead the assault. “Your instincts are good,
lieutenant, but you’re so worried about looking bad, you’re making
stupid mistakes. Just relax, follow the plan and let your natural
ability assert itself. We’ll do one more exercise in the morning,
and I’m sure you’ll get it right.”

That meant Garrick hadn’t met the captain’s
expectations. However, Talon had expressed dismay at the mere
suggestion that he direct the assault, and Rudy Akers, the company
XO and head of 1st Platoon, was a far more effective administrator
than he was a combat leader. Everybody knew that in a fight, the
captain felt more comfortable with Garrick in the lead role than
either of the other lieutenants. Most young officers might have
found that affirming, but it merely increased the pressure Garrick
felt to perform well.

“I won’t let you down, sir!” Garrick had
promised.

But had he spoken truthfully?

A soft knock on the door brought Garrick out
of his reverie. His heart pounded, hoping that Brenna had come back
to see him before departing, but when he arose to answer and found
Mariel standing there–wearing her dress uniform, with her
beautiful, red hair pinned primly beneath a military
cap–disappointment rose in his countenance.

Mariel looked like she desperately needed
sleep. “Am I interrupting anything?”

He could smell the aroma of wine on her
breath, and from her flushed countenance and slightly slurred
speech, deduced she’d probably had more than was prudent. Cold,
damp air rushed in from outside. Garrick had no heat in his
quarters and didn’t want to leave his door open. “I’m just working
on some reloads. What do you need?”

“I want to talk,” she said in a nettled tone
of voice. The captain pushed her way past him and sat on his bed,
rumpling its covers with disconcerting disregard for its previously
neat and tidy condition. She picked up an illustrated story book
that lay on his night stand and thumbed through it, admiring its
artwork and pausing over the neatly written name on its inside
cover. “This belongs to Brenna,” the analyst remarked. “I wouldn’t
have thought you were into Lithian morality stories.”

Garrick took the book from her, closed it and
put it back on the table. “Yes, it’s one that she read when she was
a little girl. You told me I needed to practice reading in Lithian,
so I figured a children’s book was a good place to start.

“You know you can’t be in here, captain, and
I’m in no mood to toss my career into the junk heap. If you want to
talk, we have to leave.” Garrick could be assertive when necessary,
even with someone who ranked him. He felt annoyed that she messed
up his bed, and further, that her presence required him to keep the
door open. “Now get up and get out!”

Mariel complied. “Lead on!” she stated,
watching him reach for his overcoat and turn the lamp off. “I’m
just a bit unsteady on my feet.”

How much of that was true, and how much of
that gave the lovely woman an excuse to hang on Garrick’s shoulder
he didn’t really know. Her excessive drinking was unusual. Over the
many months of their acquaintance, Garrick had never seen Mariel
inebriated; therefore, something must have really bothered her.
After leaving his quarters, the lieutenant’s attitude softened and
he tolerated her use of his right arm as a crutch.

“I heard your exercise didn’t go so well,”
she said.

“You came to talk to me about my leadership
issues?” he asked.

Mariel shook her head. “You don’t have
leadership issues. You only think you have problems.”

Renewed irritation, motivated by her casual
dismissal of what he considered a serious matter, required Garrick
to exert self-control in order to avoid snapping at the captain. “I
think you’ve had too much to drink,” he retorted. “It’s effecting
your judgment.”

“Not true!” she replied. Though she could
have brought up the incident at the Officer’s Club, and Garrick’s
subsequent indiscretion with Ercilia, Mariel refrained from
embarrassing him. “I know what the rebels say about you. I’ve read
their non-encoded radio intercepts. I’ve interviewed the prisoners
Sergeant Grossman brought back. The fact that the youngest
lieutenant in the entire army, leading a single platoon of
outgunned soldiers, successfully engaged a full battalion of
radio-equipped rebels is remarkable by itself. The fact that you’ve
lived to tell that tale puts you far beyond any valid critique of
leadership ability.”

“It didn’t happen as heroically as you make
it sound,” Garrick replied, renewed fear creeping into his memory.
“For awhile there, I thought I’d never see another day.”

Mariel let that thought linger in the moist
air. Their steps seemed nearly silent as they strode over the dusty
path leading eastward. Soon, she believed, this camp would bustle
in the organized violence of an army desperately defending itself.
Though she ought not have revealed what she wanted to share with
Garrick, under the influence of sweet, Kamerese wine, she edged
toward telling him far more than his rank and responsibilities
warranted.

“You’ll be miles away when they attack
again,” she said.

Garrick stopped walking, puzzled. “What do
you mean, when they attack again?” he asked.

The expression on Mariel’s face turned cold.
“You think the rebels beat you during your last engagement, but
you’ve got it wrong.”

He’d heard this before, yet Garrick didn’t
feel affirmed by Mariel’s testimony. He rolled his eyes and shook
his head. “That’s nonsense,” he insisted. “You weren’t there.”

For a moment, professional conduct restrained
her desire to explain a theory she’d presented only to General
Braun and his briefing circle. Though she should have refrained
from saying anything further, what did it matter now? The senior
officer corps didn’t believe her, and lacking solid proof, her
analysis amounted to little more than speculation. Colonel Adler
had been particularly vocal in dismissing her presentation on the
subject for that reason.

“In your last engagement, when you were
trying to get the Delta boys back to base, why did the rebels
launch such a heavy artillery barrage against you?”

“I don’t know,” he replied. “Maybe they’re
not very smart about indirect fire.”

Mariel shook her head. “Now that is
ridiculous! You know the rebels are tough, disciplined fighters.
They scouted your position, launched sustained artillery fires
against your camp and hit the Delta vehicles about 40 minutes
later.”

He’d written that information into his
report, so he didn’t grasp why Mariel was making a big deal about
it. “Yeah, and your point is . . ?”

“While that secondary artillery package went
in, the rebels sent infantry against your camp and simultaneously
attacked your position below the arroyo with infantry and
cavalry.

“Now think for a moment. In the current
exercise, you’re finding it really hard to coordinate the movement
of a single platoon when visibility is poor. How do you think the
Kamerese rebels coordinated artillery strikes, two infantry attacks
and support from a cavalry unit when you reported heavy fog and
limited visibility?”

Garrick shook his head. “I don’t know. What’s
your point?”

Mariel started walking again, this time
without his assistance. She took in a deep breath before continuing
her discourse. “They scouted your position and used radios to
vector infantry to your location. Concurrent assaults hit you on
the front and the flank and should have wiped you out.

“I’m confident that the whole encounter was a
live fire training exercise. They led Singer’s Delta unit out to a
place where they were isolated and surrounded, fully expecting us
to send in a rescue mission. It was a test of their ability to use
radio messages under combat conditions.”

“How do you know that?” Garrick asked, his
curiosity aroused. Because she’d had too much to drink, the young
lieutenant correctly presumed that Captain Hougen’s tongue would be
a bit looser than normal.

“They’re using spark gap signals that are
easy for us to pick up. Messages from their senior commanders are
encoded, but the ones used in the field are not. I read message
intercepts later on which suggest they thought your unit was
battalion-sized.”

Garrick’s eyes widened. “That’s why their
artillery barrage lasted so long . . .”

“Yes,” she confirmed. “And that’s why they
sent so many troops in your direction at the same time. Under
normal circumstances an attack of that size would easily have
rolled right over an outnumbered platoon.

“But you were smart about setting up your
camp and using the arroyo to your advantage. Third Platoon’s fierce
resistance made the rebels think they were engaging a much larger
unit.”

The scenario began unfolding in Garrick’s
mind as the captain spoke. “So they waited for reinforcements
before renewing their attack, and that gave me a chance to slip
away in the fog.”

“Exactly,” she replied.

For the first time, Garrick began to
understand what the senior officers already knew. What looked like
a defeat to him had actually been an extraordinary act of combat
leadership. A chill raced up his spine. “I don’t get why you think
that’s important,” he continued. “We’ve defeated them already.
Their last major action against us was a failure. What makes you
think they’re going to attack again?”

“The radios are the key,” she replied. “When
Sergeant Grossman got separated from you, he fled to the northwest.
As his team climbed out of the fog to get their bearings, he and
his squad found a radio unit way up on an isolated hilltop.”

Garrick initially made the same mistake that
Colonel Adler had made. “That doesn’t mean anything,” he said,
dismissively.

Mariel became defensive. “Yes it does!” she
insisted. “The bulk of the attack against you came from infantry.
We’ve got reconnaissance and scouting reports that show rebel
artillery and cavalry facing your future father-in-law across the
Virgin River, many miles away from where your engagement occurred
and where Harmon found the radio.

“You’ve told me that the ammunition Lynden
Velez ordered through Magnolia Bend didn’t arrive. That’s because
El Caudillo’s army intercepted the shipment in order to increase
the supply of rifle ordnance for his infantry.”

“They use the same caliber munitions?”

“Yes,” Mariel affirmed. “Brenna brought me a
rebel gun she took during her escape. The Lithians designed their
rifles to use the same bullets as the Kamerese army in order to
benefit from the cost savings of mass produced munitions. The
Kamerese national army uses a rifle based on a modern, Azgaril
bolt-action design. Those weapons, along with the semi-automatic
Lithian rifles, all use .312 caliber cartridges. That’s why the
Azgaril can supply the rebels with guns. The munitions makers
supply bullets for both sides in the conflict and get rich in the
process!

“Lynden Velez orders rifle ammunition from a
factory on the coast and has everything shipped through Magnolia
Bend. But because General Guerro’s Loyalist Army is now shelling
that city and tightening control over rebel supply lines that
extend from there, it makes perfect sense for El Caudillo to steal
munitions bound for the Velez estate.”

Garrick thought about this for a moment.
“Ok,” he conceded. “I can understand the ammunition theft if
supplies will soon get cut off. But with El Caudillo’s cavalry and
artillery positioned to threaten the Velez estate, an attack across
the river makes the most military sense. The bullets and the radio,
in and of themselves, don’t prove your theory.”

“That’s right,” Mariel agreed. Her hands
became animated as she continued. “But Lynden Velez is not the
target. El Caudillo positioned his cavalry and artillery out in the
open to make us think that he intends to attack across the river,
but it’s a ruse. We’re the real target.”

“How can we be the real target when the main
muscle of the rebel military force is arrayed elsewhere? That
doesn’t make sense!”

“Ah, but it does!” she insisted. “El Caudillo
wants us to believe that he won’t attack us. He knows we have
overflight capability, so he’s cleverly manipulating our awareness
to make us think he’s up to something else. But I’m convinced that
we are the real target.”

“You’re tired and you’ve had too much to
drink,” he replied. “You’ve boxed your analysis into a single
scenario that doesn’t fit the facts on the ground.

“Not true,” she retorted. “My theory takes
more factors into account than just the recon photos and scouting
reports. I’ve got a battalion-strength attack on your platoon from
a unit that’s not supposed to be located where the battle took
place. I’ve got a radio that we found out in the middle of nowhere.
I’ve got El Caudillo hiding in a charnel house 30 miles from the
front lines, and I’ve got a small caliber munitions theft to
consider. It’s all glued together by the social context of the
rebellion.”

Garrick felt sure that this was something he
wasn’t supposed to hear, but he admired Mariel’s intelligence and
felt curious enough to encourage her to continue, rather than
warning her that she’d already said too much. “I’m listening,” he
said.

“Here’s the way it works,” she continued.
“The presence of General Guerro influences the political situation.
Because he’s acting on behalf of the King, anyone who is allied
with the King does not represent a threat to Kameron and will be
left alone.

“El Caudillo knows that he’s trapped. He
can’t go east because the Velez army is in the way. Now that Brenna
has escaped, the trump card he held over her father is gone. All
the mountain passes to the south of the Virgin River Valley are too
high for his army to cross now that winter is on its way, so there
is no way he can go east.

“To the south, General Guerro represents a
serious threat. If El Caudillo attacks the 10th Army, he will prove
that he’s a traitor to the King, even if he wins. He’ll lose power
in the King’s court and lose any sympathy he’s garnered in the
Kamerese House of Lords.

“If he goes west, he’ll have to realign with
the disintegrating rabble of militias and less powerful warlord
armies that will soon be starved of resupply by a Loyalist Navy
blockade. It will only be a matter of time before General Guerro
hooks his army westward and crushes the life out of the
insurrection.”

Garrick followed her logic. Even after she’d
been drinking, Mariel presented a plausible, rational scenario, but
something didn’t quite fit in the theory she outlined. “So the only
place left for him to go is north, but we’re in the way. You’re
telling me that his artillery and cavalry have moved beyond the
range of all but our heaviest rockets. We don’t have many of those,
so that we can’t utterly destroy him. That means we’ll have plenty
of advance warning that he’s moving his forces north again. Tell me
why that makes any sense at all.”

“It only makes sense because of what happened
when you went after the Delta crew. They coordinated their infantry
movements using radio signals. We don’t do that, not yet anyway,
and they proved in their fight with you that large numbers of
troops can effectively maneuver when visibility is limited by using
technology of this kind.”

“That still doesn’t conclusively prove that
an infantry attack is imminent,” Garrick countered. “All that does
is demonstrate that they’ve learned how to use a cutting-edge
communications tool.”

“You’re not seeing this in its social
context,” she complained. “We’re sitting on land that legally
belongs to El Caudillo. He never married and he has no heirs, but
he’s got clear title. He’s promised this territory to his senior
commanders, and he has to deliver, or be dishonored. That’s what
you need to grasp.

“In addition, as long as he’s attacking us,
he can justify to General Guerro that he’s engaged in the
legitimate action of a landowner defending his territory against
foreign incursion. He can’t say that if he goes after Lynden Velez,
because Brenna’s family owns legal title to the estate on the east
bank of the Virgin River.

“If El Caudillo is fighting us, the Loyalist
forces will most likely not attack him. Because General Guerro is
Kamerese, he will likely honor El Caudillo’s property rights, and
permit him to deal with us by force. If General Guerro chooses to
support us, the artillery and cavalry the rebel leader has moved
south will serve as a deterrent and a safeguard if the 10th Army
does take action against him. However, we’ve seen no evidence of
infantry units in that area, so where did those fifty thousand
troops go?”

“Well, that’s a good question,” Garrick
replied, thinking about her proposed scenario with increasing
worry. “Where are you going to hide a couple of infantry divisions
where we won’t find them?”

Mariel smiled. “During the day, they’re
probably hiding in the arroyos, under the tree canopy where we
can’t see them. Airships are big and slow. All they need to do is
take cover when they see one, and march at night when we don’t fly.
I’m convinced that El Caudillo has moved his infantry divisions up
to our northwest flank, and now that the winter fog is coming in,
he’ll attack us at our weakest point when the weather is bad.
What’s worse, is the fact that Colonel Adler has committed the
entire 7th Battalion to the rescue operation. While you’re gone,
we’ll be even more outnumbered.

“It’s a clever plan. If the rebel leader
succeeds, he will not be perceived as a traitor. If he can make us
retreat and get rid of the refugees we’re protecting, his senior
officers will become vassals on land that they sublease from him.
Thus, even though he’s led the most effective army in the
rebellion, he’ll actually increase his power in the King’s
court.”

“But he’s a traitor!” Garrick countered,
growing angry. “He’s been shelling innocent refugees with white
phosphorus and mutilating captives. Look at what he did to
Brenna!”

“I know,” Mariel said quietly. “But to the
wealthy Kamerese, peasants are like vermin unless they’re working
the land on behalf of someone else. I’m not saying he’s a good man.
I’m just telling you that he’s positioned himself to benefit, even
though the civil war is quickly approaching its end game and it
looks like he’s put himself on the losing side.”

Garrick’s lips tightened into an angry line.
Her logic now made sense to him. “If they infiltrate our lines with
ground troops, we won’t be able to use our rockets and artillery
against them. Without force multipliers we’re at a disadvantage
because we’re significantly outnumbered.”

Mariel stopped, and put her hand on his
shoulder. This time, it wasn’t sensuous in nature. She was warning
him. “Now you’re thinking. You’re right about the numerical
superiority. Once they’re within our lines, it’s going to be nigh
well impossible for us to hold our ground. We’ll have to fall back
to avoid being overrun, and that puts the refugees in grave
danger.

“You know the rebels are tough, lieutenant.
If Talon or Rudy had led the mission to rescue the Delta boys, I
can promise you they’d have been rolled up like a blanket. Your
leadership saved the day, but even you had to retreat in order to
survive.”

She was right about that. Garrick knew how
valiantly the rebel soldiers fought. He remembered that during
their main attack, even under withering fire, they’d advanced
across an open field all the way to the Tamarian trenches. On a
deeply personal level, he knew the dread they’d inspired within him
as their soldiers bravely climbed the arroyo, straight into the
teeth of Third Platoon’s wrath.

“Ok, I get what you’re saying,” Garrick
replied. “But if El Caudillo is holed up at the charnel house,
which is nearly 30 miles away, how can he effectively direct a
battle?”

“He’s coordinating all of this with a
powerful radio at that location,” Mariel admitted. She shouldn’t
have said this, but let it slip. “We’ve been intercepting encoded
signals from there that we can’t understand, so I don’t know what
he’s saying. However, the increasing volume of message traffic
suggests he will attack soon.”

Garrick shook his head in disgust. “And the
colonel doesn’t believe you?”

Mariel looked like she was having trouble
keeping her emotions in check. “Not just the colonel,” she sniffed,
“General Braun, too! A lot of good soldiers are going to die
because our own leaders are being so damn stubborn!”

She shouldn’t have said this, but then, she
shouldn’t have told Garrick most of what she’d already admitted.
“You know my orders,” he said in response. “General Braun wants
that rebel leader’s head.”

Mariel nodded. “If you don’t work your magic,
and the scenario I’ve outlined takes place, 7th Battalion may have
to fight its way back home. I’m sure El Caudillo has an exit
strategy. If this plan backfires, he can abandon his army, slip out
through the secret exit, head to the hills, flee south and resume
life as if nothing happened.”

“What a snake!” the young lieutenant
exclaimed, angrily. “Once again, the job of stopping the bad guy
has fallen into my lap!”

Mariel looked hopeful. “There’s no one I
would rather have in that role,” she told him. “You can get it
done, Garrick. I believe in you!”

Garrick thought long and hard about Mariel’s
testimony. He determined that his platoon would avenge Brenna’s
mistreatment, save his countrymen from enduring further brutality
and stop the evil plan of a ruthless warlord. And thus, the
influence of an inebriated, unheralded and unheeded female Tamarian
intelligence analyst completely changed the outcome of the Kamerese
Civil War.




****







Gifts







Another delivery added to a considerable
stack of offerings piled up in Mrs. Bergen’s study. Bedding,
towels, and lots of clothing mingled with dishes, serving trays,
platters and a myriad of household items that the citizens of
Marvic donated to the Superstition Mesa Mission Project. A
newspaper article, written as a follow-up to the trial, described
how Algernon and Kira intended to perform their public service
among Marvic’s most troubled young women. Its interviews with
Algernon, Kira, High Priest Volker and Sister Astrid inspired the
generosity of local citizens, whose outpouring of support
astonished and perplexed Mrs. Bergen. She’d neither expected, nor
did she appreciate, such a response.

Algernon, completely bewildered, couldn’t
handle all the attention wrought by crowds that gathered beyond
Mrs. Bergen’s door. He felt overwhelmed by their adoration,
undeserving of their accolades, and worried that he might say
something truthful that would turn the cheering crowd into an ugly
mob. Algernon didn’t feel like a hero. He didn’t think he’d done
anything extraordinary. He just wanted to be left alone and live
the peaceful life of an acetic monk.

Sweet sentiments of seductive solitude
lingered in his consciousness, and as he watched a steady
rain–thickened with wet snow–falling from the grey sky, the young
priest wished he could avoid all this notoriety by slipping away
into blissful seclusion. Although Superstition Mesa had long served
as his secret refuge, after the public learned of Algernon’s
project, a volunteer crew of carpenters showed up to help with
interior finishing, and an electrician brought two apprentices with
him to string wire for the new mission compound. He’d gone home
several times to lend whatever aid he could, but the professionals
worked quickly and didn’t need his assistance. Though Algernon
longed to get out of Marvic and take his sister home, her medical
condition, along with the growing pile of offerings in Mrs.
Bergen’s parlor, complicated and delayed his plans.

Kira, working on building a willow basket,
prattled about her pregnancy. She jammed long, slender twigs into
the base she’d previously formed, then bent the stems into vertical
supports for the side of the basket. A large container for laundry,
that she’d spent four full days completing, stood at her side. Its
beautiful combination of flat and oval reeds, woven into bands
around the outside, revealed a sense of artistry in her soul that
often found expression in tasks of this kind. She possessed many
skills, but her gifts often went unnoticed because her brothers
were so extraordinarily talented.

Though Algernon should have been listening to
his sister, he’d heard the story about her miscarriage and all the
events leading up to it far more often than he wished. Losing his
desire to provide emotional support, Algernon let his mind wander
away from her monologue. As he watched the sky darken with the
approach of nightfall, he fretted about how to move and install
three sets of very heavy, nickel - iron battery packs he’d
discovered on abandoned homesteads. These would form the heart of
the electrical system for his mission compound. With his focus
wandering, Algernon missed something his sister considered
important.

“You’re not even paying attention to me!”
Kira muttered. She scowled, threading a willow reed through the
vertical spokes of the basket she’d begun weaving. The task gave
her something on which to focus pent-up energy, but it was not so
demanding that she couldn’t engage in conversation.

That familiar sense of irritation only Kira
could inspire rose in Algernon’s mind. He felt like snapping at
her. “Grief, Kira! How many times are you going to repeat that
story? Do you think I’m so stupid I can’t remember?”

That hurt! Kira desperately needed acceptance
and understanding from her brother. Because he’d become unwilling
to sustain interest, she felt that his attitude disparaged the
legitimate and serious emotional pain she was trying to process. As
inconsiderate as this seemed to her, Kira noticed a similarly
dismissive attitude develop in Mrs. Bergen as well. Only Bronwyn
really cared to listen. Everyone else thought that her crisis ended
with the miscarriage, and that she ought to put the past behind her
and move on.

It hadn’t been that way at first. Algernon
called his sister’s baby Mara–a Kamerese name that meant sorrow–put
the miscarried fetus into a small wooden box and buried the child
amid the trees on Superstition Mesa. He told Kira that the little
one deserved a name, a marked grave, and a sacred place in their
memory. Those words wrought comfort at the time, but the sense of
loss Kira experienced lingered, and she felt very disappointed in
what she perceived as a change in Algernon’s attitude.

“You could ask me to stop,” she said, hoping
he wouldn’t pounce on her vulnerability and make her feel even
worse. Though she’d been trying to change her conduct, falling back
into the familiar conflict ritual with her brother had a momentum
she found very hard to redirect. Kira tried to avoid provoking him,
while at the same time allowing her feelings to be heard. “You
don’t have to be so nasty about it!”

“I’m not being nasty, Kira. You’re just going
on and on about this. I can’t take the pressure of having to deal
with all these well-wishing people. You won’t leave Marvic until
the doctor tells you it’s ok, so I’m stuck here, listening to you
rehash the story over and over again. It’s driving me crazy! I
can’t do anything to change what’s happened in your life, and your
constant whining doesn’t help!”

Kira swore at him. She could have launched
into a full-scale attack on his callous attitude, but worry that
her only real support would subsequently evaporate made her
cautious. “I’m not whining. I just thought you cared enough to
listen!”

Algernon rolled his eyes. Kira could be such
a girl sometimes! “I have been listening,” he reminded her. “But
I’m not dull witted like . . .”

“Like what?” she accused, anger rising in her
voice. “Like whom? What are you trying to say?”

In a moment of wisdom, the boy realized that
reminding his troubled sister about the company she’d kept after
leaving the Temple would only worsen the situation. Though he
didn’t grasp the extent of her turmoil, Algernon loved her and
didn’t want Kira to suffer any more indignity. Taking a deep
breath, knowing that confrontations like this one could turn ugly
very fast, he held his tongue and did not utter the impulsive words
that strained to burst from within his soul. Instead, Algernon
arose, walked over to his sister and knelt down in front of her
chair. “I’m sorry, Kira,” he said quietly, a repentant expression
on his face and a deliberate softness in his voice. “I know this
has been hard for you. . .”

Anger swelled in her countenance. Kira fought
back tears, determined not to cry. She dumped her basket project on
the hardwood floor and pushed past her brother. “You don’t know
anything!” she spat, storming out of the room. Her feet pounded on
the stairs as she retreated.

Bronwyn, carrying another flower arrangement
into the house, closed the outside door. Upon hearing the brief
exchange of angry words between the siblings, she added the bouquet
to others that graced Mrs. Bergen’s entry, waiting until Kira’s
door slammed shut before peeking into the parlor. “You two sure
fight a lot,” she remarked, softly.

Algernon flopped onto the couch, a storm of
frustration and doubt swirling in his head. He didn’t understand
why Kira remained so volatile. She hadn’t wanted the baby in the
first place, so why was she so upset over losing it? Sometimes he
just couldn’t wrap his mind around the tangled web of thought and
emotion that characterized his twin sister’s attitude toward life.
But if he didn’t understand, he didn’t think Bronwyn could,
either.

“She’s my sister,” he replied, annoyed that
it was so hard to get along with her. “What do you expect?”

Bronwyn slipped out of her coat, hung it up
and began untying her boots. Windblown hair, dampened by cold rain
and wet snow, dangled in damp strands around her face. Algernon let
his gaze wander to the top of her gown, which opened when she bent
forward. The beautiful curve of Bronwyn’s pale breast attracted his
eye, and just like the time he’d caught a glimpse of her showering
at the Temple, he found the sight compelling and didn’t look
away.

“I expect a brother and sister to love one
another and make an effort to get along,” she replied, pulling her
boots off. “The way you two snarl at one another makes me wonder
how you’re ever going to work together.”

Algernon brought his libido back under
control. He shook his head, shut his eyes and dropped his face into
his hands. “I don’t know what to do with her. I’m trying so hard,
but everything I say is wrong!”

She stood and approached him tentatively.
Evaluating his sadness with sympathy, the girl sat on the couch.
Though she wanted him to like her, the boy never offered any
indication that he found her attractive. Bronwyn believed she was
prettier than Astrid, whom Algernon clearly adored. What did he see
in the priestess, when he’d previously been interested in Marie,
whose spectacular figure inspired lust among the boys and envy in
the other girls?

Bronwyn kept her inner fear under tight
control. Over the past couple of weeks she’d lived in a strange
social world, enforcing stringent physical boundaries on her
friendship with Kira, while unsuccessfully encouraging attention
from Algernon, who seemed utterly oblivious to her. She didn’t know
what to do about her surging attraction to him, and felt too
embarrassed to seek counsel from Kira on the matter.

That all-too-familiar sense of not quite
fitting in plagued her mind at night after Kira had drifted to
sleep and the house lay quiet. Bronwyn wanted to belong, to have a
sense of greater purpose in life, and she’d been hopeful that the
Supreme Council’s decision to permit living and working with the
Ravenwood twins provided her with that chance.

It hadn’t gone very well thus far. Bronwyn
sensed Kira’s turmoil and tried very hard to support her recovery,
feeling that the opportunity to perform meaningful community
service would pass if the Ravenwood twins couldn’t cooperate. She
felt that Algernon needed focus, but she didn’t have the
relationship with him that would enable her to encourage
partnership. Bronwyn believed that Algernon and Kira had the
charisma to succeed, but they had to strengthen their sibling bond
in order to work together.

“Sometimes, you just need to be patient, “
she told him, putting her hand on his knee and hoping he wouldn’t
move it away.

Algernon shook his head. “It’s not like I
haven’t tried,” he complained. “We’ve been through a lot together,
and you’d think I’d have some credibility with her by now!”

Bronwyn tucked her lower lip in, realizing
that he didn’t grasp the extent of his sister’s anguish. It didn’t
seem right to leave her hand on his knee when he made no effort to
respond, so she moved it back into her lap. “I know,” she replied.
“Kira told me the whole story about how you rescued her in Kameron.
She told me about the opium addiction, the slave brand and all the
horrible things that happened to her down there. Nobody deserves
that kind of mistreatment.”

She noticed that her expression of sympathy
drew a spark of interest in his eyes. The boy loved his sister
deeply. Bronwyn considered the irony that while she’d once feared
Algernon for the frightening martial skill he possessed, his deadly
talent now lay hidden beneath the saddened demeanor of an
emotionally vulnerable young man. “You took on armed thugs with
your bare hands and lived to tell about it. But it’s not right to
say that she doesn’t trust you when Kira speaks so highly of your
honor and courage.”

Astrid had once told him something similar.
“Why then, does she doubt me? Why does she pick a fight over
everything we talk about?”

Leaning toward him, Bronwyn casually slid her
left hand behind the couch and brought it very near to his
shoulder. “How else can she establish an independent identity?”

“That’s a strange question!” he remarked.

“No,” Bronwyn resolved, drawing closer. “It’s
not strange at all. She’s lived in your shadow her entire life.
You’re incredibly gifted. You are so bright, so capable, and so
confident that everyone develops very high expectations of you.
Maybe some of these are unreasonable, but they’re especially tough
for Kira. No matter how smart and skilled she is, Kira always has
to deal with this relentless comparison to your talent.

“Now, if the bar for you is high, understand
that she has to jump even higher for anyone to notice. If you find
everyone’s expectations impossible, think of how she feels! So Kira
resorts to defining herself in ways that differ from you. That’s
why she got into Astrid’s bed in the first place. That’s why she
ran off with her boyfriend. That’s why she putters in the garden,
sews clothing and makes baskets as gifts.”

He hadn’t thought about it that way. “But
this isn’t about me. I love her for who she is, and I don’t think
my expectations are unreasonable.”

“Have you thought that it might be
unreasonable for Kira to deal with anything other than her
miscarriage right now? She got pregnant under terrible
circumstances, and now she’s just delivered a dead baby. Coping
with this has to be difficult for any woman, let alone a young girl
whose only social support consists of you, me and an elderly
widow.

“You say that you love her, and I believe
you. She loves you too, but Kira needs you to accept her without
making demands. She needs someone to be strong until she gets on
her feet again, and I believe no one can do that better than you
can.”

Algernon shook his head. Bronwyn revealed
more intelligence and insight than he expected, but she didn’t see
the whole picture. “I’ve been doing all of that. I’ve been careful
not to criticize. I’ve come to her whenever she’s needed me. I’ve
lost sleep because I’m worried about her all the time, and I’ve
been handling all the heavy work by myself.”

“You’ve done a lot,” Bronwyn admitted, her
tone merging close to an accusation. “I’m really proud of you. But
we both know you haven’t been doing this all alone. You’ve had a
lot of help thus far, including assistance from a certain group
that you probably shouldn’t have accepted . . .”

Algernon turned pale. “What are you talking
about?” he said in an accusing tone.

Though she’d feared him in the past, Bronwyn
recognized enough evidence of goodness in his character to extend a
little trust. She bowed her head slightly, but looked him dead in
the eye. “Kira told me about the giants,” the girl said,
softly.

He let out a deep sigh and spoke more to the
ceiling than to her. “I had no idea that giants lived on the mesa
when I first took my sister up there, and I swear that I’ve never
told an outright lie over anything that’s happened. The truth of
our encounter with them is simply too incredible for anyone else to
handle. No one would believe me if I explained the real story, and
no one gives a pile of baboon scat for our personal welfare,
anyway.”

“Now that isn’t true!” Bronwyn countered.
“Look at all the treasure people have heaped into this house since
they learned about your mission project!”

“If you know about the giants, then you know
full well that all of these gifts represent misplaced gratitude. No
one who knows the whole story would have done anything for us.”

Bronwyn shook her head, and as she did, her
hair danced from side to side. “You’re badly mistaken, Algernon.
People aren’t stupid. No one believes you built that homestead on
your own. That first newspaper article–the one that came out the
day after you went to court–was written by one of Mrs. Bergen’s
friends. He thought your story was compelling enough to overlook
the role that giants played in the drama.”

Astonished, Algernon sat up. “What are you
saying? No one can prove the giants did anything for me! Who told
him that giants were involved?”

“It’s not hard to figure out. Once the police
detective found the tool and footprints left by the giants, his
case against you sounded pretty strong. He came back here and
talked to Mrs. Bergen two or three times, trying to figure out your
motive for soliciting help from giants, but she convinced him that
there had to be a less nefarious explanation than the outright
complicity he suspected. She told him you’re a hard working young
man who was being profoundly misunderstood, and that if the giants
helped you, it wasn’t because you sought their favor.”

“None of that makes any sense!” Algernon
exclaimed. “Why would Mrs. Bergen speak in my defense? She hates
me!”

Bronwyn laughed. “You are so blind!” she
exclaimed. “Your case looked like a sure thing until you showed up
in court. The prosecutor seriously underestimated your tenacity,
and after the newspaper article came out, she thought no jury would
ever convict you.

“You’re also wrong about Mrs. Bergen. No
woman gives free room and board to someone she hates. She may be
traditional in her outlook, and she certainly doesn’t approve of
the way you and Kira handle things, but she’d be a fool not to see
your work ethic, determination, courage, intelligence and your
obvious devotion to your sister.

“You’re not alone, Algernon. Your neighbors,
Mrs. Bergen, High Priest Volker, and a lot of your friends from the
Temple have done whatever they can to ensure your success! You’re
not facing the entire world by yourself. People believe in what
you’re trying to do. People have faith in your dream.”

Algernon sighed, leaning his head back
against the couch, touching Bronwyn’s arm. “My dream is to be left
alone,” he muttered. “I just want to live in peace. The mission is
Kira’s idea. I adopted it for her sake, and if people knew how much
I struggle to live up to their expectations, no one would really
care.”

Bronwyn leaned close enough that her breast
brushed against his side. She put her hand on his chest and lightly
fingered strands of coarse, masculine hair that thickened on his
flesh. “That’s not true,” she whispered. Struggling to control
desire that trembled through her fingers, Bronwyn took in a slow,
deliberate breath before continuing. “I know what you’re going
through, and I care about you.”

The allure of her nearness and the sparkle of
desire he saw in her lovely, dark eyes made Algernon’s heart pound.
The appeal of her femininity drew him close enough to feel her warm
breath on his cheek. She held perfectly still, anticipating an act
of affection she had longed to experience, while Algernon leaned
forward and very gently pressed his lips against hers.

Astrid had backed away when he tried this
with her, but Bronwyn accepted him willingly. She opened her mouth,
kissed and caressed his lips with her soft, wet tongue. As tension
melted toward passion, the girl took hold of Algernon’s face and
expertly guided his exploration of the front of her mouth. Algernon
slid his hands around her broad back and pulled her close. He was
the first boy to feel the comfort of her warm, soft body
compressing against his chest. His fingers were the first to run
through her dark, damp hair.

Bronwyn kissed him for a long time, then
leaned her head against his shoulder to catch her breath. She
lingered in the strength of his embrace as relief washed over her
soul. A boy actually wanted her. His physical response pressed
urgently against her thigh. For a moment, the temptation to
escalate their contact arose, but she resisted. Bronwyn pulled
back, nose to nose and smiled. “It’s about time!” she said.




***




A few moments later they resumed their
kissing. Kira, who had calmed down and wanted to reconcile with her
brother, had quietly crept back down the stairs, listening covertly
while Algernon and Bronwyn talked. The sudden cessation of their
conversation and the subsequent sound of meeting lips motivated her
to peek around the corner. When she saw her brother pull Bronwyn
into a full and lingering embrace, a twinge of resentment stirred
in her heart.

Would she ever know that kind of contact
again? Would anyone care to kiss her?

Though she felt tempted to interrupt their
intimate moment, Kira didn’t want to deprive her sibling of a gift
she knew he needed. Instead, she sat on the stair and wiped away
involuntary tears that welled in her eyes.

While she waited, suppressing a surge of envy
and feeling guilty for feeling that way, something banged hard
against the front door and dropped to the porch, where it bounced a
couple of times before rolling to a stop. Kira arose and stood
still, waiting.

When Algernon got up to see what was going
on, she moved forward and stopped him with an outstretched hand.
Kira put her left index finger to her lips. “Shh!” the girl
cautioned. “Wait a minute.”

Nothing else happened. The twins stood in
Mrs. Bergen’s entryway while Bronwyn trembled on the couch. Hearing
no further sound, Algernon peered out of a window beside the front
door. Tentatively, he reached for the knob and checked the
vestibule before venturing onto the porch.

Darkness fell quickly during this season.
With a low, thick cloud layer dropping rain and gradually
thickening snow, visibility diminished beyond Mrs. Bergen’s front
gate. Algernon saw no one, but found a flat, smooth, light-colored
stone laying on the porch. Algernon noticed his last name had been
written in dark letters on one side, and when he picked it up, saw
what looked like a dagger painted on the other. He brought the rock
inside in order to have a better look.

Kira drew near, her eyes widening. “Oh no!”
she exclaimed, her countenance turning pale.

“What is it?” he asked.

The girl took the stone from her brother,
turning it over to expose their name. “It’s from the Black Blade,”
she explained. “They must have read about our plans for mission
service in the paper.”

“Hmm,” Algernon mused, wrinkling his brow.
“What’s the Black Blade?”


Not wishing to alarm Bronwyn, Kira pulled her
brother down the hall into Mrs. Bergen’s library. “They’re
assassins,” she whispered. “When the crime bosses have a problem,
they hire the Black Blade to do their killing.”

Algernon sighed, leaned against the door
frame and rolled his eyes toward the ceiling. “What next? Why can’t
people just leave me alone”

Kira’s lips narrowed. “This is a serious
thing!” she hissed. “They’ve just delivered a death threat with our
name on it!”

Bronwyn appeared in the doorway. “More
whispering?” she stated, accusingly. “What’s going on?”

Though Kira didn’t want Bronwyn to worry,
Algernon dropped the stone into the acolyte’s hand, then went
upstairs to check the view from there.

“Algernon!” Kira shouted in exasperation.

Bronwyn, having worked in Marvic’s poor
neighborhoods for a long time, also knew what the message meant.
She examined the stone with widened eyes. “What are we going to
do?” she asked.

Kira caught the subtle change in the way
Bronwyn included herself in the threat, and though she appreciated
the gesture of solidarity, she didn’t want to put her friend at
risk. “I think we should pray,” Kira suggested.

Once satisfied that no potential enemies
lurked in Mrs. Bergen’s yard, Algernon returned downstairs. When he
heard Kira’s reiterated suggestion he raised his eyebrows. “Pray?”
he sneered. “Pray for what? Pray that the assassins kill someone
else? Pray that the crime families just forget about it and leave
us alone? Pray that the heavens open and spirit warriors from the
eternal realm come and fight on our behalf?”

Kira’s face hardened. “Don’t ridicule me!”
she warned. “You’re supposed to be a man of faith. Maybe you should
start acting like one!”

Algernon expressed incredulity. “Did you
think the pimps and madams were going to be nice and actually give
us permission to rescue their girls? Did you think they’d
appreciate having us disrupt their business? What did you expect,
Kira?”

“Stop it!” Bronwyn demanded. To Kira’s
surprise, the girl took her side and directed her complaint toward
Algernon. “She’s right. You should pray. Tearing at her like that
hurts your relationship and changes nothing!”

The truth of that remark caught Algernon by
surprise. His eyes flashed between Bronwyn and Kira, until he
recognized the hurt in his sister’s expression and his heart
softened. Though he honestly didn’t believe an appeal to the Great
God would impact the outcome of their circumstances, Algernon
relented out of compassion for Kira. “Alright, then,” he conceded.
“We’ll pray.”

They stayed in Mrs. Bergen’s library because
its windows faced the back of the house. The smell of dust, old
leather and lacquered furniture lent a peaceful air to the
environment that contrasted with the urgency of their petition.
Kneeling in a triangle on the hardwood floor, the three young
people joined hands and took turns praying.

Algernon really didn’t know what to say. He’d
long relied on brute memory to recall hundreds of formal Temple
prayers, which he uttered more out of habit than sincerity. It
didn’t seem right to recite one of those under these circumstances.
After Bronwyn and Kira completed their petitions, Algernon simply
asked for peace and prayed for Mrs. Bergen’s safety, though–because
he was skeptical that Mrs. Bergen actually cared about his
welfare–he felt somewhat disingenuous doing so.

Kira, however, squeezed her brother’s hand
affectionately. After several minutes her knees hurt from their
extended contact with the hardwood floor, but she said nothing as
she listened to Algernon finish his prayer. Dropping his hand
quickly, while letting her fingers tarry in Bronwyn’s palm for
support, Kira rose to her feet. “Now what?” she asked.

“Maybe we shouldn’t be staying here,”
Algernon stated. “How long before you can go home?”

“I’ll see the doctor tomorrow, weather
permitting.” Kira replied, though her tone of voice revealed
anxiety. “I’m getting better, but I don’t really want to go if I
don’t have to.” Because she’d not seen the completed homestead,
Kira still pictured the feeding shed on Superstition Mesa as their
refuge, inspiring the reluctance that crept into her voice.

Bronwyn interrupted. “She’s right. You’re not
going to be safe on the mesa. There are no police up there to
protect you.”

Algernon wanted to remind Bronwyn that the
police protection at Mrs. Bergen’s house had been withdrawn after
Kira accused Officer Danzen of spying on her through the keyhole.
Knowing that Kira likely encouraged such behavior, Algernon held
his tongue. He toyed with the idea of taking the rock to the police
station and requesting help, but his confidence as a martial expert
led him to dismiss that idea.

“It’s not us that I’m worried about,” he
replied. “We can take care of ourselves.”

Bronwyn’s expression reflected genuine
concern. “You think you can handle trained killers?” she inquired.
“Algernon, these are not street thugs.”

His expression and tone hardened. “I’ve taken
on an angry giant with my bare hands,” he announced. “I could have
killed him if I’d wanted to, so don’t talk to me about what or whom
I should fear. The only people who need protection are you and Mrs.
Bergen!” When she began objecting, Algernon dismissed her argument
without considering its merits. “So much for peace,” he muttered.
“I’m not discussing this any further!”

As he stormed out of the room, Kira put her
hand on Bronwyn’s shoulder to prevent the girl from going after
him. “You’ll never change his mind,” she said, softly.

Bronwyn bit her lip, anxiously. “I just don’t
want him to get hurt.”

“Neither do I,” Kira replied. “But he’s a
gifted fighter. They’ve given him time to think about this, and
they’ll regret it.”

“Maybe it’s just a bluff,” Bronwyn
offered.

Kira shook her head. “I doubt it. I remember
hearing this from Marco’s family. The Black Blade will come after
us, and they’ll do it soon. It’ll start with less experienced
killers because they’re cheaper. If we survive, they’ll move up the
ladder in proportion to the threat we represent. They’ll want us to
serve as a warning, so that nobody else will dare cross them.”

Bronwyn sat in a chair, glancing into the
brooding twilight beyond the library window. “Should we tell Mrs.
Bergen?”

“No!” Kira said, emphatically. “She’ll freak
if she finds out!”




***




But Bronwyn didn’t feel good about
withholding the truth from Mrs. Bergen because as long as the
Ravenwood twins stayed with her, any threat against them would
likely involve their hostess. After debating this with Kira for a
long time, the young acolyte convinced her friend that they should
reveal the truth when Mrs. Bergen arrived home. Bronwyn agreed to
deliver the bad news, but the generally cordial relations between
the two girls deteriorated as she and Kira cut potatoes and
vegetables for dinner soup.

Kira didn’t want to talk about her pregnancy,
her miscarriage, her brother, or the fact that she’d seen Bronwyn
and Algernon kissing. She drifted into moody silence in order to
steer conversation clear of controversy, distractedly staring
outside while she worked in the kitchen. Why did bad things always
happen to her? Why did evil haunt her steps when she was only
trying to do the right thing? Wasn’t the Great God supposed to
protect her?

While Mrs. Bergen recognized the obvious
tension that strained every interaction between the girls, she
presumed that her volatile young guests were exhibiting symptoms of
angst common to young women, and she had no intention of dealing
with that. Instead, she talked to Algernon about clearing the
growing pile of presents out of her house. “If it snows, you can
leave the flowers here,” she told him. “They’ll just die in the
cold if you take them with you!”

Algernon nodded in assent, wondering where
Bronwyn got the ridiculous idea that Mrs. Bergen harbored a
singular positive thought about him. He felt that she wanted more
than just the gifts out of her house. Once Kira had been given
permission to leave, he intended to say farewell and never set foot
on Mrs. Bergen’s property again.

Bronwyn dried the dishes that he washed while
Kira went upstairs to have a bath. She wanted to talk and would
have settled for any kind of conversation, but he’d retreated into
a self-exile of sullen silence, and with Mrs. Bergen puttering
through the kitchen while she re-stocked her pantry, Bronwyn
couldn’t think of a way to get his attention.

She broke the bad news to Mrs. Bergen after
Algernon departed to bathe. Bronwyn sat at the kitchen table with
her elderly hostess, showed her the stone and explained what it
meant. The girl waited breathlessly while the old woman processed
the information.

“This is well beyond reasonable,” Mrs. Bergen
stated, shaking her head in exasperation. “I can’t have this kind
of thing going on in my house!”

Bronwyn defended her friends as best she
could. “It’s not like they’re hanging out with the wrong crowd.
They’ve not done anything deserving of this. They’re being
threatened because of their goals for ministry.”

Mrs. Bergen tapped her left hand on the table
and pointed her right index finger at the young acolyte. “I’ve
warned you about that boy,” she said. “He’s nothing but trouble,
and a nice girl like you ought to think twice about your
association with him! I see the way you look, my dear. I know what
goes on in a young girl’s heart.”

That hurt! Bronwyn tried to hide the wound,
but didn’t do a very effective job. “Algernon means well. He wants
to do what is right, and Kira has real passion for people who have
fallen into a bad situation.”

“Well, they can do that elsewhere!” the old
woman countered. “Their ideas for helping the kind of people they
want to help are not suitable for respectable folk, and you should
reconsider your association with them.”

“You’re not going to kick them out, are you?”
Bronwyn inquired, aghast.

Mrs. Bergen arose. “They’ll have to leave
tomorrow,” she stated flatly. “Until then, we’ll need police
protection.”

Bronwyn excused herself and fled to the
bedroom she shared with Kira in order to regain her composure. How
could Mrs. Bergen be so cold? Algernon and Kira had done nothing
wrong. They’d been helpful in getting the grounds ready for winter.
They’d put up the storm windows, cleaned the gutters and scrubbed
the house from top to bottom. They’d done all of this in gratitude
for Mrs. Bergen’s hospitality, and now that their lives were in
danger, she wanted them out. Though Bronwyn wept for her friends,
she also shed tears because Mrs. Bergen’s religious faith had
reached its limit.

At the elderly woman’s insistence, Algernon
reluctantly dressed in warm clothes and braved the wet snow to
visit the neighborhood police station. This was one instance where
he wished that his hostess owned a telephone, but it didn’t take
more than two minutes to reach the station from Mrs. Bergen’s gate.
He returned about thirty minutes later in the company of a friendly
police officer named Rathmann, who promised to stay on the porch
and guard the house for a few hours until the station sent another
man to relieve him.

Though her guests would have performed the
evening prayer ritual on their own, Mrs. Bergen made a point to
ensure that the day in her house ended with proper worship. They
gathered in the parlor, where the elderly woman read a long passage
about the Great God lavishing protection upon devout worshipers who
sought the path of peace, occasionally peering over her spectacles
at Algernon as if the ancient words had been written for his
exclusive benefit. After uttering the formal prayers, Algernon
excused himself, carried one of the large flower pots out of the
study and went straight to his room. The young priest stuffed extra
blankets into his bed to simulate a human shape, then lay down on
the floor and went to sleep.




***




Late that night a single gunshot awakened
him. It sounded close. He heard a dull thud on the porch, followed
by silence. With his senses on high alert and his heart pounding,
the boy lay still, listening to footsteps climb the stairs and turn
the corner of Mrs. Bergen’s wraparound porch. Light flashed into
his bedroom window, then vanished as the booted feet retreated
toward the front entrance.

Algernon arose, grabbed a fistful of dirt
from the flower pot, crouched to the side of the bedroom entrance
and peered through the slight opening of its door. Something very
heavy crashed into Mrs. Bergen’s front entry, smashing its lock.
Shadowy figures bearing flashlights burst through the door and
raced inside, each focused on a particular task of his deadly
mission.

Algernon pressed his back against the wall,
struggling to control his fear. If the killers thought nothing of
slaying a police officer, they would also think nothing of killing
a priest. One of the assassins kicked his door open, shone the
flashlight on the bed and fired three shots into the blankets
Algernon had arranged there.

Deafened by the sound and blinded by the
muzzle flash, the young priest struck back out of pure instinct. He
threw the dirt clutched in his right hand into the eyes of his
attacker. As his assailant jerked backward and wasted a fourth shot
that streaked through the window, shattering its glass, Algernon
shuffled his left foot forward, while lifting his right knee and
twisted his body to the left with all the strength he could muster.
His right hand clamped onto the right forearm of the assassin to
push the gun away while the heel of his left palm drove forcefully
into his attacker’s lower jaw, crushing its bone and tearing its
ligaments loose .

With his balance disrupted by the shock of
dirt entering his eyes, the paid killer felt his body twist
violently. His left temple slammed into the doorjamb so hard that
his skull splintered just in front of his ear. A swirl of dizzying
yellow and purple color flashed through his vision as the blunt
trauma shot bone fragments deep into his brain, rupturing its blood
vessel network and flooding cerebral tissue in a fatal
hemorrhage.

Algernon’s right knee pounded into the soft,
inferior thoracic margin at the lower apex of his would-be killer’s
ribs, and as he continued twisting to the left, Algernon drove his
right elbow into his adversary’s throat, all the while keeping a
firm grip on his enemy’s forearm so that his gun remained pointed
high and away. As the man fell backward over Algernon’s left foot
and his head bounced against Mrs. Bergen’s hardwood floor, Algernon
shifted his right hand so that his thumb pointed downward. In a
lightning-quick move, he grabbed his assailant’s right hand and
took complete control of the weapon by twisting his enemy’s hand in
the opposite direction of his forearm. Metacarpal bones snapped in
response. The gun came loose and clattered into the hallway, but
the would-be killer had already succumbed to the superior martial
skill of his intended victim.

Upstairs, Bronwyn bolted alert at the sound
of the first gunshot. Light from the street lamps outside gave the
room an eerie glow. “Kira!” she cried in terror. “They’re
here!”

Kira threw her covers off. “Get dressed!” she
ordered.

More gunshots overwhelmed the sound of booted
feet ascending the stairway. Bronwyn hadn’t even found her robe
when the bedroom door burst open. The door hit Kira hard in the
left shoulder and sent her sprawling back onto her bed.

Though they’d been ordered to kill everyone
in the house, the sight of Bronwyn bent over, wearing only her bra
and panties put a different thought–of equally evil intent–into the
assassins’ minds. They laughed and holstered their guns. Before she
could turn around, Bronwyn felt strong hands force her face down
onto the bed. Her assailant grabbed a fistful of hair and the back
of her head with one hand, while tearing at her underwear with the
other.

Kira’s attacker leaped onto her, pushing her
down and holding her on the bed as she squirmed and thrashed
beneath him. “You’re a little mink, aren’t you?” he teased. “I’ve
got just the thing you need!” The killer held Kira by her neck with
one of his hands and began clumsily untying his belt with the
other.

She’d been through this before. Horror, shame
and shock flooded her mind as the memory of previous abuse and
trauma returned like a pack of snarling dogs. A sense of revulsion
rose with bile from her belly as the imagery of laughing, Kamerese
gangs having their way with her flashed into Kira’s
consciousness.

“No!” she screamed. “Never again!”

This time, Kira was no longer an
opium-addicted slave girl. This time she had her wits about her and
she wouldn’t give in. Kira twisted to the right, knocking her
attacker’s hand away, but he was too heavy and too strong for her
to push off. When he restrained her hands and pulled on her
underwear, all of her rage exploded and the girl fought with
fury!

Kira turned her wrist bone so that it faced
the gap between his thumb and fingertips, then yanked her right
hand loose. With scorpion speed and all the strength she could
muster, Kira jabbed her fingers into her assailant’s eyes–blinding
him–withdrew, then smacked his right temple with a brutal
backhanded fist that left him dizzy and disoriented. She torqued
her body to the left, pulling him off balance while following the
backhand with a crushing right-handed heel palm to his chin. Teeth
cut through lip and tongue while, she, the erstwhile rape victim,
attacked him like an enraged tigress.

Grabbing the back of his head with her right
hand, Kira pulled her aggressor’s vulnerable face directly into the
unyielding bone of her left elbow three consecutive times. Blood
burst from his afflicted nose and, instinctively, he dropped her
left hand while his own hands went up to protect his face from
further harm.

Now free from her captor’s grip, Kira clawed
her assailant’s throat with her left hand–leaving a trail of torn
flesh behind–then she drilled a right-handed corkscrew punch into
his chest, followed by another from the left hand, the right, the
left again, cracking ribs with every blow. Finally, Kira slammed
her right fist into his gut and quickly delivered a wicked left
hook to his ear that knocked him off her thighs and onto the
floor.

“Fight, Bron! Fight back!” she screamed.

Bronwyn had never known rough treatment.
She’d never had her hair pulled, nor her back beaten and flesh
torn. She wept because it hurt. She cried out because she was a
good girl who didn’t deserve mistreatment. What happened to the
policeman? Why wasn’t he protecting her?

The killer tore at her underwear, forcefully
and painfully grabbing her soft thigh in an effort to pull her legs
apart. She heard Kira’s admonition to fight, and though she felt
completely humiliated, her sense of injustice brought something
hard and cold up from within her soul. With a grunt, the girl
pushed away from the bed. Her attacker yanked her head backward,
pulling hair out from its roots. Bronwyn screamed, ducked her head
forward, put her hands on the bed to avoid falling over and thrust
a very powerful right footed kick directly backward.

For the first time in her life, Bronwyn’s
size and strength wrought a benefit. Her heel slammed into her
attacker’s groin with great force. He tumbled through the doorway,
rolled heels over head and smacked his shoulder against the far
wall.

Algernon appeared at the top of the stairs,
full of adrenaline and utterly empty of mercy. As the killer
reached for his holstered revolver, Algernon leaped onto his back,
driving his left knee into the assassin’s spine and his right knee
into the assailant’s right arm. He grabbed the attacker’s head with
both hands, smashed it into the floor, then jerked it back with
great force, snapping the neck, severing the spine, and ending all
use of the man’s limbs. Algernon stood over his victim and kicked
the handgun down the hall.

The furious sound of a body repeatedly
slamming into the bedroom wall mingled with Kira’s enraged cries.
Algernon burst into the room to rescue his sister, but saw her spin
a deadly, left-footed side kick into the chest of the third killer,
who flailed helplessly on the other side of her bed. His back hit
the wall again, and as he slumped forward, Kira attacked his body
like the heavy bag in the Temple’s martial studio. Right fist,
elbow, left palm, left knee, right palm–and as his torso slammed
backward again–a left-footed front kick, right roundhouse, and then
her right fist again, each move thunderously beating the body of
her attacker in rapid succession. He was simply bouncing off the
wall and not fighting back.

“Enough, Kira!” Algernon shouted.

She withdrew into a fighting stance, her body
glistening with sweat in the dim glow of two flashlights that lay
on the floor. Blood covered her hands and spattered her face. Her
shoulders and belly heaved from exertion and anger as the girl
willed her emotions back under control. The tight Lithian halter
she wore gave off a faint, red-orange radiance, reflecting the rage
of her soul.

A moment later, the lifeless body of the
third assassin slumped to the floor. Algernon climbed over the bed
and embraced his sister, keeping his back to Bronwyn so she could
dress with some semblance of privacy. The twins clung to one
another as Kira began to cry. She didn’t stop even after Mrs.
Bergen turned on the hallway light.

The elderly woman shrieked at the sight of a
prone body laying at the entrance to the girls’ bedroom, then
entered with widened eyes and her hand over her mouth in shock.
“What’s going on here?” she demanded, as Bronwyn slipped her robe
over her shoulders and tied its belt. The elderly matron had slept
through the gunshots, but had awakened at the sound of Bronwyn’s
scream.




***




Less than an hour later, Officer Von Hoepen
arrived at the house. He pushed through the crowd that had gathered
beyond Mrs. Bergen’s front gate, talked to the police sergeant on
duty, then lifted the blanket someone had placed over Officer
Rathmann’s body. The dead policeman had taken a single rifle bullet
through the heart. Later forensic analysis revealed the angle of
the bullet track, which pointed to the corner of the wall that
fronted Mrs. Bergen’s yard. Footprints in the snow told the tale of
three assassins who’d approached the house through the hedge of a
neighbor’s property, likely after the police officer had been taken
down. Wet slush proved that one of them had circled the porch,
stopping at every window before returning to the front
entrance.

They’d broken down the door with an iron ram.
Fingerprints lifted from the ram later matched those of the man
who’d burst into Algernon’s room. The detective gratefully accepted
a cup of tea from Bronwyn, while Mrs. Bergen expressed her anger
over the incident with a police counselor.

“You’re out of your mind to insist that I
stay somewhere else! How long will this investigation take?” she
asked. “There’s a big mess to clean up, and this is my house!”

The counselor, a patient and understanding
woman, tried to explain that crime scenes had to be carefully
investigated for the sake of public safety. “Besides,” the officer
explained, “we don’t want to risk another attack on your
residence.”

“Oh, there will be no more attacks!” Mrs.
Bergen explained. “That boy will be gone this day! I’ve had it with
him!”

Officer Von Hoepen tried to ignore the angry
woman, but he felt sympathetic to her plight. She’d been trying to
do the right thing by taking in the Ravenwood twins, but her
generosity had been repaid in violence and property damage. Worse,
an officer had been slain on the elderly woman’s front porch. The
traditional Tamarian religion viewed events of this kind as
indicating disfavor of the spirits. Whatever his priestly role
might be, Algernon attracted trouble everywhere he went, and to
most people, this indicated some deep-rooted flaw in the boy’s
spiritual condition.

A police photographer scurried downstairs.
“You’ve got a live one up there,” he told the detective as he
passed by. “He’s not moving, but he’s all yours now.”

The detective took out a note pad. His
inspection of the downstairs sleeping room revealed that someone
wielding a large caliber revolver had fired three rounds into the
bed at point blank range. Had the boy been sleeping there, he’d
never have seen the light of another day. Glass from the broken
window lay primarily outside, indicating that it had been shot from
inside the house. Algernon told Officer Von Hoepen that he’d hidden
the gun between the mattress and box spring, in case another
intruder entered.

The policeman retrieved a .40 caliber
revolver beneath the mattress. Though a violent struggle must have
taken place, he considered the speed at which the mangled corpse in
the hallway met his demise and shuddered. The victim had likely
outweighed Algernon by 100 pounds. “You did this with your bare
hands?” he inquired.

Algernon nodded. “I don’t even remember what
happened, sir,” the boy said in a subdued voice. “He just came in
with his gun blazing and I reacted.”

The policeman noted that the self-confidence
Algernon displayed during their earlier encounter had vanished.
Sensing remorse in the boy’s tone, he patted the young priest on
the shoulder before climbing the stairs. “Son, something divine
must be watching over you!” he stated.

“Yeah,” Algernon muttered. “Tell that to Mrs.
Bergen.”

Algernon listened to the police detective
talk to his sister, upstairs. Though he’d expected Bronwyn to feel
the most upset, the acolyte kept her tears in check while Kira’s
emotions overflowed like a river in flood. She burst into
unrestrained weeping while explaining her story to Officer Von
Hoepen, sobbing so much that the detective could barely make out
and write down her testimony.

Several minutes later he came down the stairs
with Kira in tow. Officer Von Hoepen gestured toward the library.
“I need to speak to both of you,” he said.

Algernon gave his sister a hug and kissed her
on the forehead. They walked into the library holding hands, as the
police detective pulled three chairs into a triangle and closed the
door. Kira sniffed, her expression melding into something that
looked angry. The policeman sat down, appraising the twins with far
deeper respect than had been the case when he first met them. “This
was clearly the work of professional killers,” he said. “You two
are very fortunate to be alive.”

Though Algernon wanted to remind the
detective that he hadn’t been scratched in the ordeal, he held his
tongue. “You saw their hands?” he asked.

Each of the assassins featured a black dagger
tattoo, which, when flashed to a potential adversary, served as a
warning. Officer Von Hoepen knew the significance of that mark. “I
did,” he replied, lowering his eyes. “That’s why I need to talk to
you.

“You’ve attracted attention from a dangerous
organization. They perceive you as a threat to their criminal
enterprise, and they’ve contracted with paid killers who will not
stop coming after you until the threat you represent no longer
exists. That means as long as you are in and around Marvic, they
will devote themselves to your demise.

“What I’m going to tell you may be difficult
for you to hear, but I want you to listen carefully. The first and
best thing for you to do now is leave the city. Lay low for awhile
and let things get back to normal.”

Algernon butted in. “Well, that’s fine with
me. Mrs. Bergen won’t let us stay here anymore, so I thought we’d
just go home now.”

“Superstition Mesa is too close,” the
detective warned. “If they learned you are staying here, it won’t
be hard for them to find you there. We can’t protect you on the
mesa. It’s too isolated. Maybe you should consider returning to
Deception Creek and staying with your parents until this blows
over.”

“No way!” Kira spat. “I’d sooner die than go
back to live with our parents!”

That response, a bit more stridently
expressed than expected, took the detective aback. “Ok, he replied.
“You stayed with a family in Kameron before returning here. Perhaps
you can pay them another visit for a few weeks.”

Algernon shook his head. “There’s a civil war
going on in Northeastern Kameron,” he countered. “Our brother wrote
us about his girlfriend and others from the medical crew being
captured and tortured by rebels. We’d be no safer down there than
at home.”

Detective Von Hoepen, though he was trying to
help, realized that Algernon was being stubborn and simply arguing
about every possible suggestion. “This is something you need to
think about carefully. Maybe there are other options you haven’t
explored. But whatever you do, get out of the city and stay away
for awhile.

“The second problem involves your public
ministry. What you have proposed is certainly a noble venture.
Judging from the outpouring of gifts in this house, your plans have
earned the support of many people. However, in light of this
incident with the Black Blade, your ideas might need to be modified
for the sake of your safety. Perhaps you can focus on education and
prevention. Maybe you can raise awareness of the issue in the
community. Activities like these are less likely to be seen as a
direct threat by the criminals who are trying to kill you.”

Though Algernon believed that the detective
meant well, his homestead project had come too far for him to
abandon. Also, Kira remained emotionally fragile and needed a
larger purpose to sustain her interest in life. He counted off the
potential charges on his fingers as he spoke. “These people killed
a police officer, trespassed on private property, discharged
weapons in the city limits, assaulted us, attempted rape and
attempted murder. All six of those are serious charges. Why don’t
you go after them?”

Officer Von Hoepen nodded. “You’re right
about all of that. We can file charges of that nature, but we can’t
prove who actually pulled the trigger of the weapon that killed
Officer Rathmann, so we can’t convict anyone on that charge unless
we uncover new evidence. We can’t prove conspiracy either, which
means that only those who were directly involved in this particular
crime will face any charges. Since you killed two of the three
assassins–and the third one will never walk again–the best we can
hope for is a conviction of the paralyzed man upstairs. However, a
jury might consider his injuries as sufficient recompense for his
actions.

“Further, even if we could round up everyone
with a Black Blade tattoo, another cadre of killers would simply
rise up to take their place. This is a serious and persistent
problem that even the best and brightest of law enforcement
professionals have not been able to solve. That’s why I’m advising
you to leave the city in order to preserve your lives.”

“I’d like to kill them all with my bare
hands!” Kira exclaimed.

Officer Von Hoepen paused. “I’ll pretend I
didn’t hear that,” he warned her, rising from his seat with a scowl
on his forehead. “I’ll file your statements in lieu of a formal
report. That will spare you the indignation of having to repeat
this sordid tale down at the police station, and will also give you
time to pack up your things and get out of here.”

The policeman sighed. Kira was such a pretty
girl, and Algernon had so much potential. “I wish you could be
spared the exposure to the criminal element in the city,” he added.
“Marvic is a wonderful place, but like all other cities, it has a
dark side. I don’t want to see either one of you getting hurt.”




***




When Mrs. Leefka Eberlee answered her front
door, she felt surprised to see a couple of attractive girls
huddled together, clutching their winter coats. “My dears!” she
exclaimed. “Please come in! The cold is dreadful today!”

Kira smiled at the middle-aged woman.
Lingering beauty suggested she’d once been Mr. Eberlee’s trophy
bride. As grey hair roots fringed the fine, curled blonde locks
that framed her face, and the ever-so-slight influence of ageing
drew tiny lines around her pale eyes, Mrs. Eberlee’s countenance
reflected a constant and desperate struggle to maintain a youthful
appearance. Her gestures, eye contact and expression revealed an
air of superiority behind a very thin veneer of excellent manners.
She belonged to a wealthy family, but her real value in Ulrich
Ellerbee’s eyes had diminished with age, and that made Kira feel
both guilty and sad.

Mrs. Eberlee did not know either of the
girls, nor did she suspect any affiliation with the Temple until
Bronwyn removed her boots and coat. The middle-aged woman, seeing
the acolyte’s robe, offered the traditional gesture of priestly
respect, which Bronwyn cheerfully returned.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of this
visit?” Mrs. Eberlee asked, directing them to the kitchen table so
she could prepare refreshment.

“I’m wondering if we might speak to you about
an issue of neighborly concern,” Kira replied, turning on every bit
of her considerable charm.

Bronwyn wondered how Kira would handle Mrs.
Eberlee’s haughty demeanor, sensing that the woman didn’t
appreciate a pretty little poor girl entering her domain. However,
Kira complimented the woman on her lovely–and very
expensive–earrings and spoke intelligently about the fine quality
fabric that made up Mrs. Eberlee’s dress while their hostess brewed
a pot of tea. Kira knew a lot about fabric, and her effusive
discussion of Mrs. Eberlee’s gown proved remarkably disarming.

When the moment arrived for Kira to reveal
the reason for her visit, Leefka Eberlee listened with her head
cocked slightly to the side and raised her eyebrows. Kira produced
a document from her bag and moved it toward her hostess. “We made
all the arrangements for the foundation investment fund this
morning,” she concluded. “Everything I’ve explained to you is
legal, binding, above board and legitimate.”

“This is highly irregular,” Mrs. Eberlee
stated. “Our family has been generous in supporting charity work
within the city, but a fund to help the widow of a slain police
officer falls outside our philanthropic scope.”

When she saw that Kira expected a more
definitive response, she pushed the document away without reading
it. “I’ll have to speak to my husband about this,” she said.

Kira smiled. “Of course. If you’d like me to
outline how the investment fund works for him, I’d be more than
willing . . .”

Mrs. Eberlee did not appreciate that remark,
as it implied she would not understand the details herself. Though
that might have been true, the pretty young thing showed a lot of
temerity in stating this directly. The woman picked up Kira’s
paper, excused herself and disappeared down the hall.

“This isn’t going very well,” Bronwyn
whispered. “I don’t think she likes you!”

“Just wait,” Kira admonished. “When Ulrich
sees my name on the document, he’ll want to talk to me.”

“You know him?” Bronwyn asked, wide-eyed.

Kira smiled. “I know a lot of wealthy men in
this town . . .”

Mr. and Mrs. Eberlee began arguing in a room
down the hall. Their voices carried for a few heated moments, then
Mrs. Eberlee returned, struggling to maintain her composure. “My
husband would like to have a word with you,” she told Kira. Then,
the woman sat down and took a long sip of tea. Bronwyn could see
her hands trembling as Kira departed.

Ulrich Eberlee had long since lost the
athletic form of his youth. His clothing became both finer and
larger in direct proportion to the wealth he accumulated from his
aluminum smelting ventures, and the flaxen hair that had once
covered his head thinned and yellowed with age. “Shut the door!” he
demanded. His voice sounded firm and resolved, but Kira could tell
he spoke this way to mask underlying fear. He looked like a small
child who’d been caught doing something wrong. When the girl
complied, he flicked the foundation document open with a snap of
his wrist. “What is this?”

“I’m sure you know how to read,” Kira
replied. “Officer Rathmann died in the line of duty, leaving a
widow and three children behind. I’m giving you a chance to help
them.”

“This is blackmail!” he seethed. “You have no
right to set foot in my house. I can’t believe you have the gall to
come here with your hat in one hand, with a hidden knife in the
other–like some common extortionist–and introduce yourself to my
wife! You have no business here, young lady.”

“I didn’t knock on your door to dance for
you,” Kira countered, her confidence unshaken. “I’m neither
extorting nor intruding. I’m simply asking a man of means to help a
family in need, that’s all.”

“This is no childish game,” Ulrich replied.
“You are well beyond the appropriate limits for a cheap whore.”

Kira felt tears coming on, but she fought
back the feeling. “Call me what you want if that’s what you have to
do to feel better about yourself.” She brushed a strand of hair
away from her face, and as she did so, something in her expression
hardened. “I’m simply asking you and your neighbors to invest a bit
of money to help feed fatherless children. What I’m asking will
cost you less than you paid in a single month to watch me strip and
finger myself!”

The direct way Kira stated her case took Mr.
Eberlee by surprise. He was not accustomed to anyone treating him
with anything less than fawning respect, but Kira knew a truth
about his character he’d rather have kept secret, and she wasn’t
afraid to discuss it openly. She attacked his weakness with
shocking ruthlessness.

“I used to feel sorry for guys like you,” she
continued. “I used to think that you’d never seen a pretty girl
before, or that you’d grown too old to get attention from a woman.
I remember your sob stories. You always talked about how much
stress you had to cope with on the job and how you needed a little
pampering at night, after work.

“So I danced for you out of pity. Though the
other girls wouldn’t come near you, I sat on your lap and let you
fondle my tits to your heart’s content. You call me a cheap whore,
but you were the one who had to pay for the pleasure. You call me a
cheap whore, but Officer Rathmann valued a cheap whore like me
enough to lay down his life, though I never played the role of
fantasy girl for him like I did for you!”

Ulrich shook his head. “Don’t try to guilt
me,” he said. “I’m a man of integrity. The relationship between you
and me was strictly business, and if you didn’t understand the
expectations, you should have picked a different career path!”

Kira had expected him to say something like
that. What a weak and cowardly man! “You’ve got it all wrong. I
don’t feel bad about being the object of your personal perversion.
I’m simply asking you to do the right thing for a change. I’m
asking you to offer a small gift, out of the abundance of your
wealth, to help a neighbor in need!

“You’ve got a beautiful wife who’d probably
put out much more willingly than some strung out stripper if you
paid half the attention to her that you do to young girls like me.
I’ll bet it’s been a long time since you had your hands on her body
like you had your hands on mine, so don’t boast about your personal
integrity! I know what kind of man you really are, but I’m giving
you a chance to redeem yourself.”

Ulrich wanted to feel angry and indignant,
but Kira had been his favorite dancer. She’d moved with such grace
and power! She had filled a secret and cherished role in his mind,
a young, nubile and athletic innocent who would do anything to
please him. The truth that she was smart and far more complex than
this secret vision ruined everything!

Worse, the truth of her testimony laid his
heart bare, and for several moments, he couldn’t even look at her.
When he finally lifted his eyes again, his expression had softened
considerably and he sighed. “I can’t have you visiting my house,”
he told her, quietly. “You’re lovely and my memories of you are too
strong. My wife suspects there is more to your calling on us than
merely asking for money.”

“I didn’t come here to threaten your
marriage,” she told him. “Your wife doesn’t have to know a thing
about our business relationship. I’m simply asking you to help give
the Widow Rathmann with a gift. I promise that I will never come to
see you again.”




***




Algernon stuffed his hands into the pockets
of his new coat. Before leaving Mrs. Bergen’s house, he had changed
into his grubby clothes in order to avoid attracting attention.
However, when he went into a thrift shop to find a serviceable pair
of winter boots, the owner recognized him from a photo in the paper
and the boy quickly found himself surrounded by an adoring staff.
No matter how much Algernon protested, the thrift shop owner did
not permit him to leave until he’d been fully outfitted in warm
clothing, and taken extra garments for Kira.

“It’s my gift to you!” the shop owner said.
He’d been delighted to take part in supporting Algernon’s ministry,
admiring the young monk’s courage and his willingness to stand up
to the criminal gangs that ran the prostitution rings in the city.
With the newspaper headlines screaming about the death of Officer
Rathmann, Algernon had to handle a host of questions relating to
the threat against his life. Eventually, he managed to persuade the
thrift shop staff that he really needed to finish his tasks for the
day. “If there’s anything you or your sister need, please come
back!” the owner admonished.

Gottslena writings urged the priesthood to
gratefully and graciously accept the charity of the faithful, so
that ordinary people could partake in the extraordinary sacrifice
that servants of the Great God regularly undertook. This kind of
generosity supported every priest in the community.

Algernon knew he should acquiesce. His
culture and religion functioned on this principle, but it bothered
him. The influence of his upbringing eschewed any assistance in
favor of hard work and discipline. He could hear his father’s
repeated mantra: “Take nothing from nobody and you won’t owe nobody
nothing!”

That parental admonition to establish and
maintain independence strained mightily against Algernon’s
experience. Over the past several months he’d repeatedly confronted
the reality that many people offered counsel, material and physical
support in helping him attain nearly every personal goal he’d set.
Even Bronwyn, whom he’d never expected to look favorably on his
ministerial pursuits, had set aside more comfortable personal
circumstances for the sake of assisting him.

As Algernon shut his eyes, the damp, soft
sensation of her lips returned to his memory. Did he owe her
something because they’d kissed? When she joined them on
Superstition Mesa, how would his relationship with her change? What
about Kira? Would she feel jealous when she learned that her
brother and her best friend had been kissing?

While he waited for Kira beneath the
west-facing overhang of Marvic’s public library, Algernon wished he
could vanish into the mountains alone. Though he knew that thought
contravened everything he’d learned, he couldn’t help how he felt.
The solitude of Superstition Mesa had been shattered by events that
spiraled beyond his personal control. Its anvil-shaped end peered
through the mist over Marvic’s northern wall, looking almost close
enough to touch, though it lay across the gorge where Wounded Heart
Creek tumbled to the lakeshore far below. The mesa would never
serve as his secret refuge now. The notoriety of his contact with
giants, coupled with increasing awareness concerning his plans for
public service ensured that nearly everyone who wanted to find him
knew where to look.

This included the people who wanted to kill
him. Algernon’s heart hurt. He hadn’t asked for trouble. Why
couldn’t he be left alone to live in peace?

Cold wind raced around the library as light
rain fell, melting last evening’s snow into slush through which the
pedestrians and streetcars slogged. Algernon shivered from
inactivity, waiting impatiently while he brooded over his plight.
When he finally saw Bronwyn and Kira step off the Victory Street
trolley, he grabbed his heavily-laden bicycle’s handlebars and
carefully walked it down the steps to the street level. He didn’t
want to fall like a clumsy oaf in front of Bronwyn.

“You’re late!” he announced.

Kira extended her gloved hand to slap against
his, then kissed him on the cheek, ignoring his statement
completely. Her lips felt cold and a decidedly ruddy tinge to her
flesh confirmed that she’d been outside for a long time. “Did you
pay for the books?” she inquired, referring to the borrowed items
that Væni ruined when he destroyed their original dwelling.

“Yes,” Algernon replied, somewhat annoyed.
Before giving up the Auðr, he had taken out 15 of its 16 sterlings,
waited until it filled, removed another 15, and repeated the
process until he’d collected 2 880 of the silver Tamarian coins.
These he’d stacked in a box he’d built and hidden beneath the floor
of his room. Since the average Tamarian family survived on less
than 20 sterlings a month–and his lifestyle was considerably more
frugal than most–he fully expected this money to last a very long
time. He’d said nothing about this to anyone, especially Kira, who
loved nice things and could have burned through that kind of cash
in short order.

Doing this violated his vow of perpetual
poverty, but he justified the deed because he’d expected Kira to
carry her child to term and considered the Auðr a gift from the
Great God to sustain them. His conscience bothered him, however,
and the outpouring of support from Marvic’s citizenry amplified his
discomfort.

Paying for the damaged books cost three
sterlings, and contracting for an electric truck and a moving crew
to carry all of the gifts home from Mrs. Bergen’s house cost three
more. Algernon worried that this type of expenditure would set a
precedent he’d struggle to restrain in the future.

“What took you so long?” he asked.

Bronwyn gave Kira a look that Algernon didn’t
understand, but Kira didn’t respond to her friend’s expression.
Instead, she glanced from side to side to make sure none of the
people walking around could hear. “Let’s just say that having my
picture in the paper created a bit more notoriety than some of my
former clients’ wives were comfortable with.”

Algernon raised his eyebrows. Though he knew
of Kira’s dancing career, he didn’t like thinking about it. “How
much did you raise?”

“Three thousand sterlings,” she replied,
smiling with justifiable pride. “It was a little tough with some of
them, but in the end, everyone came through. The average gift came
in at 200 sterlings.”

“Wow!” Algernon exclaimed. That was a lot
more money than he’d expected her to raise. The dividends on that
kind of an investment would provide a nice supplement to the Widow
Rathmann’s pension. “How much did you pull out of Garrick’s
trust?”

Every month since enlisting, Garrick had been
sending them five sterlings, plus his combat bonus, which amounted
to one third of his total salary. Kira had drained most of this
money when she fled to Kameron with Marco, but in the months
following her return, Algernon had secretly replenished the account
with coins taken from the Auðr, so that Garrick wouldn’t learn what
she had done.

Her brow furrowed. “I took 25 out for our
share,” she told him. “But there’s more in there than I expected.”
Something about the way Algernon always seemed to have a supply of
money spooked her. Though she’d wanted to ask him about this when
Bronwyn wasn’t around to listen to their conversation, thus far,
she’d not had the opportunity.

“We need to get home soon,” he admonished,
trying not to look at Bronwyn’s angelic face and finding such
control disconcertingly difficult. “I don’t want the movers to
unload without us being there.”




***




They walked home, with Algernon pushing his
bicycle through deepening slush the whole way. Kira sulked,
brooding about leaving town after they left the city gates behind,
and Bronwyn, glancing backward, felt her heart flutter. She had
agreed to stay with Algernon and Kira, but by not returning to the
Temple, she was abandoning a certain path to service for one that,
like the winding road before her, lay obscured.

Twilight edged steadily from the east. The
rain thickened as they passed the first few farm houses in the
valley, quickly turning to snow as the temperature dropped. By the
time they reached the junction to Superstition Mesa, Algernon
longed for the comfort of his masonry stove. The house would likely
be very cold until he had a fire going for awhile.

A silence that hung in the air as they
climbed the narrow track leading to the summit of the mesa was
broken by the sound of the truck Algernon had hired to carry their
gifts home. It’s driver stopped and rolled down his window as the
three young people moved out of the way. “We’ll unload for you!” he
said. “You can get yourselves inside and warm up.”

Algernon thanked him, then the vehicle
pressed uphill. As it disappeared over a rise in the path, he took
off his scarf. “I want this to be a surprise,” he said, intending
to tie it around his sister’s head.

Kira, who’d worried that they’d not finish
their home in time agreed to this with some reluctance, humoring
her brother in the hope that he’d actually have something with a
roof completed for them to live in. He put Kira’s right hand on his
shoulder while Bronwyn held her left hand the rest of the way
uphill. When they stopped at the summit, Algernon stood behind her.
“I want you to know that I’ve done this for you,” he whispered. “I
know you like nice things. I know you want to prosper.”

Slowly, he untied the scarf and let his
astonished sister see the beautiful building that graced the
meadow, now huddled beneath a freshly fallen blanket of snow. Its
windows gleamed in the waning daylight, and its rafters offered
comfort like the arms of caring friend. The Tamarian girl gasped in
astonishment, disbelief and complete surprise. Tears traced down
her cheeks as she embraced her brother.

“I love you, Kira,” he said. “This place is
my gift to you! Welcome home!”







****







Vengeance







As the timetable for the rescue operation
steadily slipped further and further behind, Garrick felt
increasingly edgy. Unsettled weather, featuring unpredictable,
rapidly-changing conditions, delayed the scheduled launch. The
dirigibles had been loaded and unloaded three times in a single
day–though the Air Boss allowed the heavy, Electric Personnel
Transports to stay onboard–morale among the soldiers plummeted, and
Garrick had already heard so much bickering about the fruitless
labor, he despaired of hearing complaints and felt irritable toward
his men.

Brenna and her Abelscinnian pathfinder team
should have arrived at the rendezvous point early in the day, and
would be waiting. Yet, as a sticky, humid morning evolved into an
increasingly blustery afternoon, with thunderheads piling high
overhead and the occasional cloudburst on the leading edge of the
storm front pelting the ground with drenching rain, the likelihood
that the airships would fly at all this day diminished with each
passing hour. For a mission that should have run like clockwork,
the watch kept stopping.

Colonel Adler had fallen into a particularly
foul mood. He didn’t like the fact that Air Operations Orders gave
the dirigibles’ commander–Lieutenant Colonel Feinhaben, who was
simply known as the Air Boss–the final say on whether or not the
aircraft would fly. “We could have marched south and made better
progress!” he complained.

Of course, the prohibition against smoking
within 100 yards of the big ships didn’t help the situation. Every
hour or so, the colonel retreated to a bunker adjacent to the
airfield in order to light his pipe. That indignity would have been
enough to set him off, but the reluctance of the Air Boss to launch
his craft in advance of the approaching storm intensified the depth
of Colonel Adler’s rage.

Though he should not have succumbed to
pressure, Lt. Colonel Feinhaben glanced through the latest weather
report and scrunched his brow. With wind gusts approaching 30 knots
and a threat of lightning on the way, the flight window edged
steadily toward the danger zone. However, if they didn’t launch
ahead of the main storm front, they’d have to scrub the mission
until conditions improved. Knowing that the lives of the medical
crew hung in the balance, he finally gave the order to load the
aircraft and launch.

As word spread, the airfield quickly
transformed into a frenzy of activity. Because they’d practiced
loading the airships so many times and the EPTs had been left
onboard, the Tamarian soldiers lined up and loaded efficiently.
Third Platoon, among the first to enter the airship named The
Spirit of Liberty, took their positions near the front, where they
had the benefit of porthole windows that allowed a view outside.
Less fortunate warriors filed into the dark cargo bay behind
them.

Garrick sat down and stuffed his backpack
beneath his wicker seat. A sense that blended awe with dread rose
in his soul as he fretted about leading his soldiers into real
combat for the first time since their defeat at the dry lake. Like
all of the other soldiers onboard, he’d never flown before, and a
nervous energy hummed through his fingers. Lighter-than-air
transports were fragile and easily damaged in strong winds, and the
worries that Brenna had expressed to him echoed from his memory.
With a major storm advancing from the west and weather-related
delays already impacting their departure, the wind buffeting the
dirigible’s aluminized skin warned of further trouble.

Half-listening to the instructions of the air
crew, Garrick buckled in as Hanne Zimmer took the seat next to him.
The woman shut her eyes and bowed her head as the cargo doors
closed, quietly muttering words just like Brenna did when she
prayed. Garrick noted this, but didn’t say anything. When she
finished, Hanne wordlessly handed her lieutenant a stick of gum,
popped one into her own mouth, and gave a third to Rupert Decker,
who’d taken a seat to Hanne’s right.

Because the electric lift and propulsion
motors produced no vibration and very little noise, the sudden
motion of the airship caught Garrick by surprise. His right
shoulder smacked into Hanne and he nearly dropped his rifle.
Muttering an apology, the lieutenant gripped the padded arm rests
of a lightweight seat that suddenly seemed very fragile.

As the dirigible picked-up speed, its wings
provided dynamic lift and the valves controlling the trim ballonets
opened to vent pressurized air into the atmosphere. Within a short
distance, the airship leaped effortlessly into the sky, its nose
pointed toward the clouds, while its passengers experienced the
helpless horror of turbulent flight.

Ascending rapidly, the aircraft moved into
the influence of gusty wind that trembled through its frame. The
big machine swayed and pitched through waves of unstable air,
throwing its passengers hard against their restraints as groaning
and screeching sounds echoed disconcertingly through its aluminum
structure. While the wind played havoc across the airship’s huge
surface area, sudden weightlessness, compression and lateral
displacement terrified the passengers as tremendous shearing forces
threatened to rend the aircraft in flight.

Colonel Feinhaben strained at the wheel to
stabilize the airship’s trim. He seriously considered turning
around and aborting the mission for safety reasons, but the
shuddering diminished as the craft climbed out of the unstable air
near the surface. At its cruising altitude, a layer of smoother air
gave the pilot a chance to settle the dirigible into level flight.
Strong wind pushed the big ship toward the mountains, but the
colonel adjusted its control surfaces to maintain the proper
bearing to the landing zone.

Retching, coughing, cursing and praying
passengers clung to their equipment until the aircraft leveled off.
A foul stench wafted through the cargo bay. Garrick had to breathe
through his mouth to avoid throwing up, himself. He noticed that
Hannelore Zimmer sat serenely through the ordeal, as if ignorant of
the danger, or resigned to whatever fate the vengeful spirits
ordained. He thought of asking her about this, impressed with her
cool head under pressure, then reconsidered. What would it matter,
anyway?

At top speed, the flight to the landing zone
should have taken about an hour. Because the mission had fallen far
behind schedule, the pilots had to find the marked area while
enough daylight prevailed for the airships to land. Unable to
communicate with the pathfinder crew, they could not convey the
reasons for their delay, nor could they anticipate the problems
that had arisen at the landing site.




***




Virtually no moisture remained in the fine,
orange-colored volcanic sand of Northeastern Kameron by this time
of year. Native vegetation tended to be waxy-leaved and deep rooted
in order to survive the long, hot summers. Grasses flourished in
the spring rains, then withered quickly with the change of season.
This meant that autumn rains, particularly when these fell heavily,
washed down from the mountains and foothill canyons in raging
torrents that carried along many tons of silt and debris. As the
water slowed on the broad valley bottoms it spread between the
hills, forming shallow, ephemeral lakes that attracted
wildlife–particularly birds–to the region during the winter.

The landing zone selected for the rescue
mission lay in a sandy wash that remained dry for most of the year.
But as moist air spread inland from the Bay of Kameron, it hit the
Angelgate Mountains to the east, creating tremendous updrafts and
huge thunderheads that piled into the sky and dumped heavy rain at
higher elevations. The rocky heights channeled this precipitation
into a myriad of steep-sided canyons that drained into the dry
river beds, turning the quiet, rocky valley bottoms into torrents
of raging water.

Corporal Kiefer Averil, the Air Crew liaison
for the mission, was also Garrick’s cousin. He didn’t like working
with dark-skinned Abelscinnians and secretly disdained the four
Lithians on Jawara’s pathfinder team. To his credit, he took his
role of assuring the airships’ landing safety with such serious
concern, he extended measured, professional courtesy to Jawara and
the other Abelscinnians, whom he at least respected as
soldiers.

An uneasy tension prevailed between him and
Brenna because of her Lithian heritage and Garrick’s lurid history
with Kiefer’s younger sister, Gudrun. As far as the corporal was
concerned, Garrick’s fiancee and her spooky little companion–a
gwynling who ate anything she could put into her mouth–should not
have been involved in this mission at all. This was a job for men,
not dainty young girls.

Brenna, who had initially tried to be nice,
began ignoring him when the corporal’s haughty attitude irritated
her. She refused to speak his language and only looked at him to
avoid being rude whenever he talked. The Lithian maiden carried far
more important matters on her mind than the thinly veiled contempt
of an ignorant soldier merited. The turmoil in her soul, along with
her ongoing worry about the weather and dirigible safety, motivated
many earnest prayers for herself, for Garrick, and his platoon.

Jhiran Vell, the feisty gwynling thief whom
Brenna had asked to join the rescue team, spent most of her time in
Jawara’s company because he treated her with kindness. Though the
Tamarian corporal refrained from overtly complaining about Brenna
and the gwynling, Jhiran could read his thoughts whenever she made
eye contact with him.

She didn’t like what she found there.

Out of spite Jhiran stole the corporal’s
pocket watch. While the team slept on their first night out, she
completely unlaced his boots and tied the laces into knots. She
stuffed his underwear into a greasy cooking pot, then collected
cockleburs and liberally sprinkled them through his clothing.
Jawara suspected she had done this and reprimanded her sternly–in
private–but the gwynling woman remained unrepentant.

“This is not funny!” the corporal complained
the next morning, carefully removing the stubborn burrs from his
clothing with gloved fingers.

Jawara shrugged. “I can assure you that none
of my men were responsible.”

Kiefer pointed at Jhiran, as if her
child-like size qualified her for adult supervision. “What about
her?” he demanded. “Can’t you do anything about her?”

“She is not the problem,” the Abelscinnian
warrior replied. “She only reflects what you’re thinking. Clean up
your mind and she’ll give you no trouble.”

When Kiefer angrily confronted Jhiran with
the accusation that she’d been responsible for the cockleburs, she
stared at him with a wide-eyed, blank expression he found utterly
unsettling. She whispered the wicked secrets, hidden lusts and
prejudices that he’d carefully concealed in the darkest reaches of
his mind directly into his consciousness. The longer the gwynling
stared at him, the more she uncovered. Jhiran learned things about
Kiefer Averil that he didn’t want to admit to himself. Her uncanny
ability to peer into his thinking and speak directly into his head
terrified him. After this, he feared to look in her direction and
left Jhiran alone.

Thus chastened, Corporal Averil put aside the
irritations foisted upon him by working in such unpleasant company
and focused on his mission. When the team arrived at the main
landing site, he immediately rejected the location because of
flooding in the valley bottom. He’d set up a battery-powered strobe
that flashed a red light to warn the airship pilots off, then urged
the pathfinder team onward. To his dismay, the secondary location
featured even deeper water and a lot of debris from the mountains.
Corporal Averil set up a warning marker there, too.

Mission planners had accounted for the
possibility of flooding, selecting a tertiary landing position that
lay further north and west, near the town of Sleepy Hollow. This
area had seen fierce fighting during the spring, and the
possibility of encountering unexploded munitions or land mines
meant that it had to be checked thoroughly. Though its higher
elevation meant that it would remain dry enough to permit landing,
the massive airships would not benefit from concealing ridge lines
to the north and south. This created exposure and vulnerability
that the Tamarians had hoped to avoid.

Thunderheads rumbled from the north as the
pathfinder team arrived at the third site, late in the morning.
Though everyone suffered from sleep deprivation, saddle fatigue and
stress, the frailty of the hydrogen-filled airships required care
in checking the area first. The entire pathfinder team lined up
shoulder to shoulder, then crawled forward–inch by inch–with
bayonets probing the ground in search of land mines or intact
ordnance. They found empty shell casings, mostly from small arms
and mortars, but nothing dangerous.

Afterward, overgrown brush needed to be cut
back to provide an unobstructed area for the airships to come down.
Using machetes and shovels, Jawara’s team of thirty Abelscinnian
and Lithian volunteers joined Brenna and Corporal Averil in hacking
down and removing the native vegetation. They spent three sweaty
hours preparing the area for the airships’ arrival, with the
warriors singing spiritual songs as they worked.

The Abelscinnians set up defensive positions
around the perimeter of the makeshift airfield. One advantage of
the exposed landing zone was that any force intending to attack the
position could be seen for miles. Once the weary crew completed
digging machine gun nests and foxholes they surrounded with stone,
they settled in to wait for the tardy airships to arrive. Corporal
Averil set up a his last beacon–a green strobe–and a wind sock to
aid the airship pilots in finding the site and lining up into the
wind while landing.

Between long drinks from his canteen, Jawara
watched Brenna gather her archaic weapons and wander off to pray by
herself. Earlier, when he’d expressed worry about her going into
battle with only a bow and a blade, she told him the Tamarians
would do most of the fighting once they’d entered the compound.
Jawara didn’t think she was speaking truthfully, but he put that
thought aside as Jhiran approached. He reached into his backpack
and offered his companion a paper sack filled with trail mix.

The gwynling accepted the gift wordlessly as
she sat down in the dust at his feet. Her sweaty face, smeared in
grime, soon featured little bits of food that didn’t quite make it
into her mouth. “She hasn’t let me look into her eyes for two days,
but she prays for a long time. Why is she like this?” Jhiran
asked.

“She entreats the Holy One for mercy,” the
big man replied. “Her soul is at war.”

Jhiran focused on the sword Brenna had
strapped to her back, then returned her attention to Jawara. “She’s
going to kill those bad men,” the gwynling stated
dispassionately.

Jawara steepled his fingers and rubbed his
forehead in a manner that revealed deep concern. He had never seen
Brenna exhibit such a moody, conflicted disposition. He believed
that if she allowed her emotions to bear fruit, a lot of death and
pain lay in her future. “She knows that what she’s thinking is
wrong. She’s praying for strength to do what’s right, and this is
not easy.”

“The men she wants to kill are bad men.”
Jhiran dumped trail mix into her mouth and chewed noisily. “It’s
not wrong to kill those who deserve death.”

Because she could read thoughts, the gwynling
knew Brenna’s pain more intimately than Jawara could imagine.
Having spent much time in Jhiran’s company while the two of them
helped Algernon find Kira earlier that year, the Abelscinnian
warrior understood that Jhiran had not made that judgment on her
own. The gwynling could not project her thoughts into the future,
and thus, Jhiran’s words faithfully reflected Brenna’s turmoil.

“We will all stand before the Holy One on the
day he calls us into account. We will answer for every wicked
thought we have harbored and evil deed we have committed.”

“Brenna isn’t bad like them,” Jhiran replied.
Not caring what anyone thought of her, the gwynling stuffed more
food into her mouth than polite manners permitted and spoke before
she’d swallowed. “If there is God, he would not punish her for
killing them. Brenna would never do what those horrible men did to
her and the others.”

Jawara raised his eyes into the heavens. The
clouds gained height by the moment, and a distant rumble warned of
the approaching storm. Jhiran should have known the deep capacity
for evil within every human heart, and how Brenna–though she was
mostly Lithian in ancestry–struggled with the same problem. “I have
known Brenna all her life,” he began. “She desires to do what is
good, as do I, but we live in a world full of wickedness. It stains
the fabric of our souls and blurs the lines between good and
evil.

“Sometimes, doing what is right is much
harder than doing what is wrong. The world condones vengeance as
permissible and justifiable, yet this is not God’s way. Violence
breeds more violence. Torture and death can be justified as
recompense for whatever our enemies have done in the past, but as
brutality increases to deter further evil, it inspires a desire for
retaliation among enemies. Thus, the cycle becomes
self-sustaining.”

“You’re a warrior. You have killed bad men
before. How can you say that?” she queried.

“The world is a complicated place,” he
replied with a smile. “I would rather make beautiful things on my
potter’s wheel than wield a gun. I would rather craft something
useful with my hands than kill.”

“Then why are you here?”

That was a good question. “The power of God’s
people can serve as a check on the expression and spread of evil in
the world. But we must be very careful not to presume that our
violent deeds stem from righteous motives. We can rationalize all
kinds of evil in the name of God and country. The men who
mistreated Brenna believed that they were protecting their people
and saving their nation from foreign influences. They think they’ve
been fighting to free their land from outsiders, and though Brenna
is partly Kamerese, she is not pure blood in their eyes.”

Jhiran shook her head. “Rape and torture is
not good. They tried to kill her when she could do nothing to
defend herself. Anyone who acts this way is bad.”

“Yes,” Jawara agreed. “But the deed is always
preceded by a thought. We do not raise our hands to harm another by
resisting evil. Brenna doesn’t want to dishonor God by doing what
is wrong. That’s why she prays.”

The gwynling narrowed her eyes at that idea.
“They treated her worse than a criminal. They cut her hair and beat
her. They made her watch terrible things that good people should
never see. She deserves revenge. I don’t blame her.”

Jawara understood the simplicity of that
logic. “You and I judge on facts we understand and feelings we
experience, but we are not impartial,” he replied. “The way we feel
clouds our perception of truth. We can’t judge in righteousness–as
the Holy One does–and thus, we struggle to overcome the influence
of evil. We can never prevail against it without his power. Right
now, Brenna knows she is fighting a battle she can’t win. That’s
why she prays.”

“But if she doesn’t stop those bad men,
they’ll continue to hurt other people,” Jhiran countered. “Once she
kills them, there will be less evil in the world.”

“This is true. Yet she does not wish to
overcome evil with more evil. The struggle you see in her right now
results from the influence of the Holy One. Vengeance belongs to
him. He alone can destroy both body and soul. Yet God loves mercy.
He leads his people lovingly, tenderly, with cords of kindness and
great patience. She knows this, and that is why she’s struggling to
resist her desire for revenge.”

Jhiran looked at him, her brow furrowed, her
mouth tightened. “So you think she should do nothing to those bad
men?”

He shook his head. “No. I simply think she
should do what is right.”

“Then why don’t you tell her that?” Jhiran
asked.

Jawara laughed. “I learned long ago that it’s
pointless to offer advice to both Lithians and gwynling!”

Jhiran didn’t laugh very often, but that
remark inspired a smile. She stood, wiped her mouth, opened her
arms and walked into Jawara’s embrace.




***




Surely, the ancestors looked with favor upon
their faithful descendants! Conditions evolved perfectly for the
operation as lightning crashed from the heavens, rain fell in
torrents and thunder trembled over the hills and valleys. As
evening approached, scouting reports pinpointed the positions of
foreign outposts. These would fall first.

Weeks of waiting, of intensive infantry
training and maintaining strict marching discipline now focused on
the singular task of driving the foreigners from El Caudillo’s
land. More than 100 000 rebel warriors arose from their concealed
positions and marched eastward to avenge their earlier defeat. They
swept forward like a rising tide, their surprise advance plunging
through the thin defenses on the Tamarian western flank with
ease.

Although their orders specified waiting until
dark, some unit leaders took the initiative and commenced their
opening skirmishes in the midst of a late afternoon storm. Heavy
rain and loud thunder concealed the attack. Some rebel units hit
enemy positions head on, while others streamed between the outposts
in the Tamarian lines, cutting communication cables, controlling
access to roads, and destroying supplies.

Mortar explosions mingled with thunder. Small
arms fire crackled through the rain. Through the noise and
confusion, rebel infantry exploited weaknesses along the
northwestern flank of the sprawling Tamarian camp, using only
rifles–supported by grenades and light mortars–to attack, besiege
and destroy their enemy. They needed no artillery support, and
because of the close range fighting, the Tamarians could not deploy
their own big guns and fearsome rockets, either.

Rebel tactics relied on three platoons
working in concert. Kamerese frontal assault units engaged the
Tamarians in ferocious fire fights, while two other teams pushed
eastward and then hooked back to cut off the escape routes. Once
they’d accomplished this, rebel troops opened fire along the
flanks. These encirclement maneuvers systematically slaughtered all
the forward-deployed Tamarian platoons. Most of these could not
hold out for more than an hour before the sheer weight of attacking
infantry overwhelmed them.

After a Tamarian position fell, the rebels
regrouped and moved to the next. Confusion and terror reigned on
the battle front. Tamarian reinforcements pressing forward to
relieve their besieged friends found themselves ambushed behind
lines. The steady, inexorable destruction continued without respite
as the late afternoon darkened into evening.




***




As Garrick read from the book Brenna had
given him, Hanne Zimmer leaned over and glanced at its contents.
“You enjoy children’s literature, lieutenant?” she asked.

Garrick kept his finger on the page as he
closed the book’s cover. His tone of voice sounded accusatory to
cover embarrassment, but the involuntary flush of color in his
cheeks revealed the ruse. “How do you know it’s children’s
literature?”

“I learned Lithian at school!” she replied.
“Is that your liebling’s book?”

He nodded, appreciating the fact that the
soldier hadn’t laughed, or teased him. Of course, his rank required
respect, but after the problem with Eckhard Jaeger, Garrick still
felt a bit insecure. “I figured reading this kind of thing would
help me understand her language and culture.”

“That’s smart,” Hanne mused. “So, do you
understand her people better now?”

Garrick sighed. “It’s all very untidy,” he
admitted. “Their stories admonish moral perfection, yet they’re
full of characters who are deeply flawed. Their heroes cheat, they
steal, they lie, commit murder and adultery. Their families are
filled with bitterness and hatred. They’re hardly what I’d consider
wholesome role models for children.”

Hannelore nodded. “Maybe they’re just honest
about who they really are.”

“If that’s the case,” Garrick continued,
“then why does their God make so many demands that conflict with
the way his people act? If these moral problems are normal among
Lithians, what’s the point of all these lofty, unattainable
standards of behavior they’re supposed to uphold? None of them pull
it off. According to what I’m reading here, all these Lithian
heroes are destined for damnation!”

Hanne snickered. She hadn’t thought of it
that way. “They certainly don’t think like we do!” she said. “But
don’t the flaws outlined in their stories prove that we’re more
alike than we want to admit?”

Garrick shook his head. “Brenna and her
family aren’t messed up like this.”

“You know her and her family well enough to
be certain?” the soldier asked. “Sir, I realize you love the girl,
but do you seriously believe she has no flaws? Is she ready to be
translated into the heavenly realms? Think about it, sir. If that
were the case, what’s she still doing here?”

The questions made Garrick feel
uncomfortable, so he turned the conversation back on Hanne. “Do you
believe all that stuff about God, perfection and translation?” he
asked.

“No sir. I think myths provide an important
foundation for a culture’s ethos. We have our own mythology,
too.”

This was true. Tamarian heroes, however, were
most often women who relied on wit and courage to overcome
adversity. Their character flaws were never revealed in the stories
mothers passed on to their children. Duty, honor and obligation for
service featured prominently in oral traditions that spread among
the mountain clans. These were written on parchment, then later,
printed for all to read. Tamarian morality myths always dealt with
external evils–usually giants, wicked spirits or magical creatures
who influenced inanimate forces like the weather–not the internal,
personal triumph over evil that characterized Lithian
literature.

“Yes,” he agreed. “But does that make a
collection of myths and legends relevant to our current
experience?”

Hanne didn’t know how far she could push her
lieutenant without coming across as insubordinate. While his
obvious youth gave her reason to challenge him, his rank required
submission, and she’d quickly picked up that veterans deeply
respected their lieutenant’s exploits in battle. Hanne chose her
words carefully. “It does, sir. You faithfully reflect our culture
and its mythos in the same way your liebling reflects hers.”

Garrick didn’t agree, but a change in the
airship’s flight path interrupted his response. As the dirigible
turned hard to the right, the prevailing wind caught its wing and
twisted the craft, tipping him forward so that the sky vanished and
the ground beneath them momentarily and disconcertingly appeared in
the portholes on the opposite side of the airship. His backpack
slid away. Rifles clattered to the floor. Garrick felt grateful
that his seat remained securely attached, because otherwise, he
would have tumbled across the cargo deck. However, the airship
remained under its pilot’s control and gradually returned to level
flight. While curious soldiers strained to catch a glimpse of the
landing zone through the windows, the flooded valleys below
reflected fading red and orange light as the Daystar neared the
western horizon.

Progress slowed as the airship strained
against the wind. While a long, slow descent into more turbulent
air began, Talon Waldheim called Garrick’s name and passed a
newspaper down the long line of soldiers seated in his row. “Check
it out!” Talon shouted. “Your brother’s a hero!”

Garrick rolled his eyes. What kind of trouble
had Algernon cooked up now? He took the paper and clutched his
heart as his widened eyes examined its headline.

Hanne leaned back to glance over his
shoulder. The newspaper was already more than a week old, but
Garrick had obviously not seen a copy. Beneath the headline, its
cover story began with the words: “While exploring land reserved
for his future mission compound, a young monk recently discovered a
lair of giants near the city. Outwitting the rapacious enemy,
Algernon Ravenwood identified their compound and reported its
location to military authorities early yesterday morning . . .”

Hanne smiled, triumphantly. “You see?” she
said, pointing at the story. “Even your brother reflects the values
of our culture!”




***




Captain Mariel Hougen normally handled stress
quite well, but with General Braun’s staff demanding information
and precious little verifiable data actually streaming in from the
front, piecing together a picture of the unfolding battle frazzled
her. The fragmented reports made no sense, aside from the clear
fact that forward units in the northwestern sector had come under
attack. She worried that the nightmare scenario she’d explained to
Garrick was unfolding, but she didn’t have enough information to
properly brief the general. A short time later, all phone lines to
the battle area went dead.

Mariel couldn’t do her job without knowing
what was going on, so she let the staff secretary know that she was
leaving. The captain took her automatic sidearm out of its locker,
slid in a loaded magazine and grabbed another for good measure. She
put on her coat and braved the storm, scurrying toward a command
post located near the attack zone.

Aside from the rain, nothing seemed out of
the ordinary at first. Mariel couldn’t even hear the sounds of
battle. Thick mud clung to her boots as she slogged along the
sodden path, waded through puddles and trudged past minor
waterfalls that swirled around sandbags and cascaded down steps
leading to bunkers, munitions stores and defensive trenches. The
sump drain pumps strained to keep pace with the deluge.

As she approached the command post, the sound
of an artillery battery opening up made her pause. The firing gun
sounded very close, but the whistle of its ordnance arced well
above her head and several moments later, impacted far to the east
of her position. Knowing that nothing of military significance lay
in that direction, Mariel’s heart sank. Someone firing a Tamarian
gun decided to shell the refugee camp!

Projecting an assertive demeanor, Captain
Hougen descended into the chaos of the command bunker and took off
her coat. Colonel Middens, the CO, was not present and no one knew
where he could be reached. “Who’s in charge here?” she
demanded.

A warrant officer pointed to a lieutenant
colonel, the battalion XO, who was shouting into one of the phones.
While waiting for him to finish, Mariel studied unit positions that
had been marked with pins on a wall map.

Lieutenant Colonel Hans Grebe swore as he put
the phone down. He turned toward Mariel, noting the Intelligence
Service badge on her shoulder. Though he felt like chewing her out
for interrupting his work, Mariel’s beautiful face disarmed his
rage. “What have you got for me, captain?”

“The com lines are down. I’m here to find out
what’s going on.”

“I need artillery support,” he demanded,
reaching for a pad of paper and a pen to write down coordinates.
“Where are the reserves?”

“They’re alert, but nobody knows where to
send them.”

The XO swore again. “Send them west!” he
spat.

“Respectfully, sir, unless we know where the
enemy is, the risk of fratricide . . .”

“The enemy is to the west!” he roared.
“They’re going to be here soon if I don’t get some troops to fend
them off. We’re falling apart out here!”

“I’ll speak to the general,” she promised.
“But you know he needs hard facts in order to coordinate an
effective response.”

She was right, and the colonel knew this. He
called for his secretary and had the corporal round up as much
information as possible. “As soon as you have what you need, get
your pretty backside out of here and get us some help!”

“Consider it done, sir!” she replied.

As the colonel turned his attention back to
the overwhelming task of trying to prevent a complete rout, Mariel
heard frantic reports from terrified combat leaders coming in over
the telephone lines. By asking the colonel’s secretary pointed
questions, she quickly developed a far better understanding of the
situation than she could have hoped to gain back at the general’s
headquarters. Seventeen of the thirty front line positions were no
longer reporting. The attack originated near the end of the
Tamarian lines, where they began a long hook toward the southeast,
and appeared to be systematically moving down the line. That meant
the training center, located in the hills above the trenches, had
likely been bypassed. General Braun would be happy to hear about
that.

Suddenly, the door burst open. Outside, the
whir of machine cannon and the clatter of small arms fire
overwhelmed the sound of falling rain. A nearby mortar impact
rumbled through the bunker’s ceiling, stirring dust from the
rafters as a sergeant, dripping wet and caked with mud, ran inside
and urged everyone to evacuate. “They’re coming!” he panted. “The
colonel says go, now!”




***




The storm track, with its rain and lighting,
skirted far to the north of Sleepy Hollow, leaving the landing zone
dry and firm. Strong wind near the surface complicated the role of
the pathfinder crew, who’d been tasked with securing the airships
to the ground after landing. Though the big ships were too heavy to
float away, gusty winds threatened to tip them over. Unloading
could not begin until they’d been safely and firmly tethered.

Brenna felt relieved that the landing
proceeded without difficulty. Because Third Platoon loaded near the
front, Garrick and his team were among those who disembarked last.
When the Lithian maiden caught a glimpse of her beloved’s handsome
face, her tension melted and she could hardly wait to share some
time with him, alone.

But the mission took priority over Brenna’s
need of physical contact. Shortly after the soldiers offloaded
their heavy equipment, Colonel Adler ordered Alpha and Epsilon
Companies off to the departure point, which lay a few miles to the
southwest. Beta and Gamma Companies stayed behind to provide
landing zone security and a tactical reserve.

While Captain Engels spoke to Garrick, Talon
and Rudy–his three combat leaders–the platoon sergeants supervised
the loading of soldiers and their equipment into the long bed EPTs.
To Brenna, it felt more like cramming. She didn’t get to sit in the
same vehicle with Garrick, with whom close proximity would have
been comforting. Instead, she found herself squeezed between a new
recruit named Audric Eichelberg–who’d developed a crush on Brenna
and stared at her breasts like he’d never seen a woman before–and
Hanne Zimmer, whose more slender figure didn’t attract quite as
much attention.

Brenna could have put on her combat
vest–which effectively concealed her bosom–but she didn’t like
wearing the armor until she entered battle because it felt tight,
uncomfortable, and restricted movement. She didn’t feel like
talking either, but to her surprise, Hanne initiated an unimportant
conversation in Lithian. For the sake of good manners, Brenna felt
obliged to reply. Besides, talking to Hanne allowed her to ignore
Audric completely.

When Martin Weiss saw Audric leering at
Garrick’s girl, the veteran switched places with the rookie soldier
and warned him to behave. Everyone in Third Platoon understood that
Audric wasn’t very bright and meant well, but his poor social
skills required grace and patience. “I just want to feel them,” he
told Martin. “Just let me feel them!”

Martin smacked him and told him to shut up.
“Find your own girl,” he said.

Hanne pretended not to notice how Martin
handled that situation. She misunderstood his genuine respect,
presuming that Brenna merited protection simply because she was
shapely and attractive. Though she felt annoyed about this, she
said nothing. In the silence that followed, Brenna quietly longed
for her mother, in whom she could safely confide the anxiety of her
soul. Spilling her secrets to a trustworthy woman might have
enabled her to feel strong, to resist and overcome. Brenna needed
the fellowship of another believer, but she’d let her simmering
rage grow for far too long and the ugly desire for revenge
smothered all hope of magnanimity. Thus, she avoided speaking to
Jawara, her lifelong friend, about this. Brenna rationalized that,
as a man, he couldn’t understand how weak and vulnerable she’d felt
during her captivity.

Her prayers for strength and her pleading
with God for power to resist the justifiable desire for vengeance
felt like a long string of lies. Now the EPT in which she rode
carried her on a path back to that place of torment, where she
fully intended to make the Kamerese bullies pay for what they’d
done to her.

Hanne, sensing a change in Brenna’s demeanor
as the Lithian maiden’s facial expression turned hard and cold,
wondered what she was thinking. “Why are you going into battle with
a blade and a bow? Aren’t you qualified with a rifle?”

Brenna turned her head, avoiding eye contact.
“For me, this is personal,” she replied, revealing hidden truth.
“I’d rather not leave the killing to you.”

The EPT convoy sped along a fire control
road. With daylight fading, the risk of not finding the departure
point in the darkness became a serious concern. Captain Engels
understood that the only opportunity to regain time lost to mission
delays existed during the night before his company commenced its
attack. He checked the map again as the electric truck climbed a
steep grade.

The departure point that corresponded with
the tertiary landing zone lay beneath the derelict remains of a
wildfire lookout tower. Although the tower itself had long since
succumbed to the ravages of time, its location commanded an
excellent view of the valley floor. It also featured a broad, flat
area where the company could set up a defensible camp. As the EPT
slowed near the top of the hill, Captain Engels felt relief that
they’d arrived before nightfall.

Security duties fell to Epsilon Company. That
meant all of Alpha Company’s soldiers had the chance to sleep right
after eating dinner. The officers pitched personal tents for
greater privacy, while the enlisted bivouacked beneath the stars,
on the ground.

Late that night, while crickets chirped in
the impenetrable darkness and a stillness settled over the camp,
Garrick stirred as his tent flap opened. Brenna quickly backed
inside, sat down on Garrick’s bed roll, tied the flap closed and
then unlaced her boots.

“Brenna? What are you doing?” he whispered,
worriedly. Because they were not yet married, if he got caught with
her in his tent, the career repercussions would be serious.

“Shh!” the girl soothed. “I just want to be
with you.” She gently pushed her beloved back onto his bed and laid
down beside him. Garrick could see nothing, but he wanted her
presence, feeling grateful and reassured of her devotion because
she had come to him. As her warm back snuggled into his chest, she
said softly: “I need you to hold me.”

Garrick loved Brenna and earnestly desired
her. He knew she hadn’t come to his tent with the intention of
giving up her virtue; she had come because something was wrong.
When he asked her about this, she whispered that she didn’t want to
talk about it. She simply needed his company.

The young officer fell silent, thinking about
how much had changed since Brenna graced his life. They’d met on
this very night a year earlier, and the fact that they’d slept side
by side–though not touching–back then struck him as ironic. During
their time together they had shared the same foxhole, but had never
slept in the same bed before. Now, in the quiet of his tent with
her body so near, Garrick gently, languidly kissed her neck. Desire
trembled through his fingertips, and as his lips grazed over the
scar she bore, he wished that she would let him fully express his
deep love for her.

But this was not the time. He wanted the
situation in which they first shared full intimacy to be unhurried
and completely safe, so that she’d feel comfortable. Additionally,
he wanted to be able to see her body in all its glory. Though he
believed she would have consented if he’d insisted, Garrick
restrained himself as the sensation of her warm, soft flesh
yielding to his lips inspired strong and urgent arousal between his
thighs. Yet when he backed his hips away from her, she reached
behind and pulled him close again.

“It’s ok,” she breathed. “I understand. Just
hold me.”

His heart pounded as he laid his head back
down on his pillow. Though he could see nothing, he could hear her
breathing and felt the warmth radiating from her skin. When Garrick
put his right arm over her shoulder, Brenna unbuttoned her combat
shirt, took his hand in hers and slid it beneath the sheer fabric
of her maiden blouse, admonishing him to stay still and not caress.
Being held by him in this manner, she prayed one final time and
then quietly cried herself to sleep.




***




With the sound of gunfire crescendoing beyond
the bunker door, Mariel hurriedly put on her coat and pulled out
her pistol. As she splashed up the wet stairs, the captain saw
Tamarian soldiers falling back toward the officer’s club, steadily
shooting as they retreated. Bodies of the fallen lay still,
surrounded by water pools reddened with their blood, their demise
induced by a mass of rebel warriors advancing from the west. One of
them charged toward the bunker with a grenade in hand, intending to
hurl it into the stairwell that Captain Hougen had just ascended.
As he pulled its pin, Mariel fired her gun and put three rounds
into his chest, her bullets hitting him with such force his feet
slipped out from under his body and he fell on his back. The
grenade landed a few feet away and rolled to a stop in the mud.

Mariel fled back into the stairwell.
“Grenade!” she screamed, warning her comrades of the danger as she
ducked into the ankle-deep water at the base of the stairs.

The explosion sent a fountain of mud and
shrapnel in every direction, killing another rebel soldier and
knocking down a third. As soon as Mariel and the command personnel
emerged from the command bunker, they were pinned down in a
firefight with enemy troops who persistently tried to encircle the
Tamarian position. A sergeant from the command team took a round in
his neck and tumbled down the stairway. But a moment later, the
flash of a shoulder-fired rocket, launched by a friendly soldier
near the officer’s club, lit the night sky. Its warhead detonated
among the rebels, temporarily obliterating their threat, allowing
the trapped Tamarians in the bunker stairwell to escape.

Captain Hougen dashed across the path,
pausing to crouch and provide covering fire to screen the movement
of other Tamarians still in the bunker. Having never experienced
the terror of bullets being fired in her direction, she emptied her
pistol’s magazine, then slid behind one of the buildings to reload
and move on. With her heart racing, Mariel sprinted between the
maintenance depot and the commissary. There, a handful of reserves
engaged in a desperate, running gun battle to delay the enemy until
reinforcements arrived. Her handgun seemed like a pitiful
contribution to their effort.

Mariel fought her way southeast, eventually
leaving the battle sounds behind. Running as fast as she could, it
took nearly ten minutes for her to reach General Braun’s command
center. When she staggered into the bunker, breathless and dripping
wet, the general–who’d not been present when she departed–turned as
she entered and tightened his lips. His glare could have cut glass.
“Where have you been?” he demanded, tersely.

The captain saluted. “Sir. I went to the
Northwest Sector Command bunker,” she panted. She reached into her
breast pocket and pulled out the artillery coordinates that
Lieutenant Colonel Grebe had given her, then reported on the
situation there, pointing to the various places she’d seen on the
wall map that the colonel’s secretary told her had been
overrun.

General Braun grunted as he glanced at the
paper, then gave the artillery fire request to his artillery
liaison officer. Within moments, the phone lines hummed and the big
cannon, howitzers and rocket artillery defending the southern
approaches to the Tamarian camp turned toward the northwest.

“One more thing, sir,” she added. “The rebels
are using our guns to shell the refugee camp again.”

This time, the general swore. Attacking an
army that could fight back was expected, but unarmed civilians? Who
were these people? He got on the phone and ordered the military
police to evacuate the refugee camp. “Send those people across the
river!”

Though he had no permission from Lord Velez
to do this, and didn’t intend to run roughshod over his ally, at
that moment he had a defense to conduct. The civilians had to be
protected–in harmony with the Expeditionary Force’s mandate–and in
that light, relations with the Velez family took secondary
importance.

Tamarian cannon and howitzer tubes hammered
round after round into the sky. Artillery rockets, the most feared
weapon in the Tamarian arsenal, screamed from their launch racks. A
curtain of crushing fire wreaked vengeance on known rebel
positions.

General Braun, feeling the ground tremble as
his orders poured death upon the enemy, worried that he would not
survive the political fallout of this battle, no matter what the
outcome. The fate of his career had depended on protecting the
refugees, but now the rebels had successfully shelled them again.
Thinking he had nothing to lose now, the general directed the fury
of his forces against rebel infantry. He secretly hoped that his
orders concerning the rebel commander would be quickly and
decisively carried out.




***




“Wake up, sir!” one of the Epsilon Company
soldiers called from outside the tent.

Garrick, his heart racing, sat up in the
darkness. He’d been dreaming about making love to Brenna, but she
had already gone. “Thank you, soldier.” he replied, disgusted to
discover that he needed to change his shorts. “What time is
it?”

“It’s 04:00, sir. Breakfast is on already.
Make sure you dump your boots out before you put them on,” the
soldier added. “Scorpions like to crawl inside during the
night.”

The young lieutenant thanked him in an
irritated voice, then cleaned himself up. He hoped his pants and
Brenna’s backside had not been stained. How embarrassing!

Alpha Company departed shortly after
breakfast, while stars still blazed in the clear, black heavens.
Though their headlights would have caught the attention of anyone
watching, the drivers could see nothing without them, and the
entire plan depended on the rebels not suspecting an attack. With
only half the number of troops participating in this final phase of
the operation, the EPTs had much more room. Garrick sat next to
Brenna this time and whispered the problem into her ear as the
machines’ gears whined on their way downhill. In the pre-dawn
darkness, she embraced him, but he’d not seen her smile.

“One day soon,” she promised, “you’ll never
have that trouble again. We’re going to have little ones and raise
a family together.”

Jhiran Vell, in a rare act of sensitivity for
a socially-maladroit gwynling, turned her head away to give the
young couple privacy. She remembered what it felt like to be young,
to love deeply, and desire children. She had loved her husband and
raised a family with him; but now he was gone, they were grown, and
she was no longer young.

Despite their need to navigate around ponds
and ford the occasional stream, the first part of the mission went
according to plan. Alpha Company arrived at the Old Fairhaven Road
and followed it south until they approached the Casa del Matados.
At that point, the drivers shut off their main lights. Brenna got
out to lead the convoy forward by turning on a small, battery
powered light strapped to her backpack. This was red and dim enough
to avoid attracting any attention. The lead driver simply followed
where she led, while the other drivers watched the running lights
of the EPT directly in front of them.

Once the compound rose into visual range–at
least for Brenna and Jhiran, who could both see it in conditions
that remained too dark for everyone else–First Platoon dismounted
and set up defenses to screen against any rebel reinforcement from
the north. Second Platoon moved into position to attack the
compound from its fortified back entrance, should Garrick’s men
fail to secure the charnel house from the inside. Stables were
located here, and it was thought to be the most likely place for
the enemy to attempt an emergency evacuation.

Third Platoon, with two empty EPTs to carry
the rescued hostages, drove further east. Brenna guided them to a
spot where the landscape dropped into a wide ravine. She found a
place on its reverse slope that remained firm enough for the trucks
to park without getting stuck. In this way, the Tamarian machines
remained out of direct line-of-sight from the charnel house wall.
While they parked she turned her back and stuffed herself into her
bulletproof armor.

As the Lithian girl looked at the hidden
gate, terrible memories from her experience filled her
consciousness. She tried to pray, but couldn’t. Bitterness,
resentment, and anger interfered with her gentler motivations. In
that moment Brenna hardened her heart, realizing that all of her
praying and all of her tears had been for nought. She turned off
her backpack light so that it wouldn’t interfere with her vision in
the tunnel, strung her bow and slung it over her shoulder while
Garrick reminded his platoon to evacuate the women first and watch
their arcs of fire in the confines of the compound.

Kasch Nagel, the communications specialist,
set up his equipment and checked in with Captain Engels, who’d
stayed with First Platoon so that he could oversee the operation.
Beth Sankt and Hannelore Zimmer carried gowns for the rescued women
to wear, while Axel Jung and Audric Eichelberg–the slow-witted
recruit with an obvious, amorous interest in Brenna–carried gowns
for the men.

Within the broad ravine, rainwater had
collected to a depth that nearly reached over Jhiran’s head. Brenna
activated a UV lightstick and stepped into the cold water, sinking
to her armpits and shivering as she sloshed toward the portal. Its
lock remained underwater, so Garrick had to wade in, carrying
Jhiran. He held the lightweight gwynling, as she stood on his knee,
while Brenna illuminated the lock with her lightstick from
below.

Jhiran defeated the mechanism with speed that
surprised Garrick. He pulled the gate open, set Jhiran down on the
floor inside, then sent Sergeant Grossman’s assault team in behind
her. As soon as they vanished down the corridor, Garrick reported
to Captain Engels that the operation was underway.

The Tamarians had trained to walk through the
tunnel with one hand on the back of the person in front, so that
Brenna’s night vision would not be ruined by the backpack light.
With the UV lightstick, she could see rats’ glowing eyes and urine
trails tracing paths across the edges of passageway. The Lithian
girl put Jhiran down, then waited for Martin Weiss to touch her
shoulder.

“I’m right behind you, Little Sister,” he
said.

Echoes of their booted footfalls resounded
through the stone passageway. When Brenna approached the end, she
warned Martin to stop. The gwynling thief scampered upstairs and
quickly figured out how the mechanism to activate the hidden door
worked. She didn’t have the strength to open it on her own, so she
and Brenna strained against it together and eventually pushed it
aside.

The smell of old books permeated the air.
Brenna made sure that the room was empty before she slid the secret
portal partially shut and told Martin to activate his lightstick.
Once they could see, the Tamarians dropped additional lights in the
tunnel, then climbed the stairs, chambered rounds in their weapons
and waited for their turn to advance. After Martin whispered that
his team was ready, Brenna knelt in the middle of the room, drew a
bodkin-headed arrow into her bow, then told Jhiran to open the
door.

One of the rebel guards heard a creaking
noise beyond his post and moved down the hall to investigate. The
dungeon side of the charnel house had no power, so he activated a
flashlight and walked slowly toward the source of the sound. How
had that door opened? The records room had no exit that he knew of.
Were ghosts of the dead haunting this place?

When the rebel guard turned his light into
the room, he saw what looked like a little girl standing in the
room, squinting and shielding her face. Where had she come
from?

Brenna, hidden in deep shadow, fired over
Jhiran’s head. Her arrow struck the rebel guard in the center of
his throat. Stunned and clutching the arrow as his life ebbed away,
he dropped his flashlight and its glass shattered, awakening
soldiers down the hall. The Lithian maiden sprang forward, kicked
the light into the records room and plunged into the hallway.
Silica glass in the overhead clerestory windows permitted her to
see a pair of hapless rebels at the nearby guard station who roused
from their slumber at the sound of commotion. They saw nothing in
the darkness. What was that scraping noise?

“Mando!” one of them called. “What’s going
on?”

Brenna aimed and fired twice, killing them
both before either could react.

“Go!” she rasped in Tamarian, calling for
Martin. She grabbed two grenades from her first victim and stuffed
them into her vest pocket, then swiftly raced down the hallway. A
junction led up to the right, and when she reached it, Brenna
paused to shoot a fourth guard who’d heard his friend call from
below. In the quietude of this early hour not many of the rebels
were awake, but unusual noise would certainly rouse the light
sleepers among them.At the guard alcoves and at each of the three
stairways leading to the prison block, Brenna silently killed the
soldiers on duty.

Returning to the first stairway, Brenna kept
her face turned away while she activated a conventional light stick
and placed it on the stairs, the signal for Team One of Sergeant
Grossman’s squad to advance and position themselves at the
junction. With semi-automatic carbines and shotguns pointing up,
toward the courtyard, they now controlled access to the dungeon
from the north side of the compound.

Teams Two and Three moved down the hall every
time she turned another light stick on, ready to defend the
evacuation should the need arise. Orlin Hueber, one of the rookies
who’d never witnessed Brenna’s deadly skill with a bow, saw every
one of the dead rebels–each killed with a single arrow through the
throat–and whispered in disbelief to Oswin Schiffer. “What are we
here for? She’s a one girl army!”

Brenna had slain seven enemy soldiers in the
prison area before permitting Jhiran to begin work on the locks.
Hanne and Beth followed, astonished that Brenna had so quickly and
quietly cleared the path for them. The stretcher teams scurried
behind, the sound of their booted feet disconcertingly loud on the
stone floor.

Jhiran held a UV light stick in her teeth.
Before Hanne made it to the end of the hall, the gwynling had
already unlocked one cell and began work on the next. Palja emerged
first, desperately weak and barely able to move. Gisele leaned on
Beth’s strong shoulder as she limped into the hall. Fallon came out
next, followed by Anneliese. Dagmara was the last woman to be
released before Jhiran started unlocking the men’s cells.

Getting the prisoners out was the highest
priority of the mission, but Brenna noticed that Maarit and Dr.
Erich Von Brecher were both missing. She followed Jhiran from cell
to cell until everyone had been taken out, then dashed back down
the hall where Axel and Fritz were carrying Dagmara on a stretcher.
“Where Maarit be?” she asked.

Dagmara shook her head, sadly. “I saw the big
man with the tattoos take her upstairs last night.”

Brenna shuddered, remembering that he was a
slave broker. “And doctor Erich? Where he be?”

“I don’t think he made it,” the Tamarian
nurse replied.




***




One of the young rebel soldiers on his way to
kitchen duty thought he heard something as he turned the corner of
the main building. He stopped in the courtyard, noticing a bright
glow coming from the prison block. Knowing that the area had not
been fitted with electric light, he scurried toward the middle of
three stairways leading below and peeked down the stairs to
investigate. What was this? Foreign soldiers inside the command
compound? How had that happened?

As he ran to hit the alarm and alert his
fellow soldiers, his movement drew Audric’s eye. Despite Sergeant
Grossman’s standing order not to engage unless fired upon, Audric
dashed upstairs and shot three rounds at the fleeting figure in a
vain effort to stop him.

That deed, however unfortunate, signaled the
start of the operation’s second phase. Though Garrick had hoped to
initiate action after all the hostages had been sent on their way,
the water that partially flooded the compound’s secret entrance
slowed the transfer of the rescued medical staff between the
stretcher teams and Sergeant Ringer’s men, who were responsible for
carrying the hostages out and loading them in the EPTs.

Garrick sent a message to Captain Engels
about the premature beginning of phase two, then waded into the
tunnel to supervise the battle. Lightsticks marked a clear path
through the dank passage. Had he not been preoccupied with the
thousand details of a combat leader, the thought of his beloved
being confined and mistreated in a place like this would have
angered him. But in this situation, he had neither the time to
think about her, nor the discomfort of feeling cold and wet.

Jhiran, following Rupert and Hartwig while
they carried Johan Lillens to safety, stopped Garrick by standing
in front of him. Though anxious to get into the compound, something
in Jhiran’s expression made him pause. He allowed her to look into
his eyes, and heard his own mental voice telling him that she was
afraid of the deep water.

“I’ll come back for you!” he promised.




***




Brenna turned toward the prison with a grim
expression slathered on her face, just as the sound of gunfire
erupted within the compound and a very loud alarm bell went off.
She took a flash bang grenade out of her pocket as she ran down the
hall. At the first junction, Martin, Lenz, and Kurt fought fiercely
for control of the stairwell. The veteran Tamarians quickly gained
the upper hand over rebel night watch soldiers who’d come down to
engage them. Team One pushed upstairs to the courtyard as she
passed by.

The situation differed at the second
junction. Audric lay on the floor with his eyes and mouth wide
open. A huge puddle of blood spread from a lethal rebel shot to his
head. Karsten and Hanne, crouching on opposite sides of the
stairway, took turns firing their weapons around the corner. Rebel
bullets impacted the cell block’s back wall, splintering its
plastered brick into dust with every shot.

Bits of plaster pelted Brenna’s face. She
squinted, turning her eyes away as Karsten pulled back to swap in a
fresh magazine. The girl moved in front of him and screamed in
awkward Tamarian: “Fire inside!” as she pulled the pin on the flash
bang grenade and hurled it hard around the corner with her left
hand.

Once the grenade went off she scuttled
sideways, crouched at the bottom of the stair, and fired her bow
three times in seven seconds, killing blinded soldiers with a
single shot each before plunging upstairs. A fourth–who turned the
corner a moment later–tried to bring his gun up in time to shoot
Brenna, but she had an arrow ready and fired faster, hitting him
between the ribs, piercing his heart. The twitching rebel pulled
his trigger once before he perished, but his shot went high,
grazing her armor and knocking her into the wall. Undeterred,
Brenna dashed forward, kicked his gun away and continued up the
stairs. Karsten followed the Lithian maiden’s lead, with Hanne,
shaking her head in disbelief, close behind.

At the far stairwell, Oswin, Orlin and
Sergeant Grossman fought their way up to the courtyard. Floodlights
that had activated with the alarm now illuminated the entire ground
level, allowing the rebels to see their attackers clearly. Two
Kamerese warriors quickly manned an elevated machine gun nest in
the southeast corner of the compound. When Oswin Schiffer emerged
from the stairwell nearest their position he heard the machine gun
bolt slide back just before it opened fire. Bullets chased him
behind the bone boxes. Orlin then crouched on the upper stair and
fought back by shooting his carbine around the corner. Sergeant
Grossman, evaluating the situation, ordered Orlin to withdraw and
motioned for Beth.

“Get up here and take out that machine
gun!”

Brenna saw a stream of bullets bouncing
across the paving stones as she reached the top of the middle
stairway. As the rebel gunner turned his attention toward Oswin,
she slipped into the courtyard behind one of the charnel tables,
took aim and fired an arrow that hit the machine gunner in the
neck. The momentary let-up in the gun’s operation allowed Beth to
move safely into position. Brenna let another arrow fly toward the
second soldier in the machine gun nest, but he ducked beneath the
sand bags just as her arrow raced over his head. This was the only
time during the entire battle that she missed her target. Her
intended victim quickly turned the gun in Brenna’s direction and
fired furiously, tracking her flight into the courtyard, behind the
second set of bone boxes.

Beth went through her vulgarized sequence of
powering up the rocket launcher while she ascended the stairs.
“Clear!” she shouted near the top.

“Clear!” Harmon replied from below.

Though she’d accidentally shot Otis Krieger
while training for this mission, Beth had no trouble operating her
weapon in combat. While the machine gunner tried to kill Brenna,
Beth turned the corner in a crouched position, pulled her trigger,
launched her rocket at short range and destroyed the sandbagged gun
nest. Shrapnel and sand stung her arms and nicked her face, but
Beth stood her ground and loaded another rocket. When a group of
rebels from the nearby guard tower descended to engage her, she let
her second rocket fly.

Several yards beyond the bone boxes stood the
main building. The rectangular, fortified structure had stairways
leading up on the three sides that did not face the compound’s
front entrance. As a security measure, its lower floor could only
be accessed from stairs on its inner balcony, which meant that any
enemy trying to access the building had to fight up the stairs,
clear the top area first, then work down on the inside.

Complicating access, the outside of the upper
floor also featured a fortified balcony, from which rebel soldiers
had an unobstructed view of the courtyard below. A rebel sniper
perched himself in the corner and shot Beth in the chest, knocking
her downstairs where she screamed in pain and swore. The sniper’s
accurate fire kept Oswin crouched behind the bone box and prevented
Orlin from advancing. Sergeant Grossman swore loudly and went
retreated down the stairs to check on his wounded warrior.

Brenna heard Beth destroy the machine gun
threat. Behind her, Martin and Lenz commenced attacking toward the
north side of the compound while Kurt covered their advance. When
she heard the crack of gunfire from the left side of the upstairs
balcony, Brenna lined up her 13th victim and sent an arrow into the
exposed soft spot directly behind the sniper’s ear.

Orlin saw the rebel shooter fall from his
perch, slain by a single arrow and shook his head in astonishment.
“Who is that girl?” he stammered in wonder.

But he didn’t have long to ponder.

A swarm of enemy warriors came down from
their posts in the western gatehouse and poured out of the barracks
that lay along the compound’s far wall. Rupert Decker and Hartwig
Lang, who’d finished transporting hostages to safety, arrived to
reinforce Team One. Martin pressed forward, his pump action shotgun
blazing. Lenz used a semi-automatic carbine that spat bullets as
fast as he could pull the trigger as he battled toward the armory
on the northern wall. Kurt skirted behind them, keeping the enemy
at bay as the Tamarians cleared out two interrogation rooms, a
storage locker and the kitchen.

Rupert and Hartwig fired their carbines to
knock out a pair of rebels who appeared on the balcony rail, and
once they moved into this position, Brenna dashed behind the inner
row of bone boxes. Several enemy soldiers began pouring down the
stairs of the main building, firing wildly as they entered the
fray. The Lithian girl crouched behind her shelter and signaled for
Karsten and Hanne to take them out.

Every young rebel inductee had gone through a
drug-induced ritual, during which a white-robed priestess told them
that they’d been charmed, and that enemy bullets would bounce off
their flesh. With astonishing ferocity they raced into the teeth of
Tamarian fire, the sheer rage of their defense worthy of legend.
Barefooted and brave, their second and third ranks slipped over the
blood and fallen bodies of their friends in an effort to drive the
foreigners back. While the disciplined, precision shooting of Third
Platoon’s warriors stopped the rebel ranks from overwhelming them,
the sheer weight of superior numbers stalled the Tamarian attack
dangerously.

Garrick arrived on the scene, accompanied by
Meinhard and Udo. He could hear Beth screaming curses at the rebels
over the din of both the battle and the clanging alarm. Evaluating
the rebel counterattack from the first stairway, and noting sniper
teams forming on the upstairs balcony, he ordered Udo to help Beth,
and sent Meinhard to deliver an update for Captain Engels. “Bring
Ringer’s men back with you!” he demanded.

After sending the men on their way, Garrick
noticed Brenna crouched behind a bone box. What was she doing
there? He shouted for her, but her attention remained focused on
Karsten, and in the noise and confusion of combat, she didn’t hear
him.

When Karsten gave her the signal to go,
Brenna didn’t hesitate. With an athleticism that would have made
her mother proud, the Lithian maiden sprang around the concrete
tomb toward the main building’s stairway before any of the snipers
could track and shoot at her. Brenna pulled the bow off her
shoulder and nocked another arrow. She checked to make sure that
the stairway remained clear, then motioned with her head for her
Tamarian companions to follow. Without even looking in Garrick’s
direction, the Lithian girl plunged up the stairs and vanished from
his sight.




***




As the EPTs carrying the former hostages sped
back to the departure point, Captain Engels gave the order for
Second Platoon to commence firing on the compound’s northern
gatehouse. With barely enough daylight for Talon’s men to see
anything, they attacked the fortified entrance with machine cannon,
rifles, rockets and grenades, creating intense pressure on the
charnel house defenders along the northern wall. Although this was
a diversionary attack, the rebels had to honor its threat, and this
prevented soldiers posted in the gatehouse and along the walls from
reinforcing their comrades down below.

Confusion reigned among El Caudillo’s men, as
aggressive Tamarians pressed in on two flanks. A dozen Kamerese
soldiers mounted their horses and fled through the back entrance–as
expected–only to find Second Platoon waiting for them. With all
escape options blocked, the trapped rebels valiantly fought a
desperate, losing battle.

Sergeant Ringer checked in with Garrick. “The
hostages are away, sir!” he reported.

“Good! Get support in the second hallway,”
Garrick ordered. “Team Three is stuck up there at the front. We’ve
got Team Two inside the main building already. Watch for snipers on
the balcony. Team One will clear the armory and assault from the
back side. Watch your arcs of fire!”

The sergeant took his crew down the hall,
turned up the stairwell where Audric lay and set up covering
positions for Sergeant Grossman. Garrick ordered Kellen Bauer,
Erich Ulmann and Odell Unruh to clear the snipers, then move across
the courtyard to support Team Two. As soon as they’d eliminated the
sniper threat, Garrick sent Ziggy Hoenzaer, with his rocket
launcher, to the front corner of the main building. Ziggy set up
his rocket, held its “business end” around the corner and fired
into a mass of young rebel conscripts who’d prevented Sergeant
Grossman and his surviving team members from advancing.

Rupert and Hartwig followed Martin, Lenz and
Kurt. Working together, the five veteran Tamarians cleared the
kitchen and moved forward. They advanced in a leapfrog fashion,
pushing the defending rebels back with persistent, precision fire
until they arrived at the armory’s iron door. Kurt tossed grenades
inside, then followed Martin and Lenz into a room featuring shelves
that reached its rafters, each one neatly and completely stacked
with guns. The men shot five rebels in the process of taking the
armory and ammunition bunker, then signaled Garrick that they were
ready for the next phase of the operation.




***




The stairwell leading to the second floor of
the main building had a landing and a subsequent turn that opened
onto the upstairs balcony. Brenna shot a rebel soldier just as he
turned the corner, then ducked behind the wall as another, who
followed close behind, fired at her. With the sound of booted
footsteps pounding from the balcony, Brenna crouched on the
landing, flexed her bow and dispatched three more rebels as they
appeared at the top of the stairs. With so much anger and
adrenaline running through her body, she felt no discomfort in her
arms and fingertips, though she’d already fired her bow 17
times.

Karsten took hold of her armored vest from
the back and swore at her. “What’s the matter with you?” he
demanded, pulling her behind him. The veteran warrior knew that she
was too valuable for the platoon to lose. “Get behind me!”

Though she glared at him, Brenna let Karsten,
Kellen, Erich, Ziggy and Odell pass by. Hanne slapped her butt in
solidarity as she climbed the stairs behind Odell. Brenna meekly
took up the trailing position until they arrived on the balcony.
With Karsten guarding the approaches to their right and Hanne
pointing her carbine to the left, the other Tamarians split off to
clear the outer balcony. While no one was looking, Brenna slung her
bow onto her shoulder again, pulled herself over a rail on the
second floor and ran down a walkway that led to the compound’s
open, inside area.

Noise resounding from the battle below masked
the sound of footfalls coming from the inner balcony. A rebel
soldier, racing for the outer balcony to bolster the collapsing
resistance, did not see Brenna until he turned the corner and
slammed into her, knocking the petite woman to the floor. He
tripped over her shoulder and sprawled onto the walkway, his weapon
clattering down the stairs. With natural, untrained agility Brenna
rolled backwards and stood erect. She drew her sword from its
sheath as she leapt forward and sliced through the rebel warrior’s
ribs while he scrambled to regain his feet.

Karsten turned to see the keen, crystalline
edge of Brenna’s Lithian blade cut through a full-grown man as if
she’d dipped the weapon in water. She twisted to her left, cutting
backward and severing her enemy’s spine as her sword withdrew in a
spray of severed flesh, blood and spinal fluid. Dancing forward
with swift, confident steps, Brenna raised her weapon, sliced
across the chest of a second soldier who appeared on the inner
balcony, then lunged forward to thrust the deadly blade just below
his belt. She stepped ahead with her right foot while twisting
toward the left, her motion rotating the sword to disembowel him.
Though she looked like a little slip of a woman, the rage in
Brenna’s heart gave her strength that belied her size. The girl put
her booted foot on her dying adversary’s chest and kicked him over
the rail.

Before Karsten made it down the walkway to
stop her, Brenna turned left on the inner balcony. She ducked as a
door opened and handgun shots flashed over her head, recognizing
the man who’d once forced her to translate evil, malicious words to
Dr. Erich Von Brecher. This man had ruthlessly beaten her and cut
her hair. This man savagely tortured a Tamarian doctor devoted to
saving life. This man had laughed at their misfortune. This man
deserved no mercy.

Infuriated, Brenna leaped into action,
slashing to the left, tearing open his forearm and cutting off the
fingers of his right hand with effortless ease. His gun brattled to
the floor as the girl twisted to the right, smashing the brace of
her sword into his belly while its blade carved across his
shoulder. He gasped from her punishing blow. A fountain of arterial
blood erupted as Lithian ceramic-steel cut through his neck. As he
fell backward, Brenna sprang forward, thrusting her sword just
beneath his sternum. Grunting, the girl drove ahead with her strong
legs pumping hard, shoving her impaled enemy toward his own
bed.

“Die now!” she snarled, driving him into the
mattress until her blade brace met and crushed his ribs.




***







Rebel resistence melted away as Third Platoon
gained control over the main building. To avoid fratricide, Garrick
launched a green flare to warn Second Platoon that his men were
commencing their assault on the back gate. Most of the enemy
officers, who had been specifically targeted, perished during the
first two attempts to stop the Tamarian attack. Hence, the fighting
lasted only a few minutes as leaderless enemy soldiers laid down
their weapons and surrendered en-masse, rather than dying in a
futile effort to stop determined, well-trained foreign soldiers.
Third Platoon took a score of prisoners–mostly boys in their teens
who’d been forcefully conscripted–during their systematic,
room-by-room check.

With the situation stabilizing, Garrick told
Hartwig to shut off the alarm. The soldier retrieved a pry bar he’d
found in the storage room, jamming it into the bell in a futile
effort to make the ringing stop. When he pulled on the bar, the
entire assembly came loose from the wall and dangled by its wires.
Frustrated, he exchanged the pry bar in favor of his shotgun and
fired a blast at the wiring. The bell clanged to the floor and
finally fell silent.

Garrick sent a rookie named Mendel Zucher
back downstairs to deliver a message to Captain Engels that Third
Platoon had secured the lower floor and captured the armory. Then,
the lieutenant went upstairs with Martin, Lenz and Kurt. By this
time, most of the fighting had died down. Sporadic, unorganized
shooting continued on the upper level as the platoon sergeants and
their teams systematically forced their way into every room. Kellen
Bauer, crouching on floor at the top of the stairs, kept a wary eye
on the inner balcony. He warned Garrick that all the threats had
not yet been neutralized.

“We’ve got a lot of dead officers, but
haven’t found the big guy, yet,” he admitted.

Garrick nodded, noting that a tall radio
tower arose from the central patio of the fortified compound. He
remembered the ugly scenario that Mariel had outlined to him, and
though he’d not been ordered to deal with the enemy radio, Garrick
intended to exercise a bit of command initiative as an idea formed
in his head. “What about down below?”

Kellen shook his head. “We’ve had no
resistance from there, sir.”




***




Karsten cautiously entered a room to the left
of the inner balcony with his carbine raised. He lowered the weapon
when he saw Brenna remove a long, thick braid of black hair from a
coat rack on the far wall. An eviscerated Kamerese male lay on the
bed, his right arm cut to the bone, his neck sliced open and his
lower chest featuring a grisly, wet mass of dark blood. “Are you
ok?” he asked.

Brenna didn’t turn around right away. “My
hair this be,” she said, gently rolling the braid up and laying it
in her backpack.

When she turned to face him, Karsten stepped
back in shock to see her face and armor spattered in blood. “Are
you hurt?” he asked.

The Lithian maiden shook her head. The anger
he’d seen in her expression had softened, subdued by something sad.
She wiped her blade clean on the quilt, sheathed the sword and
selected the two arrows remaining in her quiver. Thinking it wise
to leave her alone for a moment, Karsten backed out of the room and
moved to the next.

The sound of gunfire snapped Brenna out of
her reverie. She scurried to the doorway with her adrenaline
rising, listening to the confused shouting of Tamarian warriors who
ducked for cover as a heavyset, elderly man appeared in the doorway
of his corner suite and blasted the balcony in two directions with
a pair of large caliber handguns.

Her eyes widened in recognition . . .

Determined to kill as many of the foreigners
as possible, the man turned both guns to the north and fired four
times in Garrick’s direction. Mendel Zucher, who’d just reported
back to his lieutenant, took a round to the back of his head. The
young man flailed against the wall, a spray of blood and encephalic
fluid arcing across its plastered surface as he fell.

Brenna sighted and fired. Her first arrow
slammed between the forearm bones of the shooter and pinned his
right hand to the door jamb. An instant later, her second arrow
found its mark just in front of the other gun’s trigger. The sharp
arrowhead cut through the shooter’s left index finger, preventing
him from ever firing a weapon again. She heard his familiar voice
scream in Kamerese as his two handguns fell, but the Tamarian
witnesses were too stunned by her impressive archery skill to
respond.

In that moment of astonished silence Brenna
raced forward. The warriors of Third Platoon watched her push past
Orlin Hueber, dash around the inner patio and gain momentum as she
sprinted toward the door. After seven strides she leapt into the
air, the combined force of her mass–focused through her booted foot
at top speed–banging the portal hard against the hefty man behind
it.

Brenna bounced back, then drew her blade and
charged forward as the door flew open. In a breathtakingly fast,
fluid motion, she slashed downward, hacking his pinned forearm in
twain, cleanly severing the limb midway between his elbow and
wrist.

El Caudillo gasped as a wave of shock swept
over his body. Stunned by the blow from the door, he gazed in
disbelieving horror at his missing hand and finger. The very
torment he’d ordered on so many others had now been inflicted upon
him, and more than the pain, the ignominy of enduring a punishment
reserved for traitors and peasant scum outraged him.

Something hard smacked his left arm up at the
elbow. Searing pain shuddered through his bones as a keen blade
sliced into his flesh. Breathing hard, the great man staggered
backward. The venerated and widely feared rebel leader thrust the
stump of his right arm into his left armpit to staunch its
bleeding. Dizzy from exertion and disorientation, he couldn’t
resist the force of being pushed over. As he twisted to the left,
he lost his balance completely.

Brenna, driven by intense rage, shoved the
old man to the floor. The merciless subject of her loathing slumped
at her feet, but she felt no pity. Instead, disgust and contempt
rose in her heart.

Reflexively, he tried to break his fall with
a useless right stump, which simply slid beneath his weight until
he landed on–and subsequently broke–his right elbow. Agony wracked
his body. When he rolled over on his back something very sharp
compelled him to lift his chin. The old man’s eyes widened
fearfully as he stared up the length of a bloody sword that pressed
into his jaw.

“Remember me?” the waify Lithian girl from
the prison taunted.

Through his pain, the great leader nodded.
“What do you want?” he gasped.

“I want you to suffer, evil man!” She backed
away, struggling against her desire to kill him.

“Curse you!” he hissed, sitting up. “Curse
you and all your kind! I curse the day you were born! I curse the
father who sired you and the mother who suckled you! Curse them
with wasting disease! Curse them with every malady and all
affliction!

“Curse your womanhood! May your spawn suffer
deformity, disease and die at your breast! May dogs and maggots
feast on its rotting flesh! Then may your womb shrivel and your
bosom remain dry until you draw your last, lonely breath! By the
power of my ancestors I curse you!”

“Your ancestors have no power over anyone!”
she spat, angrily. “They’re all dead, and that’s what you deserve,
too!”

And then, though he could neither threaten
nor harm her further, Brenna spent her rage in a guttural scream.
With her right foot plunging forward, she thrust her blade between
the V of his jawbone until its tip wedged into the skull, then
yanked her foot and the weapon back. Brenna brought the blade high,
rotated its tip behind her back and stepped forward again. In a
two-fisted circular motion, she swung the sword into a fearsome and
powerful stroke that decapitated the man responsible for her
torment. Thus, the aspirations of the most feared warlord in the
Southern Kamerese rebellion came to an inglorious end.




***




Garrick heard Brenna scream and raced to her
aid. However, not more than half a dozen paces away, another door
to a different suite opened. Three shots rang out, the first of
which hit Garrick squarely in his armored vest and knocked him
down. A very large man with a walrus moustache emerged. His
muscular frame–covered in body art–gleamed with sweat, and clutched
in his left arm, he held a blonde-haired woman by the neck. She
struggled to get away, but the man tightened his grip and pointed
the hot gun at her head.

The man shouted something angry in Kamerese,
which no one, other than Kurt Nussbaum–who was not present at that
moment–could understand.

Garrick, saved by his armor, groaned in pain
and staggered to his feet. Though he felt like he’d been kicked by
a giant, the young officer had been shot before and knew the
affliction would fade. He rightly interpreted the shouting as a
warning that the man intended to shoot the Tamarian woman if anyone
harmed him, but Garrick ignored the threat, drew his automatic
pistol and calmly walked forward. He pointed his weapon at the
man’s head. “I’m going to kill you either way,” he promised.

Though he wanted Garrick to drop the gun,
words caught in the big man’s throat. Hadn’t he just shot him? How
could he have survived? Also there was something familiar about
this left-handed foreign officer, as if he’d seen the younger man’s
face before. Then, a flash of recognition–followed by an expression
of sheer terror–rose in the man’s eyes.

In that moment of indecision, Garrick pulled
his trigger twice and sent a pair of hand-loaded .45 caliber
bullets into the brain of Chale, the slave broker, who had bought,
tortured and then rented his little sister, Kira, to any man
willing to pay for sex with a pretty, blonde-haired girl.

Garrick shoved the slave broker’s body aside
with his foot and gently guided the terrified Tamarian nurse back
into the room from whence she’d come. He closed the door to respect
her privacy, then breathed deeply to control his own discomfort.
“Zimmer!” he called. “Bring another gown up here!” Then, pointing
at the tower, he turned back to Martin Weiss. “We need a stretcher.
Get Nussbaum and Nagel, then find out where the transmitter for
that thing is!”




***




As the reality of what she’d done pressed
into her consciousness, Brenna felt separated from God and a sense
of cold horror washed over her soul. Though she didn’t want to weep
in front of anyone, the young maiden sat on the bed, looked at her
sticky, reddened hands and couldn’t help herself.

When Garrick entered the room, seeing his
beloved dripping with blood alarmed him. He ignored his own pain,
pushed the door closed and raced to her side. “Are you hurt?” he
asked, speaking her language.

She shook her head, sniffling. “No, not at
all. I just can’t believe what I’ve done.” Brenna trembled
fearfully, wiping tears on her left sleeve. “What’s happened to
me?” She tried to regain her composure as she raised her eyes to
meet his, but she couldn’t stop the weeping that erupted from her
guilty soul. She didn’t even notice he’d been shot.

“Shh,” he soothed, pulling her close. “It’s
combat. It’s a brutal business.”

“No,” she insisted, gripping his arms and
sobbing into his shoulder. “It’s murder. That’s a different thing,
entirely!”

Udo Barth, who’d seen plenty of blood in his
career as a medic, nearly threw up when he beheld the grisly sight
of a severed hand pinned to the door jamb by an arrow. Hearing
Brenna cry, he knocked on the door, shocked at the gruesome sight
inside. “I’m sorry to interrupt, sir,” he said. “What happened? Is
Little Sister ok?”

“She’s not hurt,” Garrick replied,
shamelessly holding his beloved, knowing that no one in the platoon
would complain to see him do so in this situation. “What do you
need?”

“I need Little Sister. Beth Sankt got hit in
the chest and won’t let me examine her wound. She doesn’t want a
man to see . . . Well, you know, sir. It’s a modesty issue.”

“If she’s alert enough to complain about
that, she’s probably ok,” Garrick stated.

“No sir,” Udo replied. “She’s pale as death
and I can’t move her without her screaming in pain. I think the
trauma from that sniper round and her fall might have damaged her
on the inside.” Tamarian armor saved many lives, but it had
limitations.


Brenna shuddered, exerting control over her
emotions. The girl used the bed cover to blow her runny nose and
clean the blood from her face, arms and hands. “I’ll go,” she said,
wiping and then sheathing her sword. Brenna motioned for Udo to
lead the way, then walked out of the room and didn’t look back.

Sergeant Ringer found Garrick just as the
lieutenant finished putting El Caudillo’s head in a pillowcase and
rose to leave. “The radio transmitter is downstairs,” the sergeant
said. “We’ve cleared the entire compound and checked everywhere.
Rooms off the inner courtyard housed about a dozen comfort women.
They’re all Kamerese. We’ve got them and 32 male prisoners under
guard.”

“What’s the butcher’s bill?” Garrick
inquired.

“We lost Eichelberg and Zucher. Sankt is
badly hurt and Velez looks like she’s been swimming in blood. I see
you took a round, too. Are you ok?”

Garrick nodded. “I’m lucky. It just
hurts.”

“At my count,” Sergeant Ringer continued,
“that girl of yours took out 18 out of the 44 rebels killed in
action today.”

“Nineteen,” Garrick corrected, holding up the
pillow case carrying El Caudillo’s head.

Sergeant Ringer patted his lieutenant’s
shoulder. Garrick’s fiancee put a lot of male warriors to shame!
“What do you want us to do with the prisoners?”

“Bind everyone and take their shoes to the
armory. Check them for weapons and confiscate anything you find.
Strip the men to their underwear and keep them separate from the
women. Then take them all outside and put them in the shade.”

“Yes sir!” Sergeant Ringer replied. Then,
smiling because Garrick’s confidence had been restored, he said:
“Welcome back to command, lieutenant! I’m proud of you, son!”

Sergeant Ringer didn’t offer compliments
lightly. Reflecting upon that remark made Garrick realize that his
planning and decisive leadership enabled Third Platoon to avenge
their earlier defeat. Though outnumbered and outgunned, his
warriors executed their assigned tasks flawlessly, and performed
just as they had been trained. The young officer felt grateful that
their confidence in his leadership remained strong, but he secretly
worried about Brenna, longing to get her alone so they could
talk.

When Sergeant Grossman reported, Garrick told
him to prep the armory for destruction. “We’ll get everyone out of
here as soon as you’re ready.”

Martin Weiss arrived with Kurt Nussbaum and
Kasch Nagel. All four men went downstairs to the radio room, where
Garrick ordered Kurt to translate the following message into
Southern Kamerese: “El Caudillo is dead. Third Platoon, Alpha
Company of the Tamarian Expeditionary Force has attacked and
destroyed the Casa Matados. Your cause is lost. You have been
defeated. You will gain nothing by continued resistance. Lay down
your weapons and surrender.”

Kurt translated the message, Kasch keyed it
into the transmitter twice, and after this–because the equipment
was too heavy to lift and transport–Martin blasted the radio with
his shotgun. It sparked and smoked, then fell forever silent.

To destroy the tower, the men stacked bedding
and furniture around its base, layered straw from the stables on
top of this, then poured cooking oil on the flammable material and
lit the pyre with a flare. Several minutes later, the raging blaze
weakened the tower’s steel and it collapsed under its own
weight.

Sergeant Grossman’s crew worked on a similar
arrangement in the armory, in order to ensure that its weapons and
munitions did not fall back into rebel hands. After everyone else
in Third Platoon evacuated the premises, Fritz Moller–the fastest
runner in the platoon after Brenna–lit a flare, tossed it into the
armory and set its pyre ablaze. He ran out to safety through the
stables as fast as his feet could carry him.




***




“Captain?” Warrant Officer Sims from the
radio surveillance unit gently tugged on Mariel’s shoulder. She’d
fallen asleep in her chair after spending most of the night
evaluating reports from the front, and she awakened in a foul mood.
Mariel made her displeasure known by swearing in an unladylike
manner.

Sims hadn’t thought she’d be happy to see
him, but he’d been keeping himself awake with coffee and was
nearing exhaustion himself. The communications specialist didn’t
think this news should wait until after he’d slept. “Something
strange is going on,” he explained, sitting down next to the
captain and pulling out a chart he’d recorded. “We’ve been keeping
tabs on the rebel radio traffic. Just before the battle began there
was a spike in activity. There were several bursts from the big
station down south, and then a swarm of smaller ones in the hills
to the west.

“During the night, I recorded traffic from
the big station every hour on the hour. This was always followed by
a bunch of activity at the little stations. It happened so
regularly I swear I could have kept my watch by it.”

“You woke me up to tell me this?” Mariel
questioned in an irritated tone.

“No, ma’am,” he said, nervously. “There’s
more. The 05:00 transmission went through like normal, but then
there were a whole bunch of them between 05:20 and 05:52.” He
showed her at least two dozen transmissions during that 30 minute
span. “Then there was nothing at 06:00, nothing at 07:00, but at
07:18, we got two long bursts, then nothing more, at all . . .
ever!

“After the 07:18, we got another swarm of
transmissions from the west. This kept up for well over 90 minutes
before the traffic started to die down, one tower at a time. Now
there’s no traffic at all.”

Her eyes widened. “What time is it?” she
asked.

“It’s 09:45,” the warrant officer
replied.

Mariel sat up. The confusion and activity
she’d witnessed in the general’s headquarters the previous evening
had been replaced by a far more normal pace of operations. What was
going on?

Straightening out her skirt and striding over
to the map, she noticed no change in the position of forces marked
by pins. Though everything looked the same as it did during the wee
hours of the morning when the Tamarian line finally held, the big
guns had fallen silent.

“What happened, sir?” she asked the duty
officer.

The tall colonel sipped coffee. “We don’t
really know,” he replied. “The com lines are still down, but it
looks like the rebel attack failed.” The colonel pointed to
Mariel’s desk. “I didn’t want to waken you, so I had the messengers
put their notes on your desk.”

“Thank you, sir,” she replied, turning toward
the collection of hand-written reports assembled on her table.
Mariel dismissed Warrant Officer Sims as she scanned through the
papers, her brow knitted as she tried to make sense of them. The
intelligence officer deduced that the Tamarian line finally held
shortly after 01:00 hours, roughly two hours before the general had
gone back to his quarters and she’d fallen asleep in her chair.

Mariel had expected the rebels to renew their
assault at first light, but the reports revealed a different story.
She compared the radio transmission data with the time stamps on
the handwritten messages she’d found on her desk, noting with
widened eyes that a correlation existed between the radio traffic
and the intensity of rebel attack. By 08:00, El Caudillo’s infantry
began a disorderly withdrawal and Tamarian units reported taking
previously overrun positions without opposition.

That meant the map board was wrong. That
meant Third Platoon had taken the charnel house and probably
destroyed the radio. Mariel’s heart fluttered. That explained why
the rebels had withdrawn. Nothing else made sense.

After reporting her intentions to the duty
officer and learning that General Braun had gone up to personally
inspect the battle site, Mariel took her coat, loaded a fresh
magazine into her sidearm and scurried outside to investigate
further. If her conclusion proved to be correct, Third Platoon had
just saved the entire Expeditionary Force from a humiliating
defeat.

Bright daylight belied the cool temperature
outside the bunker. Striding through the puddled path leading
toward the battlefront, Mariel could see and smell smoke lingering
in the air. Bullet-pocked plaster walls and burned-out bunkers
testified of fierce fighting. Half buried in the churned, naked
soil, hidden among shredded tents and lying within shell craters
filled with oily water, the broken bodies of fallen soldiers bore
silent witness to the desperate struggle undertaken in the
darkness.

Mariel felt sick when she witnessed the
carnage, but as she moved past the medic teams performing triage on
scores of wounded warriors, the work crews digging through rubble
and the shouting sergeants directing their squads to re-establish
defensive positions, the senselessness of this destruction fingered
its way into her soul. The stench of burning rubber, flesh and
loosened bowels inspired nausea, but the captain had not eaten and
her vomit reflex brought only bile into her throat.

Exhausted men and women who’d faced the
unspeakable terror in the darkness slept in their flooded foxholes
and trenches with the dead. Others, whose blank-faces had been
smeared in dirt and grime, stared unthinkingly as Mariel passed by.
They looked so ordinary, so frail, so human! Their heroism seemed a
strange, remote thing.

A little more than two hours later, Mariel
completed her rounds of the front and carried notes from brief
interviews with busy platoon leaders back to her desk. Just before
she entered the bunker, the captain paused in awe, watching for
several minutes as the Spirit of Liberty and the Spirit of Destiny
gracefully returned with their victorious troops.

General Braun met her when she came inside.
“What’s going on?” he demanded.

“It’s grim out there, sir,” she reported.
“Judging from the number of positions that were overrun and the
nearly complete carnage experienced by those units, I’m estimating
our losses exceed 600 soldiers.

“The rebel infantry attack was not supported
by artillery or cavalry. It appeared to be coordinated by radio
signals from positions to our west, in response to orders from El
Caudillo’s headquarters at the charnel house I referred to in my
earlier briefing.”

A dangerous expression arose on General
Braun’s face. “I want evidence, not your opinion.”

Mariel read details from her notes and showed
him the radio intercept log. She sketched a time line that
harmonized the rebel withdrawal with the transmission intercepts.
“Now that the rescue mission has returned, I’m confident that we’ll
be able to confirm the correlation between the operation at the
charnel house and the end of the rebel attack.”

The general grunted in assent. “Well, maybe
you were right all along,” he stated. “But you’d better come up
with more support than just the radio log.”

“I’ll get on that right away, sir!” she
promised, suppressing anger. Why wasn’t he taking her seriously
now?When General Braun dismissed her, Mariel hustled back outside
so that he wouldn’t see how upset she’d become. If being right was
the best revenge, why did she feel so bad about it?







****







Superstition







Rain washed accumulated dust from the red
tile roof. As moisture dripped from the overhanging eaves, Garrick
pressed his nose against the cool glass of a picture window,
listening to Jared outline the domestic situation at the Velez
villa. The naming ceremony had been postponed after Brenna’s return
because the girl had become so distraught over her actions at the
Casa del Matados. Everyone hoped that she’d feel better soon,
because Cassie and Jared had to leave for Kameron City in the
morning.

“She hasn’t eaten since she got back home,”
Jared explained.

A sad and worried expression lingered on
Garrick’s face. After Third Platoon had officially come out of
combat rotation, the newly promoted lieutenant quickly finished his
after-action reports. Though Garrick intended to spend time at the
Velez estate on his own volition, General Braun sent him up the
hill to speak with Brenna’s father concerning the refugee problem.
Garrick felt relieved over this, because he’d written Brenna a
medical leave to excuse her from duty, and that act would likely
raise higher-ranking eyebrows.

When he’d first arrived at the villa, Jawara
told Garrick that Brenna refused to eat on the trip back from the
charnel house. Jared’s news that she was still fasting only
worsened his worry. Though Garrick knew she abstained from food
during certain seasons and at times of spiritual crisis, he didn’t
like the thought of his beloved growing weak. “How long will this
go on?” he inquired. “How long will she avoid me?”

Jared didn’t know. He wanted to assuage the
Tamarian officer’s anxiety by assuring him of Brenna’s well-being.
“She’s in her room, talking to her mother.” He picked up a travel
trunk and rolled it close to the front door. Though he was twice
Garrick’s age, he didn’t look any older. In addition, Jared’s
completely smooth skin, visible through his gossamer shirt, did not
feature the coarse, curly hair that Brenna adored on her beloved’s
chest. Jared had no facial hair, either.

Garrick accepted a glass of lemonade from
Calvert, one of the Velez family servants, and sank into a chair
across the room from Brenna’s piano. He appreciated Jared’s
friendship, believing the young Lithian sincerely cared about him
and also loved Brenna in a brotherly way. “So she’s still doing the
prayer thing?” he more stated than asked.

After moving the last of Cassie’s luggage,
Jared also sat down. He worried that Garrick would feel rejected by
Brenna’s intense focus on spiritual matters. A sense of shock and
disbelief had resonated through the entire family when they learned
what she had done. Though he had his own feelings to process on the
matter, Jared tried to explain Brenna’s fasting and desire for
privacy with the intent of building better understanding. “She will
emerge from isolation in her own time,” he replied. “This whole
experience has been very difficult for her.”

“Why won’t she talk to me?” Garrick asked,
frustrated. “This is the second time she’s behaved this way, but
she’s not physically injured now, so why does she need to hide?
Besides, the man she killed was shooting at me, so I–of all
people–should understand what happened back there. Yet she’s
cloistered herself away from my support. What am I supposed to do
when she’s like this?”

Jared, like the other members of the Velez
family, counseled patience. “This is not about you,” he explained.
“Blynn has never gone through such a thing before, and what sort of
support can you really offer her?”

Though Jared didn’t intend his question to
hurt, it underscored Garrick’s worry that the contrast in their
spiritual views might pull Brenna away from him. Lithians didn’t
like to be pressured, but he couldn’t help feeling anxiety that
their relationship was moving toward its inevitable end, and given
the high level of communication in Brenna’s family, she likely knew
of his increasing agitation. “I don’t have to agree with everything
she believes in order to accept her,” Garrick stated. “I know that
her attitudes are screened through a filter of faith.”

“Yes,” Jared replied. “I’m confident she
knows this. But how can you support her when the essence of her
conflict is spiritual in nature? It’s unreasonable to expect her to
confide in you while she’s working through issues you simply can’t
comprehend.”

Garrick felt a bit indignant about that
remark. “How can you say such a thing?”

Jared chose his words carefully. He didn’t
want to soft-pedal the facts, but he also didn’t want to spoil his
relationship with the young officer, either. “The very fact that
you dispute my statement illustrates its truth. If you were a man
of faith, you would empathize with the turmoil she’s
experiencing.”

Garrick shook his head. He’d been traumatized
by events at the end of the charnel house battle and had not slept
well since returning. Longstanding fatigue and a bit of
irritability crept into his tone when he spoke. “It’s irrational to
be upset over this! The man she killed is responsible for
torturing, mutilating and killing thousands of people. Most of
these were civilians who had done nothing wrong, aside from falling
under his control. If anyone in this whole civil war mess deserved
death, it was him!”

“There is no doubt that El Caudillo and
others like him are responsible for much evil,” Jared agreed.
“There is no doubt he should have been brought to justice.”

Garrick narrowed his eyes. “So why fret over
it?” he asked. “If Brenna hadn’t done the deed before I got to him,
I’d have killed the man myself. Those were my orders, and I would
have carried them out with a clear conscience. The strong have to
defend the weak so that evil doesn’t overwhelm the world.
Sometimes, killing is the only way to stop this kind of nonsense.
That’s why I’m a soldier.”

The reasoning didn’t address the root of
Brenna’s moral challenge. Garrick did not–or perhaps, could
not–judge the motivation underlying her actions. While he had an
active conscience, the Tamarian warrior’s approach to morality
focused on outcomes and behavior, not inclination, because the
latter could not be objectively discerned. “I agree that force
serves as a necessary check on evil,” Jared continued. “There is a
compelling social justice component to your argument. However, your
orders don’t prevent you from acting in good conscience, nor do
they prevent you from making moral judgments.”

“Of course not!” Garrick stated.

“Do your orders also proscribe moral
conduct?”

“Orders are mission-oriented,” Garrick
replied. “The tasks set out for me to accomplish come down through
the chain of command, but the way I carry them out is entirely up
to me. I’m expected to achieve their objectives, but I’m also
expected to do so in a professional manner. My conduct is
constrained by a soldier’s ethos.”

Jared smiled. “So it is with Brenna. She
understands Allfather’s directives. She expects her motivations to
consistently reflect God’s character.”

“But if your God is good, as she says he is,
then why fret over the death of an evil man? You’ve seen evidence
of the abuse his men meted out on Brenna. They’d been ordered to
hack off her head, and she’s got a very nasty scar to prove it!
Now, wouldn’t the Abelscinnians–who also believe in God–view the
ironic fact that she subsequently decapitated El Caudillo as an
indication of divine power working through her to accomplish a just
outcome?”

Jared shook his head. “Initially, perhaps,
but not after they have spoken to her about it. I’m sure you would
not dispute that a difference exists between taking life as a
soldier must do, and willful killing. Brenna must behave within the
restrictions defined by the character of God, whom she serves.”

“I don’t have a problem with that,” he
interrupted. “She can define morality in any way she sees fit, and
she ought to know by now that I’m happy to give her room to believe
in whatever she wants.”

Jared shrugged. “If that’s how you see it,
you should have no trouble understanding that while Brenna strives
to align her actions with God’s will, in this instance she has not
done so. That is the essence of her crisis.”

“Character is the outward manifestation of an
inward reality,” Garrick argued. “Brenna is not evil. She’s full of
compassion and gentleness. What does it matter that she killed a
brutal warlord who would have never seen the light of another day?
That man was under a death sentence from the moment I received the
order to kill him, and as far as I’m concerned, Brenna was
completely justified in taking his life!”

Jared shook his head. “This is why she can’t
talk to you.”

“Ugh!” Garrick exclaimed, frustrated. In
moments like this one, the incoherence of religion seemed obvious.
He found it hard to imagine how intelligent, educated people found
value in it. Yet he loved Brenna, respected her way of thinking,
and simply wished he could make her feel better, while the tension
between the way he defined himself and the active, living faith
that she and her loved ones exhibited, tore into the fabric of his
soul. He didn’t want to give up on her. Why was she acting this
way? If he accepted her, why couldn’t she accept him? The young
Tamarian looked out the window with his mind wandering, sipped his
lemonade and refrained from further comment.

Garrick dreamed of sitting in this room and
listening to his beloved play her piano. He longed to watch the way
she lovingly caressed and coaxed melody from its keys, the way
she’d excitedly bounce on the bench while attacking the big chords,
and how her body swayed and she smiled blissfully whenever she lost
herself in the music.

As his unit’s deployment to this region
dragged onward, Garrick had increasingly found the Velez home a
welcome refuge. While Brenna served as the main focus of his
interest here, his attraction to this place also involved the other
members of her family, who always made him feel welcome. The way
they included him in their plans and engaged him in conversation
soothed many aches in his soul. He’d never felt like part of a
functioning family until he’d spent time here. Everyone who lived
under this roof understood and cared for one another. He wished he
could experience the same level of acceptance with his own
siblings, but his kin had been in crisis for as long as he could
remember, and neither Kira nor Algernon cared about him to the same
degree that Brenna’s sisters cared for one another.

Distress and insecurity nagged at the fringes
of his thinking. Maybe he was the cause of the relational tension
that spoiled the delight of his experience. Could he expect
Algernon and Kira to love him when he had so much trouble accepting
the fact that neither of them viewed their world through the same
lens he did? Was Jared right in stating that Brenna avoided him
because he didn’t fully accept her point of view?

An upstairs door opened and a moment later,
Cassie and Thea appeared at the top of the grand staircase. As
Cassie caught a glimpse of her betrothed, her face brightened and
the girl scurried downstairs to greet him. Thea followed at a more
subdued pace.

Though Garrick had grown accustomed to seeing
Brenna’s siblings wearing their maiden clothing, he noticed
something different about Thea this time. Normally she wore her
hair in the manner of a Lithian virgin, loosely covering her body
all the way down to her waist. But as she descended to the great
room, Garrick saw that her hair hung only to her shoulders,
revealing the rest of her form in all its breathtaking beauty. He
and Jared arose as the girls approached.

Cassie came to Garrick first, placing her
hands on his shoulders and standing on her toes as he kissed her
forehead. Then she turned toward Jared after he’d similarly kissed
Thea, embraced him and shared a lingering, gentle kiss on the
lips.

Thea moved on to Garrick. Because she was
taller than her sister, she had only to lift her head to receive
his token of affection. “Blynn wants to see you,” she told him.
“You can wait for her in the study.”

That, Garrick realized, served as a polite
dismissal, but curiosity got the better of him. “What happened to
your hair?” he asked.

Thea arched her eyebrows and grinned, her
gaze flashing to Cassie–who hadn’t said a word–before she
responded. “I cut it for Blynn. My hair is the same color as hers,
and I wanted to minimize her disgrace. Umma is having the light
forge technicians use it to make a conforming hair piece. You won’t
be able to tell it’s not her natural hair once she puts it on.”

Garrick felt surprised that such a thing
could be created in a light forge. Lithian technology had
applications he didn’t fully appreciate. “But she found her own at
the charnel house. Why couldn’t your light forge people just use
that?”

“They will,” Thea replied. “The hair Blynn
recovered will work for the back, but whoever cut it didn’t collect
enough for the front and sides. That’s why I cut mine. I know
she’ll feel much better about herself once she has hair again.”

Garrick turned his head away, knowing that
Thea had given her sister an invaluable gift that represented
personal purity in Lithian eyes. It would take years for Thea’s
hair to grow back to its full length, and during that time, anyone
who didn’t know what she’d done for Brenna might presume that
Thea’s virtue had been compromised. The thought of such sacrifice
brought an involuntary tear to Garrick’s eye.

Spicy food smells drifted in from the kitchen
as he wandered into the study with his lemonade in hand, thinking
about his own siblings. Garrick sat on a love seat, pulled a photo
out of his breast pocket and studied a recent image of Algernon and
Kira by the light of a window. Their familiar faces reminded him of
the ugly circumstances leading to their separation. Each of their
lives had followed such different paths, he felt as if he hardly
knew them anymore. His heart ached, longing for a closeness that
thrived in Brenna’s family, but one he’d not known with his own
siblings.

The patter of rain masked the sound of
Brenna’s bare feet on the wooden floor. She ran her fingers across
his right shoulder, meeting his gaze with hers as she bent down to
plant a brief kiss on his lips. “Hi,” she breathed.

He thought she looked frail. “How are you
feeling?”

Brenna sat on the love seat with him, her
nearness compelling, but her posture warning him not to expect
affection. The bruising and scarring on her shoulders had faded,
and the turmoil he’d seen in her eyes over the past few weeks had
been replaced by a kind of far-off sadness. “I’ve been better,” she
admitted. “Can I see your picture?”

Garrick handed the photo to her. Algernon had
combed his hair for the sitting, and Kira looked stunning in a
floral-patterned gown Alexina had given to her before the twins
departed for Marvic. “When did you get this?” she asked.

“It was in a letter that was waiting for me
when I got back to camp. Algernon wants us to stay with them when
we return. Kira was gushing about how big and beautiful the new
house is. She’s excited about making curtains and window
quilts.”

Knowing about Kira’s pregnancy–but having
said nothing to Garrick, thinking it wasn’t her place to do
so–Brenna wrinkled her brow. “It sounds like they’ve been busy,”
she remarked, wondering how the girl was doing and why she’d not
written anything to her brother about her expectation of becoming a
mother.

Garrick took the photo back and returned it
to his pocket. “Algernon hinted about problems on the mesa and
trouble in the city, but he didn’t specify anything. Whatever it
is, he’s being pretty evasive about it. Maybe he doesn’t want me to
worry.”

“But you are worried,” Brenna replied.

“Not as much as I’m worried about you,” he
admitted.

Brenna sighed, turning away. How could she
explain the turmoil in her soul? “We’re not going to see eye-to-eye
on this,” she began. “I can’t reasonably expect you to understand
what I’m going through.”

Garrick shook his head. He wanted to hold her
and soothe away her pain, yet when he reached for her, Brenna did
not requite his affection. “You have faith in a God that no one can
see, but you have no faith in my intellect? After all the time
we’ve spent together, after many long hours of conversation with
me, do you really believe I’m too dull-witted to wrap my mind
around the way you think?”

“This is not an intellectual exercise,” she
replied. “It’s not a simple matter of examining cause and effect
relationships, or weighing the relative merits of a given
perspective to determine what is most rational. Faith in God is
something that can never be quantified. It can never be distilled
to its essence. It can’t be measured, examined, summarized and
labeled as a thing that is capable of being contained and cataloged
in a science book.”

“That doesn’t matter to me,” he told her.
“All I care about is how broken you’ve become since we’ve deployed
here. Your faith has always sustained you, but now it’s dragging
you down. You’ve become a shadow of the girl I know and love.”

She looked at him with narrowed eyes. “What a
horrible thing to say! Do you think that if I let go of my belief
in Allfather everything will be better?”

Garrick shut his eyes, wishing he could take
back those words. He didn’t contend against her faith on principle.
He felt she had a right to believe whatever she wanted to believe.
What really bothered him was the deleterious emotional impact that
occurred whenever she fell short of these divine conduct standards.
Garrick wished that she would relax and appreciate her own
goodness. “I’m sorry,” he soothed. “I worded that badly. I would
never ask you to deny your faith.”

“Then what’s the problem?” she replied, her
voice edgy and tense. “My family thinks you’re overreacting while
I’m trying to process my guilt for committing murder.”

“I don’t see it that way,” he whispered. “You
killed someone who deserved far worse than a quick death. In my
judgment, I see a girl who holds herself to a standard of behavior
no one can reasonably uphold. You’re very hard on yourself, Brenna.
Maybe what you want simply isn’t possible to attain.”

She shook her head, forcing restraint on her
urge to weep. “I’m not striving for perfection. It’s hard to
explain because you don’t view the world through a paradigm of
faith, and there can be no reconciling that contrast.” Brenna
wished he would let go of his stubborn insistence on valuing only
the tangible, calculable and material. “You’re going to have to
make up your mind,” she warned. “I need you to accept me the way I
am, even the impact my belief in Allfather has on how I feel. This
is something about me you will never change. I don’t need you to
fix my flaws.”

Garrick felt wounded by her accusation. “I’m
doing my best to understand,” he countered. “I don’t want you to
repudiate your faith. You wouldn’t be the same person without it. I
see the evidence of inexplicable power at work whenever you pray,
when you heal wounds, and when you deal with people who don’t
appreciate you. Don’t think that I haven’t been paying attention to
what happens whenever you’re in combat. Anyone else would have died
doing half of what you’ve done, but you’ve come out untouched.
Everyone who spends time in your company can plainly see that
you’re no ordinary girl.”

Brenna shook her head, holding her fingers to
her temples until her flesh whitened. “Allfather’s power flows
through me, but I am no different than anyone else. You make it
sound like I’m some magical creature with mystic powers, but the
truth is rather ordinary and it’s not so pretty.”

Though he didn’t want that statement to go
unchallenged, something warned Garrick that she needed affirmation,
rather than criticism. He drew closer and spoke softly, soothing
her passion with thoughtful, intelligent words that demonstrated
his genuine care for her. “The only evidence I grasp is that which
I can apprehend with my senses. When I see darkness, you say that
the world is light and full of strange beauty, and I believe you. I
don’t doubt that natural forces exist beyond my ability to perceive
them. You say that God is among these–that he’s real–and based on
what I know of you, I’ll defend your faith to my last breath. I
don’t presume that your belief in God is superstition.

“Though you struggle to reconcile what you’ve
done, it’s not my place to judge you, and I’m sorry if you’ve ever
felt anything less than complete acceptance from me. I want to help
you, but I just don’t know what to do.”

She relaxed, turned toward him and let her
gaze run up his broad shoulders and linger on his face. He looked
weary. She could tell he hadn’t been sleeping. “Your willingness to
listen and understand rank high among the many things I love about
you,” she replied, a sad expression morphing on her brow. “I can’t
ask you for anything more than that.”

Garrick spoke with wet eyes and an edge to
his tone. “Then how should I respond when you shut me out? How do
you expect me to handle your isolation? How can I express my
concern if you won’t listen to me? How can I support you if you’re
going to cloister yourself away and not let me see you? I don’t
have to agree with everything you believe in order to love you.
Please tell me what you need. Let me help. Give me something to do
. . .”

She put her arms around his neck. “I’m not
rejecting you. I just need time to work this out,” she said,
quietly. “I know you love me. What I want most from you is ongoing
willingness to accept me as I am.”

Garrick pulled her into his embrace, his
tears dampening her short hair as her head lay upon his left
shoulder. He sighed in relief as Brenna’s soft body compressed
comfortingly against his. She felt warm, but she’d lost so much
weight he could feel her spine and ribs pressing through her maiden
blouse. He held her until she turned her head at the sound of
approaching footsteps.

Tirra appeared in the doorway. “Lady Brenna?
Master Garrick? Dinner is served.”

Brenna stood, feeling a little dizzy, and
held her hand out to her beloved. “Come, she beckoned. “I’m hungry.
Let’s get something to eat.”




***




The naming ceremony, held after breakfast the
next morning, turned out to be a brief and intimate affair. Many
Lithian families arranged lengthy feasts, in which extended family
members came to pay respects and offer gifts. Professional
musicians and visual artists often created works in honor of the
birth. Dancing and games accompanied the festivities. At the height
of the celebration, the child’s father would bless the mother,
anoint the infant and announce the child’s name.

With war still raging far to the west and the
local economy reeling, Lord Velez could ill-afford an elaborate
party. However, the importance of the event encouraged excellence
and solemnity, despite its low-budget. Tegene’s large family
gathered in the villa’s great room, with Xola and his older sister,
Sekai, opening the ceremony with an energetic, traditional
Abelscinnian call to worship played on hand drums.

Cynthia, stepping in rhythm with every fourth
beat, carried her infant brother downstairs, as his three older
sisters trailed behind. For all the men, save the child’s father,
this was their first glimpse of the baby. Alexina and Lynden
followed, arm in arm.

Given the exclusivity of the invitations,
Garrick felt honored to be present. He basked in a warm sense of
inclusion, a belonging unique to this family, and it stirred his
soul. He stood at Brenna’s side and felt greater pride than even
his recent promotion to 1st Lieutenant had inspired. Despite
cultural, linguistic and religious differences, the Velez family
loved him as one of their own. That sense of acceptance quickened
Garrick’s heart.

After the drumming, Brenna–wearing her newly
restored hair–rose to play the piano. She accompanied Ubequenisha
as the heavyset woman sang a stirring song of praise to the Holy
One for the gift of a new life. Her powerful voice filled the
rafters with a lovely, passionate sound. Though Garrick could
understand none of the words, people in the Velez family who could
comprehend were visibly moved by its message.

Lynden spoke about the bonds of common blood,
common faith and love that cemented all the relationships
represented in the room that day. He blessed Alexina, extolling her
virtues as a godly woman, then presented his first born son and
explained that he’d named the child Erendur–meaning “spear
king”–the Lithian form of Garrick’s name.

That unexpected honor wrought an emotional
response in the young officer. The Tamarian boy, who’d been
rejected by his own father and sent away by his own mother,
struggled to compose himself. According to custom, each man present
took turns holding the new baby while offering some kind of
blessing. Lynden handed his young son to Garrick first.

Thinking quickly and forming words while he
admired the beautiful, blue-eyed child, a big smile flashed across
Garrick’s face. “You are the weapon in Allfather’s hand,” he
stated. “May you prevail in battle, according to his will.”

Lynden smiled and patted Garrick on the
shoulder. “You are my true son!” he said.

After Garrick handed the baby to Jawara,
Brenna kissed his cheek and whispered in his ear. “That was a very
kind thing of you to say,” she told him. “One day soon I will bear
your children and my father will bless them, too!”

The ceremony concluded quickly. Family
members and friends signed a special scrap book, and each person
wrote a message that the baby could read in later years. Alexina
sketched several scenes of all the people in attendance that she
subsequently painted, then pasted into the book.

Garrick, Brenna, Jared and Cassie bade
lingering, emotional farewells to their loved ones, then scurried
into the rainy courtyard and climbed into the covered back of an
EPT. Kimoni and several Lithian warriors–men who would serve as
Jared and Cassie’s escorts–rode in a separate truck. In Kameron
City they’d meet with Brenna’s childhood friend, Woodwind, who
would act as their interpreter and liaison in the Kamerese court.
Jawara, who had packed a set of dishes he’d made as a gift for
Algernon and Kira, admonished the driver to navigate with care,
then smiled at the young couples in the back of the vehicle.

“Go with God!” he called as the vehicle
pulled away.




***




Tension dominated the brief journey to Helena
in the electric truck. Garrick found the nerve to tell Brenna that
she’d been nominated for three separate medals honoring her valor,
one of which was going all the way up the chain of command. He told
her this news meant she was likely being considered for the Medal
of Valor, the third highest military citation among Tamarians, and
generally the highest honor given to living members of the
military.

Though she’d changed into her dress uniform
for the upcoming awards ceremony, Brenna complained that she didn’t
want any medals and wouldn’t wear them. She sulked into a sullen
mood, becoming listless, detached and quiet. Jared stared out the
open back of the vehicle, watching the forested hills vanish into
grey mist. Unspoken worry about his trip to Kameron City crept into
his expression, then faded as he closed his eyes to utter a silent
prayer. Cassie, who seldom spoke anyway, sat next to Jared with her
head on his shoulder as the truck navigated the slippery, rutted
road leading down to the river.

As the villa and its surroundings faded into
the rain and low clouds, Garrick wistfully longed for that sense of
closeness he’d felt among Brenna’s family. Daydreams about quitting
the army and staying in Kameron teased at the fringes of his
consciousness, while Brenna–who belonged here–had chosen to extend
her contract with the Expeditionary Force and leave her loved ones
behind. She’d told him that Kameron and its people filled her heart
with too much pain. Brenna wanted to live in Marvic, where she
could escape from the memories of terror and torture that haunted
her.

“Every time I see Kamerese faces, I’m
reminded of what happened to me,” she told him. “I just can’t take
that right now.”

He didn’t understand her. Months earlier
she’d longed for her family, lamenting of her unfulfilled need to
bask in the company of believers. He’d suppressed envy while
watching her interact with her loved ones, while listening to her
play the piano in a home where her talents were encouraged and her
creativity valued. Now, even the powerful love of her parents and
siblings proved insufficient to ameliorate her anguish. Now she
wanted to get away. Garrick–who’d never known the kind of familial
love that Brenna took for granted–felt troubled over the change in
her disposition, but he kept these thoughts to himself.

Grasses planted to hold erosion in check now
formed a light green carpet at lower elevations, covering the
battle scars of early summer like a blanket of forgiveness. At this
time of year the aroma of the grape crush should have lingered in
the air, but warfare had destroyed most of the local vineyards and
wineries. Recovery would take many years, a lot of hard work and
significant investment; but the fighting had to stop, first.

After dropping Cassie and Jared off at the
dock in Helena, where they boarded the steamship Haililiah for
their journey to Kameron City, Garrick and Brenna returned to the
Tamarian camp. He unloaded the truck while Brenna went to her
quarters to pack the last of her belongings. She promised to meet
him later in the huge tent that had been erected to shelter the
awards ceremony.

Just as Garrick finished clearing out his own
quarters, Rudy Akers knocked on the door. The company XO didn’t
enter, he just poked his head inside Garrick’s tiny room. “General
Braun wants to see you,” he said.

Though Garrick had conversed with the general
on several occasions, he still felt nervous about being summoned.
It didn’t help that the general maintained a decidedly stern
expression, even after he’d told Garrick to stand at ease. He
turned a piece of paper around for Garrick to see. “What is this,
lieutenant?”

The general knew very well what it was.
Garrick swallowed, a bit fearfully. “It’s a medical leave,
sir.”

General Braun nodded his head. He leaned
forward, supporting his upper body weight on his fingertips until
they whitened. “I’m well aware of what it is, son.” He let his gaze
linger on Garrick’s face, taking full advantage of the intimidating
effect inspired by long silence. “My concern is not that you signed
a medical leave, but for whom, and why.”

Of course, Garrick had written that
information into the requisition. Uma Vogt had taught him how to
efficiently and effectively fill out paperwork. He’d not have been
promoted without significant improvement in that area, so the
reasoning behind the general’s inquiry had nothing to do with how
he’d filled out the form. “Sir, may I have permission to speak
freely?”

“Go ahead, son,” the general said, relaxing
from his tense position, speaking in a tone that warned this
explanation needed to fulfill his unspecified expectations.

Garrick swallowed again, mustering courage.
“In my judgment, Specialist Velez is suffering from severe Post
Combat Stress. After the rescue mission, she became withdrawn,
refused to eat for days, and exhibited mood swings that suggested .
. .”

“Has she seen a doctor?” the general
interrupted.

That caught Garrick by surprise, but he
recovered quickly. “Yes,” he replied, lying. “Muenda, eldest son of
Tegene, serves as the Velez family physician.”

“Why didn’t she see someone on our
staff?”

He’d let Brenna go directly to her parents’
villa with Jawara and the Lithian pathfinder crew immediately after
the attack on the charnel house. She’d had no opportunity to see a
Tamarian doctor, but the truth didn’t seem as plausible as the
story Garrick concocted on the spot. Since he’d already spoken
untruthfully, he uttered a second lie to cover the first. “Muenda
is familiar with Lithian physiology. It differs in subtle ways, and
in my judgment, he was a more appropriate candidate to handle her
case.”

“I see,” General Braun replied, believing
Garrick’s story, but pausing again to let the young officer stew.
“You excused your fiancee from her duties so she could return home
and see her family doctor?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Do you know what this looks like,
lieutenant?”

Garrick shut his eyes and blinked back an
involuntary tear. “I don’t imagine it looks very good from where
you’re standing, sir.”

“That’s right son. It doesn’t look good at
all.” The general’s voice tensed in carefully controlled anger. “I
don’t know what got into your head, lieutenant, but you should have
thought of how your actions would be perceived before you signed
this!” He shoved the paper forward and tapped his finger on the
line where Garrick’s signature appeared.

“If we excused every soldier who had a rough
time in the line of duty, I wouldn’t have an army to command! How
many other members of your platoon did you relieve from duty after
this operation?”

“None, sir.”

“How many other members of your platoon have
you ever relieved from duty after an operation?”

“None, sir.”

“That’s right! Everyone else has to suck it
in and tough it out. That’s what we expect from professional
soldiers, but what you’ve done here reeks of favoritism.” The
general let his ire cool before continuing. “We have a policy
prohibiting married couples from serving in the same unit in order
to avoid problems like this. Now, you’ve been under the wire with
the Velez girl because she’s politically important to this
operation and thus far you’ve been very discreet about your
relationship with her.

“But this changes everything. I warn you, if
I so much as smell a whiff of this manure again, she’ll be out of
your platoon before you can scratch your backside, and your career
will come to a grinding, screeching halt. You get my meaning,
son?”

Garrick hated anyone speaking badly of his
relationship with Brenna, but knowing the general was right and
wishing to appear strong, he struggled to control his emotions. The
young officer gritted his teeth to avoid trembling and stiffened
his spine in an effort not to cry. “I understand, sir.”

“Good!” General Braun said. “Now, I have some
other things to discuss with you, the first of which deals directly
with the Velez girl.”

“I’m listening, sir.”

“You’re aware that she’s up for some pretty
significant commendations. Most soldiers never see half the metal
she’ll have on her chest after this evening’s ceremony.” General
Braun thumbed through her file, glancing at its contents before
continuing. “Your girl is getting a Red Star for wounds sustained
in combat and two Courageous Service Badges: one for her actions in
saving a Kamerese child while under direct enemy fire, and the
other for refusing to cooperate with the rebels at the Casa
Matados–despite repeated episodes of torture–and maintaining morale
of her co-captives in the face of serious threats against her
life.”

“Yes sir. While I can’t comment on the first
recommendation, I spoke to Major Kaltenbach on our trip back home
from the charnel house. She explained her rationale for the second
citation, and I concur that Specialist Velez deserves that
honor.”

General Braun put Brenna’s folder down.
“She’s a remarkable young woman,” he stated. “I see that you’ve
recused yourself from evaluating her conduct during the rescue
operation, but there’s a note in here stating you’ve objected to
Sergeant Ringer’s recommendation that her actions merit review for
gallantry under fire. Would you care to explain that,
lieutenant?”

Garrick took in a deep breath. “Yes, sir.
Several months ago, you personally interviewed me and selected my
unit for the Expeditionary Force, in part, because of my
understanding of Lithian culture and language. While Specialist
Velez exhibited tremendous courage and skill in combat, she does
not perceive her actions as heroic.”

The general raised his brow. “She accounted
for one third of all confirmed enemy casualties and is credited for
personally killing the rebel leader known as El Caudillo. These
actions alone are worthy of honor, but the fact that she did all of
this with a bow and a sword while facing modern combat arms is
nothing short of extraordinary.”

“I’m aware of that, sir. But she’s not happy
about anything she did that day. In her mind, these
actions–particularly with reference to her conduct concerning El
Caudillo–amount to murder.”

That statement took General Braun by
surprise. “Your platoon was under orders to kill that man. Have you
made this clear to her?”

“I have, sir. The issue for her is one of
motive. In essence, she wanted him dead for personal reasons. That
desire precludes any consideration of heroism on her part. My
understanding of her reasoning is why I wrote the objection.”

“This is highly irregular, lieutenant.”

“I agree, sir. I know it is. But I’ve spoken
to her about this at length subsequent to moving the recommendation
up the chain of command, and cannot dissuade her from thinking she
doesn’t deserve the medal.”

“I see, “ said General Braun. “However, the
fact that she thinks of herself as unworthy is confirmation that
her valor is genuine. The people who enjoy killing are the ones
we’re trying to stop here. People who hate taking life, but do so
out of duty, are the ones we consider heroic. No real hero thinks
that warfare is glorious. No real hero wants to engage in the
unnatural act of killing anyone. It’s repulsive to any civilized
person with a sense of right and wrong.

“But you know that we live in a dangerous
world, lieutenant. We put our lives on the line to stop evil. We
put weapons in the hands of young men like you, and order you to do
things that would merit prosecution in any other context. War is a
brutal business, and its conduct requires even those of upstanding
moral character to engage in acts of extreme violence in
fulfillment of our mission. If we don’t recognize true heroism,
only those who relish in the suffering of others will take up arms.
It’s crucial for the morale of everyone in the Expeditionary Force,
from the people who work in my office all the way down to the men
and women in your platoon, that soldiers who do their job with
uncommon courage and skill get public recognition for their
service.”

“I agree, sir,” Garrick added.

“So in that light, I’ve overruled your
objection and forwarded the commendation request to Central
Command. I don’t want to hear anything further from you on this
matter, understood?”

“Understood, sir!”

Though he did not mention anything to
Garrick, General Braun also had political considerations
influencing his decision to sign the commendation request. The
success of the Velez family’s light forge industry was crucial to
its Tamarian investors. Awarding a Medal of Valor to Brenna served
as a reminder to influential members of those investment
cooperatives–and the larger, Tamarian population–that their ally
was worthy of continued military support. In order for the
Expeditionary Force to complete its mission, the military role its
soldiers played had to be perceived as an invaluable, shared
sacrifice that was worth the price paid by Tamaria’s treasury and
the blood of her sons and daughters. The Velez girl had become a
very convenient heroine and means to achieving that end.

“While we’re discussing the action at the
charnel house rescue, there’s something I want cleared up.”

That kind of preface normally meant trouble.
Garrick hadn’t expected this at all. “What do you need to know,
sir?”

General Braun gradually moved his shoulders
back and raised his head. “I want to know who talked to you about
taking out the radio.”

At that moment, Garrick realized that
Mariel’s indiscretion in revealing intelligence intended only for
ears above his pay grade might result in disciplinary action
against her. Though he knew he shouldn’t have lied to the general,
it was his first reaction, and the deception rolled off his tongue
as naturally as if it had been the truth. “That was an exercise in
tactical initiative, sir. When I saw the tower in the center of the
compound, I told my men to destroy it.”

With his arms akimbo, the general tilted his
head to the side. “But not before you very conveniently sent a
message to the rebels, admonishing them to lay down their
weapons.”

“It was a logical conclusion, sir. What other
purpose would a powerful radio serve at such a remote location? It
made sense that the radio would be used to direct rebel troops. I
don’t understand why my actions are being questioned.”

“Hmm!” the general mused. “Either you’re a
brilliant, young commander, or you’re a slithering liar! I’d like
to believe it’s the former, not the latter. So you’re telling me
you’ve had no conversation about rebel radios with Captain
Hougen?”

“That’s not what I said, sir. I am convinced
that the rebels used radios to coordinate their movements against
us in earlier action, and discussed this theory in detail with
Captain Hougen.”

General Braun controlled his anger again.
“When did this conversation occur?”

“It was shortly after Sergeant Grossman
recovered a rebel radio in the vicinity of our last battle. He and
his team got separated in the midst of our tactical retreat and
accidentally stumbled upon the enemy radio position. I understood
that my conversation with Captain Hougen was part of her role to
interview combat leaders as a means of gathering intelligence to
report to the senior command. There was nothing untoward about
it.”

Garrick continued with conviction and a
straight face. “We train hard, but coordinating a three-pronged
attack is difficult enough for us, as professional soldiers, to
pull off under ideal conditions. Yet the rebels attacked my platoon
on three separate fronts with artillery support in heavy fog.
Respectfully, sir, if you can offer a plausible, alternative
explanation for how this was done, I would like to know so that I
can train my platoon to act accordingly in the future.”

Those were very bold words coming from a
lieutenant, but they confirmed that Captain Hougen had been
accurate in her analysis, and the general bristled that his own
judgment had been proven wrong. “Did Captain Hougen tell you to
take out that radio?”

Garrick shook his head. “No sir, she did
not.” That part was absolute truth, but a reinforcement of his
earlier prevarication followed. “I saw the radio at the charnel
house and made the decision as the commanding officer on site to
destroy it.”

Though he seethed internally, the general did
not permit his feelings to emerge in Garrick’s presence. “Very
well,” he said quietly, changing the subject. “How did Lord Velez
respond to the news of refugees moving onto his land during the
last rebel attack?”

“He didn’t even know about it. I thought it
would be prudent to inform him of the situation, so that he heard
it from us, first. However, over the past few days he has been
preoccupied by the birth of his firstborn son, and had not heard
any report on the matter from his own people.”

“How did he react?”

“He told me that we should make every effort
to provide security for the refugees on this side of the river, in
order to maintain the integrity of his territorial boundary. He
also expects us to repair any damage to property and make
restitution with individual land owners who might file
complaints.”

That sounded reasonable, the general thought.
“There is one more thing before I let you go.”

“Yes, sir?” Garrick replied, feeling relieved
that he’d managed to survive the encounter thus far.

“You’ve distinguished yourself as an
effective combat leader, and I’m proud of the work you’ve done with
Third Platoon, Alpha Company.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m just doing my duty.”

“Indeed!” the general continued. “But your
responsibilities in garrison will not involve the same degree of
intensity you have experienced during our deployment here. In the
past, I have seen many young officers who excel on the battlefield
destroy promising careers with inappropriate, undisciplined
behavior in garrison. I’d hate to see that happen to you, so I want
you to listen carefully to my advice.”

“I’m listening, sir,” Garrick stated.

“Keep yourself busy, son. Stay out of
trouble, see to it that you avoid drunkenness and be careful where
you dip your wick! Take advantage of the bursary you deserve and
finish your education. You’re a smart kid, and you’ll go far in
this army if you keep your record clean.”

Those vague remarks likely referenced his
fight with Eckhard Jaeger, the scene in the officer’s club, and his
subsequent, ill-advised visit to the cathouse where he’d nearly
slept with Ercilia. Although the general didn’t cite anything
specific, Garrick trembled at the thought that a general officer
had learned of these misdeeds. The young lieutenant was not fully
aware of how much the senior leadership corps knew of his improper
conduct, yet chose to protect him because he performed so
brilliantly on the battlefield. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate your
concern.”

General Braun evaluated the handsome,
charismatic soldier, remembering his own experience as a first
lieutenant. This kid seemed far too young to carry the weight of
command responsibility, yet his uncanny skill in combat seemed
almost supernatural. He’d consistently excelled whenever bullets
began to fly, and for the second time in six months–the first at
the Battle of Helena, and the second at the Casa del Matados–the
Tamarian Expeditionary Force prevailed against a vastly superior
rebel opposition because of Garrick’s highly innovative leadership.
There was something spooky about this kid, and the general
maintained a superstitious hope that Lieutenant Ravenwood could
rise through the ranks without ruining his chances for success.

“That will be all, lieutenant.
Dismissed!”




***




Five days after Garrick and Brenna left
Kameron, a courier arrived on Superstition Mesa bearing a letter
for Algernon and Kira. In it, Garrick asked if he and Brenna could
come up to the mesa and stay there for a few days. The news
inspired excitement between the twins, who planned all kinds of
activities to entertain their older brother and his Lithian
girlfriend.

But their plans changed as the weather
worsened. Heavy rain transformed into wet snow as a sudden influx
of cold air descended from the north. A vast sea of slippery ice
coated the ground, turning the rocky path up to Superstition Mesa
into a treacherous climb that effectively isolated the homestead.
As the temperature plummeted, progressively drier snow fell
throughout the day. For safety reasons, Algernon had to shovel the
deck and stairs leading to the homestead before chipping and
scraping the ice layer away. The exertion drew sweat from his
flesh, despite the chill. He unzipped his coat and loosened his
scarf to cool off.

He loved the silence that always accompanied
a fresh snowfall. When he paused to catch his breath, Algernon felt
a novel sense of peace within his soul. He lived in a beautiful,
serene place, sheltered by a sturdy and warm house. Though visions
of a homestead had occupied his daydreams for as long as he could
remember, the reality of its existence exceeded the delight of his
imagination. All of his planning and effort had transformed an idea
into material form, and he could hardly believe his fortune!

Yet, when he pondered his situation, Algernon
recognized an inexplicable convergence of forces and circumstances
that permitted the acquisition of this property and the assembly of
the unique building he now called home. His worry about completing
the project during the summer seemed so petty in retrospect, yet at
that time, he simply could not have imagined himself cleaning off
the deck before Garrick came to visit, let alone have the time to
gaze in wondrous rapture at the large flakes of falling snow.

The Great God must have been at work for
everything to transpire as it had happened. Algernon didn’t like
the idea of ascribing supernatural influence to every inexplicable
event in his experience. He believed Brenna thought that way and
scoffed at her superstition. For him, inserting God into the gaps
of human knowledge diminished the divinity with every new
revelation of how the universe worked. Algernon didn’t know how
profoundly he misjudged the girl, nor did he appreciate the
influence of many devout believers in God, who prayed for and
blessed his effort, yet worked behind the scenes to ensure his
success.

He finished the deck and the stairs, then
focused on clearing a path to the food cache and the electric
generator tower. The free-standing tower and its rebuilt turbine–a
powerful replacement for the handmade, vertical axis devices he’d
built–were both donated to the mission project by a manufacturer in
Marvic, on whose board of directors several of Mrs. Bergen’s
friends exerted considerable influence.

Algernon’s fruitless fretting over moving
tons of nickel-iron batteries served as another example of
mysterious aid he’d received. On the day after he brought Kira
home, a volunteer crew from Marvic arrived to help him set up the
48 volt wind powered electrical system. When the crew chief asked
him how he’d assembled the battery packs, Algernon suppressed his
surprise–not knowing beforehand that the batteries were already in
place–and replied: “Oh, I had a bunch of friends help me with
that.”

He didn’t admit that his friends were very
large and ten times stronger than any man. The kindness revealed in
that secret act touched his heart, and now, as he watched the
three-bladed turbine wheel spin in the steady, gentle wind, he
wondered how the giants were coping in the colder, high-elevation
valley that the army had cleared out several weeks earlier.

As twilight descended on the mesa, he turned
at the sound of Bronwyn’s voice. She’d struggled up the path from
the valley, frantically calling his name. Though his affection for
the girl had grown over the past several weeks and he would have
trotted down the hill to meet her without being asked to do so,
Algernon misinterpreted her tone of voice as indicator of distress.
He set his shovel aside and raced to her aid.

Bronwyn didn’t always stay with the Ravenwood
twins. She often returned to the Temple Elsbireth for days at a
time because she had to report to the Supreme Council and also
complete her ordination rites. Though Algernon had warned her
sternly not to come up to the mesa at nightfall, the heavy snow had
likely made travel difficult for the girl.

Her expression brightened as he approached.
Bronwyn threw her arms open to embrace him, pressing her body close
to his. They lingered together, gently rocking to the left and
right. “I’ve got great news!” she announced.

Algernon loved the sensation of her soft
flesh compressing against his chest, and had stopped feeling
embarrassed about the subsequent arousal that always accompanied
physical contact with her. “I thought you were hurt!” he replied, a
bit worriedly.

“No, no!” she said, breathlessly. The climb
through the snow had taxed her stamina, but the strength in her
embrace assured him she was ok. Bronwyn leaned her head into his
while regaining control over her racing heart. “I brought a
newspaper!” she exclaimed, struggling out of her backpack. “There’s
a cease-fire in Kameron. The war is over!” She pulled the paper out
for him to see the headline, which he scanned quickly.

Though Algernon understood that an armistice
didn’t mean Kameron had solved its national troubles, he didn’t
argue with her. Algernon didn’t care what happened in Kameron as
long as Garrick was safe, and he knew from a message in the mail
that his brother and Brenna had returned two days earlier. He put
the newspaper away so it wouldn’t get wet. “That’s terrific news.
Come inside and warm up. Kira’s still cutting out our
curtains.”

Bronwyn’s reddened cheeks flushed with
delight under the bright fire of Algernon’s attention. They laughed
at little things, enjoying each other’s company, until a moment of
silence prevailed as each of them hedged against saying something
that might ruin the moment. To break the tension, Algernon let his
arm slip from her waist, grabbed a generous chunk of muscle on her
backside and squeezed.

Bronwyn shrieked and stopped, her jaw
dropping. “Is that all you ever think about?” she asked, trying to
avoid a smile that betrayed how much she enjoyed his physical
interest.

Algernon lifted her chin with his left hand
and drew close. “Let’s just say that I’ve missed you.” He turned
his head and kissed her cold lips, holding her close as she nuzzled
her hips into his.

Kira, watching this from the window, sighed.
She knew that Algernon needed affection, but an ache and emptiness
within her own heart–one that her brother could not fill–rose up
whenever Algernon and Bronwyn embraced, kissed, or let their hands
wander over one another. Kira padded to the front door, entered the
airlock vestibule, then opened the outside door.

“If you two are going to smooch and feel each
other up, at least come inside where it’s warm and I can
watch!”

“Kira!” Algernon sneered, annoyed that not
only had she broken the mood of the moment, but also knowing that
she’d deliberately intended to do so. Though he loved his sister,
having her around all the time put a serious damper on his growing
relationship with Bronwyn. It also created strain in the friendship
between the two girls, but he’d grown too enamored with Bronwyn to
notice.

Algernon led her upstairs by the hand. She
happily prattled her news to Kira while removing her boots in the
vestibule. Algernon took her coat and hung it on a hook, letting
his gaze linger on her appreciatively while Kira listened to her
friend relate the cease-fire. With a smile Algernon closed the
outer door, unaware that malevolent eyes had been watching them
from within the trees.




***




Later that evening, long after the fire had
died down and everyone had fallen asleep, Kira stirred as Bronwyn
pushed persistently on her shoulder. “Wake up!” she rasped.

Groggily, Kira sat up. Snow reflected enough
light from outside to permit the girl to see her friend’s shadowy
outline. “What’s wrong?”

“Shh!” Bronwyn urged. “Just listen!”

Though the snow attenuated sound, Kira’s
heart raced as she perceived a deep, guttural roar, followed by
snapping and human screaming. She threw her blankets off and
scurried out of the room the two girls shared, with Bronwyn
following quickly behind. Kira warned her friend to leave the
lights off as they neared the southwest-facing window.

But when Kira took down the insulating window
quilt, neither one of them could see anything. Heavy snowfall and
darkness limited visibility to no more than several feet beyond the
wraparound porch. Then, as suddenly as the furious sounds had
begun, the mesa fell silent again.

“What do you think that was?” Bronwyn
whispered, fearfully.

“Maybe the giants,” Kira replied, her voice
tense and senses fully aroused.

That news inspired a tremble down Bronwyn’s
broad back. “I thought the army had killed them all!”

Kira steepled her hands at her lips and
whispered a quick prayer. “That was a different clan,” she
admitted, quietly. “My brother warned the ones who lived up here to
get off the mesa before he told the army about them.”

Bronwyn backed out of Kira’s embrace. “Are
you two crazy?” she accused out loud. “They can kill us!”

“Shh!” Kira admonished. “My brother is still
sleeping!” Seeing Bronwyn’s fearful expression, Kira squeezed her
hands reassuringly. “If they’d wanted to do that, they’d have done
so already.”

“Then what’s going on out there?” Bronwyn
asked, pointing into the darkness.

Kira shook her head. “I don’t know, but I’m
not wandering outside to find out! Come on, let’s go back to bed.
We can pray and you’ll feel better.”

Though she followed Kira to their room and
petitioned the Great God for protection, Bronwyn’s fear kept her
awake well after the sound of Kira’s shallow and steady breathing
from across the room indicated the other girl had fallen asleep
again. She was supposed to report incidents like this, but doing so
would jeopardize the mission project. Bronwyn prayed on her own for
a long time, feeling indecisive and seeking guidance from the Great
God, but nothing else happened until she heard Algernon arise for
the day. Had she slept at all after being woken up?

Though she felt tired, Bronwyn slipped into
her robe and crept into the great room as quietly as possible. She
closed the door so Kira wouldn’t be disturbed, then greeted
Algernon after he emerged from the bathroom, where he’d just
finished washing his hands and face.

By the time she’d finished her own morning
routine, the boy already had another fire going and was boiling
water for tea. He accepted Bronwyn into his arms, smelled the skin
around her neck and ran his fingers through her hair. They embraced
and kissed quietly while waiting for the water to boil. “I like
waking up on the mornings when you’re here,” he told her, running
his left hand down her cheek, her neck and to the side of her
breast. “But you look tired. Didn’t you sleep well?”

She nuzzled his cheek, holding his hands in
hers to prevent him from exploring further. “No,” she admitted.
“Didn’t you hear anything last night?”

Algernon pulled away and turned his attention
to the tea kettle. He lifted it off the burner and poured its
contents into a tea cozy. “I slept soundly.”

Bronwyn waited for a moment before
continuing. “I heard noise outside again. It sounded like someone
screaming. Kira thinks the giants are back.”

“I’ll have a look around when it gets light,”
he promised.

She raised her brows incredulously. “That’s
all?”

“What do you want me to do?” he asked.
“You’re worried that they’re going to attack us, but as long as we
stay inside, we’ll not be mistaken for someone else in the
darkness. They’re not going to harm us, Bronwyn. They promised, and
they don’t lie.”

The girl remained unconvinced. “I don’t feel
safe up here,” she admitted. “We’re supposed to report incidents
like this!”

Algernon became deadly serious. “If we tell
anyone, they’ll quarantine the area. If the authorities find out
about my treaty with the giants, I’ll be hanged for treason and no
one will support Kira’s plans for ministry in Marvic. Is that what
you want to see?

“No one is going to hurt you while I’m
around,” he promised. “And there is no safer place for us than
right here.”




***




Later, after prayers and breakfast, Algernon
cleared snow that had fallen overnight from his deck and stairs,
then put on the snowshoes Kira had woven for him and began trudging
down the hill to muck out the Widow Vandegraff’s barn. This task
generally didn’t take more than ninety minutes, so he expected to
return within two hours, including travel time.

Kira and Bronwyn stayed behind to get rooms
ready for their guests and prepare a special meal. Though Kira
didn’t like to cook and usually left that task to her brother,
Bronwyn excelled in the kitchen. Because Kira told her that Brenna
liked hot food, Bronwyn had picked up exotic, Kamerese spices from
a market in Marvic. She created a special dipping sauce to add some
fire and flavor to a large fish she’d bake in the oven that
afternoon.

As Algernon labored downhill through the deep
drifts, he noticed a murder of crows hopping around a copse of
trees that grew along the northwestern fringe of the clearing.
Crows were a common sight on the mesa, even during the winter, but
why were so many of them gathered in a single place? With his
curiosity aroused, Algernon approached, and in doing so, came
across a scene that filled his heart with terror.

Fresh snow covered several broad masses of
blood. The tree trunks, showing scars where hunks of bark had been
beaten off, were spattered in dark stains, bits of hair and human
clothing. Broken, crushed and decapitated bodies littered the
forest. A collection of ruined handguns and bent rifles, partly
buried by the ongoing storm, looked like they’d been destroyed and
flung away before any of them could fire. Near one of the tree
trunks he found seven pairs of human hands, each one ripped apart
at the elbow as if broken like a dry stick snapped across a knee.
Someone with a macabre sense of humor had planted them upright in
the snow, so they looked like a grisly assembly waving
farewell.

Bronwyn had been right!

He remembered that Jarl, the giant chieftain,
had warned him: “If you speak falsely, I will rend your bones and
scatter your blood to the wind!” Large boot prints, partially
filled with new snow led to the west. The horror stories of giants
and their unending cruelty that Algernon’s mother had whispered
into his impressionable ears at bedtime thundered back into his
consciousness. What had he done in permitting such fearsome
creatures to live?

But then, one of the hands fell over.
Controlling his urge to retch, Algernon noticed that it featured a
tattoo of a dark dagger. Eyes widened, he knocked the others over
with his snowshoe. Each one had a similar mark.

Algernon shuddered! That meant these victims
had been members of the Black Blade Assassin’s Guild. The only
business that organization had on the mesa involved killing him and
Kira. But the seven would-be hit-men had obviously run into a
patrol from the Clan of Broken Bones, each one of whom could see
the heat of warm-blooded forms in the darkness, despite the thermal
attenuation of heavy clothing. It didn’t look like any had survived
the encounter.

Among giants, human skulls testified to
fighting expertise. A large collection of such skulls served to
stratify rank and power within a clan. The slaughter of seven armed
killers would create much celebration among the big humanoids, yet
no giant had set foot beyond the trees. That indicated a restraint
that Algernon pondered in wonder. Blood-lusting giants could have
roared into his house and killed everyone, but they had not done
so.

Reporting this to the police, as he’d been
obligated to do by the court, would generate more questions than he
cared to answer and put the clan at risk of military retaliation.
He knew that scavengers would quickly consume the bodies, but an
idea of how to use this grim discovery to send a clear message to
the Black Blade Guild crept into his consciousness, and Algernon
smiled.




***




After he’d returned from cleaning Mrs.
Vandegraff’s barn, he told Kira and Bronwyn what he’d found
outside.

“I knew it!” Bronwyn complained. “You think
we’re safe here, but we’re at the mercy of a clan of giants who
might kill us all on a whim while we sleep one night.”

“It’s ok, Bron,” Kira soothed, squeezing her
friend’s hand. “Don’t say anything about this to anyone. The giants
are bound by their word, and they’re not going to hurt us.”

Bronwyn felt nervous. “I don’t like this at
all! We’re isolated up here. If anything happens, no one will be
around to help.”

“That’s not true,” Algernon countered. “The
fact that we’re all still alive this morning testifies that we’ve
already been helped. It’s more an issue of aid coming from
unexpected allies, that’s all.”

“So you’re not going to report this?” she
asked.

“No,” he replied. “I’m going to encourage the
assassins to leave us alone!”

Ignoring Bronwyn’s advice, Algernon assembled
a narrow, wooden box from leftover building materials and labeled
its lid in dark ink: “To the Black Blade Guild.” After this, he
picked up his toboggan and dragged it over to the collection of
limbs, put the frozen hands into the box, then nailed it shut.

He didn’t take the road into the city.
Instead, Algernon climbed the mesa up to Wounded Heart Creek and
followed the rapidly descending trail across the bridge. Rather
than turning right to go toward the main gate, Algernon pulled his
toboggan along a narrow ledge that ran beneath the walls. This was
a path he used to follow when sneaking out of the Temple to spend
time alone on the mesa, permitting him to avoid the gate
entirely.

He climbed up to a culvert that diverted
excessive run-off from the River Honeywater. Because the river
arose from a series of hot mineral springs on Marvic’s promontory,
the water flowing through this culvert never froze. Following this
route brought him to a heavily wooded overflow basin. Algernon was
always careful to avoid being seen in this location.

Several blocks later, he emerged from the
river at a bridge, hopped onto a trolley, then transferred three
times in order to deliver his load in the crime-infested Paradise
neighborhood. He pounded on the back door of The Bloody Bucket, the
seedy establishment where Kira had briefly danced for her wealthy
clientele, instructing the bewildered bouncer who answered the door
to deliver the box to its rightful owner.

Afterward, Algernon headed east through the
city’s textile district. He boarded another streetcar that took him
around the Lake Solidarity hydroelectric power project. Its line
terminus stood at the gated entrance of the newly christened Fort
Aeolus, a converted industrial complex that spilled onto three
sprawling terraces below the broad promontory upon which Marvic
stood.

Though this area had once served as the
economic muscle of the city, factory owners gradually moved their
businesses away from its extremely windy, exposed environment into
milder locations that had easier access to Tamaria’s rail network.
Over the past six months, engineering and construction crews
engaged in an extensive re-modeling of this largely abandoned heavy
machinery manufacturing center, creating a garrison for the
Tamarian Expeditionary Force out of a previously blighted
landscape.

Algernon took a funicular train down to the
base headquarters, where he sent a message to Garrick and waited in
a cafeteria for his brother to arrive. Twenty minutes later, Brenna
walked up to the table where Algernon was just finishing a bowl of
lentil soup. She stood on her toes to kiss his cheek, then gave him
a soft, but fleeting embrace.

“Garrick will be here soon,” she promised,
speaking in vulgate. “I brought something for you.” Brenna pulled a
slender box out of her backpack and slid it across the table.

Algernon’s eyes widened as he lifted its lid.
Brenna had given him a compact telescope! She knew he loved
astronomy and thought this would be a particularly useful gift for
someone whom she believed would never be able to afford one on his
own.

She looked like she’d lost weight. Brenna
also had a wicked scar marring the pale flesh on her neck, and he
shuddered to think of how she’d obtained it. Algernon wondered why
she’d returned to Marvic rather than staying with her family, but
when he questioned her about this Brenna became evasive. Though he
was not often socially adept, Garrick had warned him in a letter
that she’d become fragile after returning from captivity, and
Algernon quickly figured out that she didn’t want to talk about her
situation.

When Garrick arrived, looking weary and
sleep-deprived, Algernon recognized that his brother had grown
taller and broader over the summer. Garrick also pulled a gift out
of his backpack. “I thought you might want your own copy of
Gottslena,” he said, offering his younger brother a thick,
leather-bound book. Algernon knew that his brother did not believe
in the Great God, so this gift showed extraordinary sensitivity and
respect for an issue that could easily have divided the
siblings.

“We also brought a set of dishes that Jawara
made for you,” Garrick said. “And the family passed the hat around
again so you can get supplies for your household.”

Algernon rolled his eyes, feeling unworthy of
all this generosity. “We have more stuff than we can use! Wait
until you see the mountain of gifts we haven’t even unpacked
yet!”




***




Garrick had four days of free time left
before the next school term started. He and Brenna had to be back
at the base by then, but his daydreams about establishing a closer
bond with his siblings occupied the forefront of his thinking. He
didn’t want another day to pass without doing something to overcome
the emotional distance that separated them.

In that light, he peppered Algernon with
questions about the homestead, his relationship with Bronwyn–whom
Garrick had never met–and Kira’s physical well-being while they
traveled through the city and beyond its main gate.

“She’ll tell you more than you’ll want to
know,” Algernon assured his older brother, avoiding the whole issue
of their sister’s pregnancy and miscarriage. “I’m more than a
little tired of listening to her complaining, so she’ll appreciate
a fresh audience, I’m sure!”

Brenna held her tongue. The cold reminded her
of the time when she and Garrick first met, and as they lumbered
through the snow on the way to Wounded Heart Creek, her thoughts
lingered on a thousand memories rooted in their chance encounter, a
little over a year earlier. She didn’t pay much attention to
Algernon, enjoying the gentle breath of cold wind caressing the
snow-laden evergreens, the fresh air and the sound of her beloved’s
voice whenever he responded to his younger brother’s questions.

Algernon didn’t talk much about the giants,
other than admitting to Garrick that he’d found a camp on the mesa
during the summer, and explaining what he described as a
misunderstanding with the police investigator. He led his brother
and Brenna up the path where Kira had encountered the cave bear
many weeks earlier, choosing this route to avoid the bloody
slaughter scene visible on the main route. The brothers took turns
dragging the toboggan uphill.

When they arrived within sight of the
homestead, Garrick stopped in awe. The large, sixteen-sided cedar
building–huddled cozily beneath deep snow–looked impressive in size
and aesthetic appeal. A candle bid welcome from a window, as if the
structure had long stood in the environment and offered its shelter
as a gesture of hospitality. “That’s your home?” he asked in
astonishment.

“You don’t like it?” Algernon asked.

Garrick shook his head. “I expected a monk to
live in something more modest.”

“It’s not just for me, brother. It’s for Kira
and her ministry, too!”

Brenna smelled the faint odor of wood smoke,
though she saw nothing rising from the chimney that poked through
the roof. She relished the thought of feeling warm again, as the
air had a decidedly damp chill that felt less comfortable than the
dry cold she remembered from the Saradon.

They climbed stairs leading up to an
expansive deck, then entered the airlock to take off their boots,
gloves and coats. Kira, who’d read all of Garrick’s letters and
knew what had happened in Kameron, shrieked in astonished wonder:
“Brenna! How did you grow your hair back?”

Garrick’s little sister looked remarkably
slender for a pregnant girl. She greeted them with hugs, kisses and
excited chatter, introducing them to Bronwyn, a tall and husky,
sweet-dispositioned girl who welcomed Garrick and Brenna
graciously.

Brenna closed her eyes when she walked
inside, letting the wonderful aroma of spicy, baked fish and fresh
bread wash over her senses. It felt warm enough for her to shed her
parka, and to her surprise, the heat felt like it radiated up from
the floor. Algernon had been very clever in coming up with his
home’s design.

Huge rafter beams reached for the center of
the roof, where a skylight, though covered in snow, still permitted
daylight to penetrate into the center of the great room, directly
above the masonry stove. To her right, Brenna noticed a series of
pillows laying on a carpet in a seating area. The big house
contained very little furniture.

The arc of an interior wall extended around
the back of the house, featuring doors she later learned led into
separate bedrooms. The entire right hand side of the house had a
wooden floor, save for the large rug in the living room. A
semi-circular storage bin for firewood and kindling flanked the
masonry stove, which had shelves on its outside for storage. These
shelves were full of brand new linens and blankets.

To her left, the floor consisted of large
stone tiles. A bookcase, a second-hand table and chairs marked off
a study area. Beyond this, a low, narrow table lined with pillows
served as the eating area, with a curvilinear food preparation
island to its right that sported two sinks and a faucet for running
water. On the far side of the dining area, a laundry tub stood near
another vestibule that led outside. Between it and the bedroom that
belonged to Kira and Bronwyn, lay a bathroom extension.

Algernon explained that he’d planned the
overhangs, the position of windows and the tiled section of the
floor to warm in the heat of the Daystar. “We’re actually using
less wood to heat with than I’d expected,” he proudly told his
brother.

Brenna pulled a parcel out of her backpack
for Kira, offering the girl what turned out to be a formal dress
made of silky fabric and lace. Garrick gave his little sister a
pair of black leather shoes to match. They didn’t forget Bronwyn,
for whom they brought a four piece set of Lithian ceramo-ferric
kitchen knives.

Bronwyn felt astonished to be included in the
gift-giving, and a bit embarrassed to receive such a valuable thing
from people she’d never met. She thanked Garrick and Brenna for
their generosity, set the knife block on the kitchen counter, then
began pulling her main dish out of the oven. “Come!” she called.
“Wash your hands. Let’s eat!”

In Tamaria, as in most cultures, eating
served an important social purpose. Brenna knew that poor Tamarians
used no utensils and felt uncomfortable when Bronwyn put down a
wicker basket filled with pieces of broken bread, a plate of hot
fish that had been deboned and mashed into small pieces, a creamy
casserole and a bowl of steaming vegetables cut into slices. She
set out neither plates, nor utensils.

Algernon blessed the food, then sat across
from Bronwyn, with Kira to his left and Garrick taking the spot
next to his sister. Garrick patted the area across the table from
where he sat, admonishing Brenna to join them.

“You’re not expecting me to eat with my
fingers, are you?” she asked, wrinkling her nose, noting that
Algernon picked up a bit of bread, used it to grab some fish, then
proceeded to offer it across the table to Bronwyn, who ate right
out of his hand.

Garrick smiled. “No,” he said. “I’m expecting
you to eat from mine!”

“That’s disgusting!” she exclaimed, watching
Bronwyn do the same for Kira, while Garrick’s little sister fed
Algernon.

“It’s the way we do things here,” he replied,
offering her a bit of bread and fish that he dipped into the spicy
sauce Bronwyn had prepared for the occasion. “Come on, Brenna! My
hands are clean!”

She was tentative at first, but then made a
game of nibbling on Garrick’s fingers or licking his hand, while
pulling hers back so quickly whenever he tried to repay her that he
had no hope of requiting her behavior. After awhile, she relaxed
and laughed, teasing him with food that she dextrously popped into
his mouth or smeared on his face. It had been a long time since
Garrick had heard her laugh, and it almost brought tears to his
eyes.

Near the end of the meal, Garrick wiped his
face, stood and asked for everyone’s attention. “We have important
news,” he announced, gliding around the table and gently lifting
Brenna by the hand. “Next spring, Brenna and I are getting married.
We’re taking all of you to Kameron to help us celebrate our
wedding!”

The home erupted in celebration and
expressions of joy rang in the rafters. In the midst of much
embracing, kissing and congratulations, Kira held onto Garrick’s
arms. “What did mom say?” she asked quietly.

Garrick pulled his sister close and whispered
into her ear. “I haven’t told her.”

“What if she says no?” Kira’s tone
illustrated that she was dead serious and worried about this.
Tamarian engagement and marriage customs differed significantly
from those of the Lithians, and in Tamaria, without permission of
the family matriarch, marriages were not considered legal.

“That’s one reason we’re getting married in
Kameron,” he admitted.

“So you’re not going to ask her?” Algernon
inquired, puzzled.

Garrick looked at his younger siblings and a
sad expression crossed his face. “What do you think she’d tell
me?”

Kira put her finger to Algernon’s lips,
cautioning him against impulsively speaking a truth she knew would
hurt Brenna. “We understand,” she said.




***




Algernon habitually retired early for the
night. Though he wanted to stay up and talk to Garrick, he felt too
tired, said his good-nights to everyone and disappeared into his
room. While Kira talked to Garrick in the living area and related
her story, Brenna approached Bronwyn in the kitchen and quietly
asked her about the maternal permission issue. “Why they quiet
talk?” she asked. “Why we mother’s bless must have?”

Bronwyn took Brenna aside and led her into
the bedroom. “I speak vulgate,” she said. “It will be easier for
you to understand.”

Brenna sat on Kira’s bed. Though the aroma of
cedar permeated the room, a faint feminine scent mingled with the
mineral odor that arose from Kira’s habitual bathing in the hot
spring. Brenna could smell that at least one of the girls had gone
into estrus, and given that the scent was not fresh, it couldn’t
have been Bronwyn. The Lithian maiden wondered if anything had
happened to Kira’s baby, but didn’t think she should discuss this
with Bronwyn. “Why wouldn’t Garrick’s mother bless our union?” she
reiterated in the more comfortable, common language.

Despite an uncovered window that let
reflected light from outside into the room, Bronwyn couldn’t see as
well as her guest. She flipped on the electric light and put up the
window quilt to preserve warmth during the evening. “This is not a
pleasant thing to talk about, but I think you’ve been here long
enough to know the truth.”

“I’m a foreigner,” Brenna sighed. “So I’m not
worthy of him.”

“Tamaria has been at war for most of our
history,” Bronwyn explained, sitting on her own bed. “People
presume that these conflicts originate among other nations, and
project their anger over the endless loss of their sons and
daughters on people like you.”

Brenna closed her eyes and shook her head.
“I’ve fought at Garrick’s side in two separate conflicts now,” she
stated. “I’ve seen unbelievable courage among the soldiers who
defend your nation, and they accept me. You’d think that would be
good enough!”

Bronwyn’s three older brothers had all served
in the army. She glanced at the Red Star and the twin Courageous
Service Badges that adorned Brenna’s breast. She noticed the gold
and silver lions on the collar of the Lithian maiden’s dress
uniform, and she knew what every one of them meant. “It must be
difficult for you to handle that kind of ignorance. I’m sorry. I
wish there was something I could do.”

“Family is important to me,” Brenna replied.
“Though I don’t want to defy Garrick’s mother, I don’t deserve
being rejected just because I’m not Tamarian. We may be different
in culture, language and faith, but we’re all equal in our need for
love.”

“You’re right,” Bronwyn agreed. “But even
though you’ve been honored for your service to the Republic,
Garrick’s mother will likely not see things that way.”

Brenna sighed angrily. “Why should she care?
It’s not her life! It’s not like she really loved and nurtured any
of her children!”

Bronwyn let Brenna’s wrath cool before
responding. “The issue is not outside,” she said. “We, as people,
like to lay blame on others because that way we’re not responsible
for our own attitudes and behavior.” Pointing to her heart, the
acolyte priestess continued: “The real problem is in here.”

That remark hit a deep and raw nerve. Brenna
gave Bronwyn a sideways glance, then shut her eyes as emotion rose
and spilled into tears that dripped from her lashes. She put her
hands to her face and wept quietly, while Bronwyn, a compassionate
stranger, moved close and embraced the Lithian maiden until she
regained her composure.

“It’s ok,” she soothed, rocking Brenna
gently, thinking that her weeping stemmed from racial prejudice,
when the real issue was far more personal. “Let it out. Let it
go.”

After she’d emptied her soul of the feeling,
Brenna sniffed and wiped her eyes dry with a handkerchief Bronwyn
provided from a shelf stacked with linens. “So why does Garrick’s
mother need to give her blessing, anyway?”

“It’s a traditional thing,” the Tamarian girl
replied. “Inheritance rights pass through the maternal line. That
gives our mothers a lot of power, and it’s something that lies at
the root of why we, as women, have more rights in Tamaria than our
sisters do in neighboring nations.”

“And if we don’t get Garrick’s mother to
bless our union, then what?”

Bronwyn smiled. “Then the Daystar won’t rise,
the rivers will flood, our wombs will dry up, winter will never
end, and pestilence will fall from the sky!”

Brenna caught the humor immediately and began
to laugh. She’d laughed more in a single evening than had been the
case for many weeks, and the experience of sharing that kind of joy
with another female lifted her spirits.

Then, Bronwyn’s expression morphed into
something that looked like worry. “You know that I’m likely to have
the same problem,” she said.

Brenna thought that was a strange remark for
the Tamarian girl to make. “What do you mean?”

Bronwyn toyed with her skirt nervously.
“Well, you know . . . Look at Kira and look at me. She’s all
blonde, pale-skinned, pale-eyed, skinny and pretty. She’s full of
charisma, and she looks like the type of girl an upstanding mother
would want for her son.

“But I’m all big and gangly. I’ve got dark
eyes, brown hair and a Lithian name. Who’s going to approve of me?
Do you even know what my name means?”

“Yes,” Brenna responded, thinking that the
girl wouldn’t want Kira’s problems if she knew the extent of them.
“It means pale breast. Among my people that’s a beautiful name for
a woman to have.”

“Maybe so,” Bronwyn replied, “but I’m not
Lithian.”

“Hmm . . .” Brenna mused. “From what I’ve
seen, I don’t think Algernon’s too concerned about that.”

“You noticed?” Bronwyn replied, a little
afraid.

Brenna laughed. “He’s a little bit like his
brother in one respect. Whenever you look away, he gazes longingly
at your bosom!”

Embarrassed, her cheeks flushed red, Bronwyn
put her hand to her face. “Ugh!” she exclaimed. “I try so hard to
be modest.”

“You are modest,” Brenna assured the girl.
“There’s nothing wrong with being darker than Kira or bigger than
the rest of the girls. Allfather made all women, including you,
beautiful. There’s nothing wrong with Algernon noticing and
appreciating how lovely you are. My mother said that when he first
came to visit us, his jaw practically dragged on the floor whenever
my sister, Thea, walked into the room.”

“She’s busty, like you?”

“She’s quite a bit bigger,” Brenna said. “And
in my family, no self-respecting virgin girl would cover herself up
like you do!”

Bronwyn raised her brows. “Really?”

Brenna nodded. “Yes, but the initial
attraction can’t sustain interest. The world is full of pretty and
shapely girls. If you want him long-term, you have to be beautiful
on the inside, where it really counts.”

“Then how do you know whether the boy really
likes you?” Bronwyn asked. “How do you know he just doesn’t want
you for your body? How do you know that once he’s had his way with
you, he’s not just going to walk away?”

“That’s a risk that works both ways,” Brenna
replied. “Men can be hurt by unfaithful partners, too.”

“Yeah, but I’m not going to do that!” Bronwyn
complained. “How do I know that he just doesn’t want to get under
my blouse and up my skirt?”

“You can tell by the way he treats you,”
Brenna replied. “You can tell by the way he respects the boundaries
you set, by the way he restrains his desire for your sake, and by
his gentleness whenever you permit his hands to caress you.”

“But I want him to want me,” the Tamarian
girl admitted. “I want him to pay attention and notice who I am.
I’m torn because I like it when I’m the object of his focus, yet
I’m worried that all he cares about is getting his hands on my
boobs.”

Brenna smiled. She’d been hanging around
jaded female soldiers like Mariel and Hannelore for so long,
Bronwyn’s innocent honesty seemed refreshing. “Well, does he
listen, or is he just waiting to tell you the next thing he wants
to say? Does he value your intelligence, or is he always telling
you what to think? Does he allow you to be yourself, or does he
insist that you act in ways that conform to what he wants?”

Bronwyn knitted her brow. “Algernon’s pretty
good about that sort of thing, but I feel this persistent pressure
to permit a little more intimacy in our contact every time we’re
alone together. He’s relentless. Is Garrick like that, too?”

Brenna shook her head, reluctant to talk
about something she considered deeply personal. “No,” she admitted.
“I’m afraid it’s more the other way around.” She didn’t want to
mention that she’d have given herself to him long ago, had he not
behaved with such restraint. “I have no doubt that Garrick loves
me.”

“Wow!” Bronwyn said, glancing at and admiring
Brenna’s figure. She was flawless, except for an ugly scar on her
neck that Bronwyn felt too afraid to ask about. “It’s impressive
that he has that kind of self-control.”

Brenna patted Bronwyn’s hand, then squeezed
it reassuringly. “He would treat any girl that way, because that’s
his nature. If Algernon isn’t willing to set the boundaries, then
you have to do so. Just be clear with him, be fair, and don’t let
yourself get carried away as your relationship moves forward.”

Given that this subject was not something
Bronwyn felt she could discuss freely with anyone else, she felt
relieved. She wanted to continue this conversation, but Garrick
appeared in the doorway with his sister, who walked into the room,
weepy and sniffing. Kira’s appearance spoiled the mood
entirely.

Hope had vanished from Garrick’s eyes. He
crossed his arms and leaned against the door frame with a distant
expression on his face. Brenna rightfully interpreted Kira’s
entrance and Garrick’s body language as a signal to depart. She
smiled at Bronwyn, then quietly slipped away.

“What’s wrong?” Brenna whispered as they
walked toward the living room.

“Why didn’t you tell me she’d gotten
pregnant?” he demanded, softly but insistently.

Brenna had felt that this news was best
expressed by Kira, herself. This evening had been the first chance
she’d had to speak to her brother face to face, and in that light,
Brenna thought Garrick was acting irrationally. “I didn’t know for
certain,” she replied. “I told Algernon to have her visit a doctor
when they got back here.”

“I wish you had said something to me,” he
complained. “I felt like I got blind-sided by the news.”

“It’s not my place to tell you about these
things,” she replied. “Especially when I had no way of proving my
suspicion.”

“It’s done now,” he said in response.
“There’s nothing I could have done, anyway.”

“Why is she upset?”

“She had a miscarriage and now she thinks her
life is ruined because no one will ever want to take her as a
wife.”

Brenna gasped, horrified at the thought. She
saw worry etched deeply into Garrick’s expression. “What brought
that up?”

“It was the news of our wedding.” Garrick
took Brenna’s hand in both of his and held her gently. “She
believes that Algernon and Bronwyn will be next, and that she’ll be
left alone in the world.”

“That’s a bit quick don’t you think? Besides,
it’s not true. She could stay with us.”

Garrick shook his head. “That’s what I told
her, but my family is dysfunctional. We have a history that casts a
dark shadow on all our interactions. Besides, Kira has always felt
closer to Algernon than to me.”

“But even if Algernon and Bronwyn married,
they wouldn’t kick her out in the cold! He’s not like that, and I
don’t think she is, either.”

Garrick sighed. “It’s complicated,” he said,
quietly. “I wish the relationships I have with my siblings was more
like the ones you share with your sisters, but they’ve always let
me down.”

Kira told him more about the giants than
Algernon had been willing to admit, then tearfully explained that
she’d been struggling to overcome a confusing, sexual desire for
Bronwyn, too. The girl also didn’t like the way her best friend was
becoming so cozy with Algernon. Garrick, though he’d known about
Astrid, felt shocked. His dream of experiencing closer relations
with the twins vaporized in the reality of their shortcomings.
Though he’d made up his mind to love them, he felt disappointed to
hear nearly everything Kira had shared with him.

“I don’t know what to say,” he murmured. “But
I’m too exhausted to deal with this right now.” He edged closer to
Algernon’s room, secretly wishing he could stay with Brenna
instead, but knowing that wouldn’t happen. “I’m going to go to
bed,” he whispered, kissing her. “I’ll see you in the morning.”




***




Very late that evening Garrick awoke in a
cold sweat, breathing hard. His heart pounded in his chest as a
nameless, powerful fear faded from his memory. Disoriented in the
darkness, it took several moments for him to remember where he was.
The terror of witnessing Mendel Zucher’s brain splatter against the
charnel house wall echoed from the recesses of Garrick’s mind. Had
that bullet traveled ever so slightly to the right, it would have
hit him, instead.

Trembling, he pulled his covers off. Padding
through the house by running his fingers along the wall, Garrick
found the bathroom, turned on its light and washed his face in the
sink. As he dried off with a towel, Garrick noticed movement in the
mirror above the basin and spun around with a start.

Brenna stood in the doorway, a worried
expression painted on her pretty face. “Are you ok?” she asked.

“Yeah. I just had another bad dream.” He
thought she looked absolutely beautiful, standing in a sheer
nightgown, her lovely form a mysterious blend of the strong,
defined and feminine. “Why are you up?”

“I can’t sleep,” she told him. “I thought
that leaving Kameron would help me leave my pain behind, but it’s
in my head.” Her lower lip trembled as she struggled not to cry. “I
can’t make it go away!”

Garrick opened his arms and pulled her into
his embrace. Her soft, warm skin felt comforting against his own
flesh. “Do you want to me to sleep with you?” he asked.

Judging from his physical response to her
proximity, Brenna wondered if he could contain his passion, should
they crawl into bed together. She didn’t feel strong enough to
resist him at the moment, either. “That’s not a good idea,” she
replied. “Can we just talk?”

Garrick nodded. He turned off the light and
let her lead him into the living room. Brenna pulled one of the
window quilts down so she could see outside. The snow had stopped
falling, and to her eyes, the landscape glowed brilliantly.

“It’s lovely!” she told him.

“It’s dark,” he replied. “I can’t see a
thing!”

Brenna slid into the arms of her beloved and
they simply sat close, without speaking, for a very long time.
Finally, she broke the silence. “I pray for my dreams to go away,
but they’re always waiting for me in the dark. Is that what it’s
like for you?”

“Yes,” he replied, “it’s pretty much the
same. Just when I think I have everything under control, the
nightmares come back. I’m trying to cope, I’m trying to be strong,
but there’s something in me that trembles at the evil I’ve
seen.”

Brenna, for whom the uppermost layers of skin
were translucent in ultraviolet light, watched the blood pulsing
through Garrick’s flesh. His life and nearness brought comfort,
soothing her soul. She ran her fingers through the hair on his
chest, circling his left nipple with her finger for a moment before
he wordlessly stopped her. “My father told me that it never really
goes away,” she admitted. “He remembers unspeakable things. He said
he wished I’d remained his innocent little girl, but it’s too late
for that, now.”

“We have to find a way, Brenna. We have to
leave the crisis behind and move forward. We can’t live in the
present if our minds remain planted in the past.”

“That’s what my father said, too,” she told
him. “He prayed that I would grow in my understanding of how much
God loves me, that I could forgive, and that I would learn to
accept grace with a gentle spirit and humility.”

“That sounds like quite a blessing.”

“He loves me,” she said, resting her head
against Garrick’s bare chest.

Garrick whispered, “I love you too,” into her
ear. “It was good to hear you laughing again. I like it when you’re
happy.”

“Talk to me, and I will be,” she replied.

Though he’d not had much time to process his
own mixed feelings, Garrick found that telling the incredible story
his little sister had shared made him more comfortable with the
tale. He began with her discomfort during the early summer,
described their fateful encounter with the cave bear and the
dangerous relationship Algernon had developed with giants. He
outlined their extended stay in Marvic, the wrongful accusation of
Dr. Meens, the subsequent investigation by the police and
Algernon’s trial, but glossed over details of Kira’s miscarriage
because that made him feel queasy.

“They’ve also been attacked by assassins,
twice! I have a hard time buying it, but Kira told me that Algernon
thinks the giants are protecting them now.”

Just as Kira’s filling in all the details had
astonished her older brother, so Garrick’s recollection of them to
Brenna left his fiancee open-mouthed and struggling with disbelief.
While the story sounded like something from the realm of fantasy,
all the pieces fit together and adequately explained how the twins
had managed to build the magnificent house that sheltered them.
“Allfather must have important work for them to do,” she said.

At that moment, something thudded near the
front door. Brenna scurried to the vestibule, noting movement of a
dark shape against the brilliant, blue light reflecting off the
snow. She ignored Garrick’s expression of concern for her safety,
raced over to the dining room and pulled the quilt away from its
window.

“What’s going on?” he asked in alarm.

Brenna gasped. Standing along the edge of the
forest, she saw at least a dozen large, humanoid shapes. One of
them rejoined the assembly, and they paused, as if speaking to one
another in low voices. “Giants,” she replied. “A whole war
party!”

Feeling helpless and vulnerable, Garrick felt
his heart pound. “What are they doing?”

“They’re leaving,” Brenna stated, watching
the group turn back into the woods and quickly vanish. She stepped
over to the airlock, checked through the window to ensure that
nothing dangerous remained outside, then opened the front door.
Bitterly frigid air swept over her exposed flesh. She lingered in
the cold only long enough to retrieve a satchel that lay beneath
the overhang.

Shivering, Brenna shut the doors, set the
bundle on the table in the study area, then pulled Garrick back to
her room to fetch a blanket. “It smells feminine,” she said.

Garrick wrinkled his nose as he turned on the
lights and retrieved a blanket from his own room. “If we leave that
thing in here it’s going to stink up the entire house!”

Algernon stirred at the sound of their
voices, pulled on his robe and joined Garrick and Brenna at the
table. Brenna handed him a sealed envelope that had his name
written on its front. Inside the satchel, she found five notebooks,
the contents of which she could not read. “Do you understand this?”
she asked.

Algernon sighed, slowly shaking his head.
“It’s written in Vatheran,” he said distractedly, while his brother
removed an urn filled with ashes, then tossed the empty bag back
outside. “Bronwyn knows how to read it.”

The young priest opened the envelope. It
contained a message written by the hand of Anja Ingebretsen, the
Vatheran social scientist he’d met several weeks earlier. “My dear
boy,” he read aloud. “By the time you receive this note, I will be
watching you from the Great Hall of the Heavens. My journey in the
world we shared has been full of wonder, but I have been ill for a
long while, and now I must depart for a better place.

“On behalf of the clan, I wish to express my
gratitude. Your integrity and wisdom has preserved these remarkable
people for another generation. Because you have protected them from
certain death, Sigrid has sworn that no harm will ever befall you
as long as you live on Superstition Mesa.”

Algernon stopped reading for a moment,
evaluating the anger rising in his brother’s expression. “Their
crisis has now passed. They have learned how to live in harmony
with your people as neighbors, and they express an ongoing hope
that as a priest, a man of peace, you will endeavor to show others
the way.” She continued in this vein for several lines, then asked
Algernon to carry her ashes home and bury them in the land of the
Vatherii, that her soul might find peace. “Please take my notes,”
she concluded, “and find someone reputable to compile and publish
them.”

Garrick sat down, struggling to control his
rage. “I can’t believe this!” he snarled. “Kira doesn’t know the
half of it! What are you doing making a treaty with giants,
Algernon? They’re bloodthirsty killers who ought to be wiped from
the face of the world!”

“That sounds far more bloodthirsty to me than
the contents of this letter,” Algernon countered. “What other
course of action would you propose? Do you want to kill everyone
whose culture and way of life differs from ours? Does fighting and
destroying our enemies make everything better? Has all the killing
brought us peace?”

“You’ve got it backwards,” Garrick argued.
“They’re the ones who have oppressed us. They’re the ones who
enslaved us. They’re the ones who attack without cause!”

“So that justifies revenge on our part, which
justifies retribution on their part, and the spiral of violence
continues without end!” Algernon had thought a lot about this
problem since first encountering the giants, and his passion rose
as he argued. “At some point, someone has to break that cycle,
otherwise it will continue until we’re all ruined!”

“Sometimes evil has to be stopped!” the young
lieutenant said with conviction. He wasn’t really understanding
that Algernon was advocating the same thing. “You have to take a
stand for what is right!”

“And that’s exactly what I’ve done!” Algernon
exclaimed. “Don’t think I’m blind to what war has done to you and
Brenna. I’ve read it in your letters. I see it in your face and the
scar on her neck. I heard you crying out in your sleep. Will more
killing stop your pain? Will it make your nightmares go away?”

Garrick slammed his hand on the table. In a
frightening display of rage he stood over his younger brother, his
posture threatening physical retaliation. “What do you know about
what I’ve been through?” he demanded. “I put my life on the line
defending your freedom, while you’re cavorting with the enemy. Get
off your sanctimonious, high horse!”

Their argument had awakened both Kira and
Bronwyn, who joined Brenna in the living room. The girls watched
the fearful confrontation between brothers transpire, all three of
them worried about what would happen next. Brenna closed her eyes
and began to pray. Bronwyn, noting this, followed her lead. Kira,
wide-eyed and terrified, felt too helpless to do anything.

Algernon stood his ground, fearlessly. “What
ignorant talk! You’re basing your simplistic judgment on
superstitions mother impressed on us when we were young.”

Garrick came nose to nose with his brother.
“What are you bringing her into this for? My problem is with you
and what you’ve done!”

Algernon held his arms out to the side, an
open, vulnerable posture. “Are you going to hit me now? Are you
going to be like dad and try to shut me up by beating me? Will that
make you feel better?”

Hearing this stopped Garrick cold. Silence
hung in the air as Algernon’s accusation crushed the broken heart
of his older brother. A change swept over Garrick’s face as he
mentally traced the conflict toward its logical conclusion, and the
resulting pain that swelled in his soul nearly made him cry. How
could he fight with his own brother over this?

Garrick knew of no one whose intelligence
rivaled that of his twin siblings. They, like Brenna, viewed the
world through a lens of faith, and he’d experienced the power of
that paradigm at work in her life. Wasn’t that force also alive in
Algernon? If he wanted a strong relationship with his siblings,
shouldn’t he begin by extending confidence in their judgment?

Regret rose and filled Garrick’s eyes. “I’m
sorry, Algernon,” he said, struggling to reassert control. “I don’t
know what’s wrong with me.” Garrick put his right hand on his
younger brother’s shoulder, sat down and buried his face in his
left hand.

Algernon knelt at his brother’s side and
embraced him, the strength of their arms reinforcing fraternal
commitment. Seeing this, Kira raced over to join them. All three
Ravenwood siblings clung to one another, expressing their devotion
in sincere affection. And thus, they put their past crisis aside
and began to develop understanding and re-establish trust.

“I know you want to do what is right,”
Algernon said as his brother pulled away. “I know you’re
courageous. I know you’re a natural leader and that your men follow
you for good reason. You’ll always be the brother I admire. You’ve
risked everything to stop evil. We both know that we live in a
world where soldiers take a stand to protect the weak, but
sometimes there’s another way.” He returned to his chair while Kira
remained in Garrick’s arms.

“Look at this place, brother! It started as
an idea in my head, but look at it, now! This dream of mine has
come to life because of harmony, not conflict. If we want to live
in peace, we have to work at it. Peace has to live inside us. It
has to drive our actions and attitudes. We have to nurture it and
make it grow. That’s the only way we’re going to have real
change!”

Garrick knew his brother was right. He’d been
stricken by the loss of close friends, a trusted mentor, of
something sweet and innocent in Brenna’s soul, and he longed for
restoration and reconciliation. Violence and bloodshed lurked in
the shadows of his past, but Garrick dreamed of peace. His turned
his head toward beautiful, vulnerable Kira, whose eyes pleaded with
him to affirm Algernon’s testimony. After this, the young warrior
gazed at Brenna, who’d taken rightful revenge on her enemies and
lived to regret it. She’d become so focused on her prayer she
hadn’t noticed the decline of tension in the room.

Garrick nodded, a deep sigh draining through
his lungs. “The fact that you’ve made peace with a clan of giants
is nothing short of miraculous,” he stated at length. “I shouldn’t
be surprised that a man of faith would find a way to reconcile with
his enemy.”

Algernon smiled. “Peace is the path of the
Great God,” he said.

Garrick’s expression remained more serious.
“What are you going to do when someone sees the big boot prints
outside?”

“No one is going to see anything,” Algernon
replied. “After I’ve shoveled the deck in the morning, we’re taking
you and Brenna sledding! We can hike, and hunt, dip in the hot
spring whenever we want and wander around the mesa to our hearts’
content.

“I’ll show you some caves where I’ve found
ancient paintings. We can explore the old military lookout and all
the abandoned homestead foundations. We can climb the window tree,
ski along the trails, and read all the grave markers on Hangman’s
Hill. This is our home, Garrick. This is the place where we
belong.”

“And what happens when the giants come
back?”

Algernon shook his head. “There are no giants
living on the mesa,” he promised. “That’s nothing but rumor and
superstition.”
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